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Key messages
Climate change is expected to
increase the incidence of droughts

consumption and agriculture.

Building resilience to climate change
through indigenous knowledge:
The case of Bolivia
Indigenous knowledge plays an important role in the way communities
interact with their climate in many countries, particularly in Bolivia.

promotes the indigenous concept

It contributes to weather forecasting at the community level, and to the
preservation of vital ecosystem functions that help to buffer communities

the protection of natural resources.
However, it does not provide
indigenous people with a means
of legal redress for developments

against climate change impacts. However, the increasing incidence of
extreme weather events and disasters is taking a toll. This situation calls
community – an area where Bolivia could lead the way.

does it require their consent for

Collaborations between indigenous
groups and scientists can improve
the understanding of climate
change, lead to better adaptive
strategies in Bolivia and provide
useful experience from which other
countries can learn.
Implementing policies that
encourage the use of indigenous
knowledge will help manage
the unavoidable consequences
of climate change and protect
vulnerable populations.

Author

Indigenous people have reported
that traditional climatic indicators are
no longer as reliable for predicting
weather as in the past.
variations have become so unpredictable
that traditional observations provide
little protection against the impacts of
severe weather on crops and livestock.
Yet, indigenous knowledge can be

with partnerships among scientists
and indigenous communities, can also
provide useful lessons to other countries
and communities.
Bolivia is home to a diverse population,
including 36 indigenous groups with a
combined population of over 5 million

allow vulnerable populations to better
adapt to climate change, such as in the
and new planting techniques to increase
resilience to extreme weather. Bolivia’s
Ley de Derechos de la Madre Tierra
one important tool for indigenous people
that helps to protect natural and cultural

The effects of climate change
in Bolivia are expected to include higher
temperatures, glacial melt and extreme
3

4

protecting some of this knowledge, but
of irrigation water for Andean farmers.5
knowledge

with

research
Lessons
from the interaction of indigenous

example, monitor the wind, clouds, frosts
and other signals to predict the weather
and improve agricultural practices.
Andean villagers forecast the timing and

broader
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throughout the Altiplano, the Chaco and
6

has experienced both droughts and

of Bolivia have experienced increased

international supporters in Bolivia
illuminate how these different groups
can support each other in creating the
most climate-resilient outcomes.

The need to preserve Bolivia’s
indigenous knowledge
environment,
limited resources to combat climate
risks. Indigenous knowledge has been
used to build climate resilience in
Bolivia, but much of it is being lost. The

Bolivia’s

indigenous

of knowledge that is helping them
adapt to the effects of climate change
through weather predictions and coping
practices.

after the winter solstice. If the star
cluster is large and bright, farmers
are small and dim, however, farmers

stantiates this traditional forecasting

B

olivia’s indigenous
people have developed
a unique body of
knowledge that is helping them
adapt to climate change.

Pleiades, giving an indication of the

crop losses due to low soil moisture.
people build small dams to harvest
and store rainwater in the mountains
and pampas.
of limited use if rainfall declines in the
highlands, as one climate change model
predicts.

A

daptation plans are
strongest if they bring
together indigenous
knowledge holders and social
and natural scientists.

grants nature the same rights as
humans. It requires that developers

has raised concerns about the lack of
some farmers have fought against the

Key lessons and
recommendations
Countries considering similar laws can
gain useful insights from Bolivia’s Law

Indigenous knowledge is at risk of
disappearing, however. Fewer people
are learning it, and its value for climate
For

and gives preference to indigenous
people for redistributed agrarian lands.

Bolivia no longer know how to construct

was

canals that protected the Tiwanaku and
Titicaca area from extreme weather.

Pachamama to
indigenous groups. Indigenous people
also have the right to be informed about

actions,

outlined

below,

can

give

their natural resources.

encourage partnerships
between scientists and
indigenous knowledge holders
Bolivia’s experience suggests that
adaptation plans and earth rights laws

in the Beni Plains has been abandoned.
To avoid losses such as these,

indigenous knowledge holders and
social and natural scientists. However,

regular training sessions to share their

when scientists and indigenous peoples

Another problem is the failure of climate
scientists to recognise the value of
indigenous knowledge.
from historical perspective or local
context, the information is merged into
existing programmes without allowing
indigenous knowledge holders to provide

forests and farmlands that indigenous
people’s livelihoods depend on, but
There are no mechanisms to enforce the
Law. Indigenous people have no legal
standing to protest against government

to build an open dialogue between the
two communities. In the past, some
scientists have viewed indigenous
knowledge as a rigid set of traditions
unable to be integrated with innovations,
of local knowledge.

For instance,

range of social and environmental

earth rights: The promise of
Bolivia’s Law of Mother earth

extractive industries,
that the Law will allow indigenous
people to challenge large government-

3

exclude.
to use indigenous knowledge because
traditional techniques fail to predict
which is also putting modern science
to the test. Improved cooperation could

increase indigenous people’s trust of

climates.

It would also allow farmers

disseminating information based on their
local ecological observations, as well as

A group of Bolivian researchers from

natural disasters through local seed
production and distribution.

Create policies that improve
adaptive capacity and
indigenous people’s status
National governments can institute
policies and enact earth rights laws
that encourage engagement, support
the adaptive capacities of indigenous
people, and improve their political status.
The inclusion of indigenous people

created a process that integrates
science and indigenous knowledge to

national adaptation initiatives and natural

farmers. First, farmers and researchers
established an understanding of the
changes that have occurred in weather

that their valuable knowledge informs
and programmes can support training in

strategies, meteorological data from

provide funding for adaptation efforts,
help to preserve nomadic and semi-

about perceptions of climate change.
Next, researchers used existing global
climate change models to reveal potential

of domestic crops and animals.

33

researchers shared this information
with local indigenous communities to
help create mitigation and adaptation
strategies, and to encourage alternative
and indigenous knowledge have reduced
developing pest- and disease-resistant
crop varieties, using organic production

I

ndigenous groups have
asked the UNFCCC to
host regular sessions on
indigenous knowledge and its
relevance to tackling climate
change.

Indigenous woman harvesting quinoa

4

able economic development will also
build indigenous people’s resilience
economic status. Increased income
and access to resources enables
vulnerable
populations
to
better
adapt to climate- related challenges
and reduce weather-related losses.34
water
infrastructure
management
and the promotion of certain adaptive
indigenous agricultural techniques can
serve the dual goals of climate resilience
and economic development.
National governments can also increase
indigenous participation in international
climate negotiations. Through the United
Nations Framework Convention on

the role of indigenous groups and refocus
35
In its submissions

to the UNFCCC, Bolivia has also
requested that the International Panel
on Climate Change calculate the costs
of adaptation as well as climate-related
loss and damage, so that the world’s
most vulnerable populations can receive
need to cope.36 Therefore, both national
governments and the UNFCCC should
ensure that climate change policies at
people.

Promote the use of indigenous
knowledge through international
initiatives
Protection is needed to ensure that
indigenous rights. Indigenous communities are often fearful of outside

intervention that aims to protect the
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