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ABSTRACT

This paper looks at rural risk in relation to climate change, globalisation and
other factors, with a focus on how these risks are perceived and managed with-
in different policy frames and among local institutions involved with agricul-
ture and rural development. The changing and multidimensional landscape of
risk is analysed in terms of how it impacts on natural resource management
governance, strategies and decision-making. Pro-poor growth and community-
based risk reduction policies are contrasted so as to highlight their implications
for local actors struggling to deal with climate variability and market volatility.
Food security is presented as an example of an area where policy coherence in
responding to these multiple challenges is lacking, but where rural people and
institutions are adapting in their own ways. The study suggests a number of en-
try points for further research that could be used to better align climate change
efforts with the perceptions and priorities of rural populations at risk.
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I. INTRODUCTION

I.I Overview

Situating multiple risk in the post-COP 15
agenda

Recognition is increasing of the risks as-
sociated with climate change for the rural
poor. However, this has not been sufficiently
matched with recognition of the interplay be-
tween these climate-related risks and the wid-
er web of risk factors related to other causal
factors. There are dangers that the impact
of climate change on the day-to-day risks
faced by the rural poor will be exaggerated,
distorted or dismissed due to tendencies to
focus narrowly on one set of risks at a time.
This working paper looks at the wider web
of risks with the intention of contributing to
a more contextually-grounded perspective on
the multiplicity of risk in relation to climate
change, with particular attention to risk per-
ceptions at local level in rural areas. The objec-
tive is to provide a framework for developing
better empirically-grounded analysis of how
the changing landscape of risk, due in part to
climate change, impacts on natural resource
management perspectives, strategies and de-
cision making, primarily at local levels in rural
areas and in agriculture. Risk multiplication
related to food security is analysed as an ex-
ample of how these factors come together in
the lives of vulnerable rural populations. The
focus is on the ways that institutions within
rural localities are responding to the range of
risks that impact on access to food. Special at-
tention is given to the meso-level institutions
that link local people to national and global
structures of governance and markets.

This paper has been drafted in the after-
math of COP15. As such, it reflects the un-
certainties about the future agenda around
climate change in a period when the grand

hopes of COP15 have been dashed, but be-
fore an alternative future climate agenda falls
into place. The ‘trust deficit’ between those
primarily focused on climate change and those
who see climate change adaptation and miti-
gation as part of a wider development agenda
is widely recognised as having been a critical
factor in the failures of COP15. A basic as-
sumption of this paper is that this trust defi-
cit relates in part to a failure to embed plans
to address immediate and long-term climate
risks in the considerably more complex range
of risks facing the rural poor, particularly as
related to food security. If climate risk is to
become an integral part of how the vulner-
abilities of the rural poor are addressed, then
those raising attention to these risks will need
to more clearly recognise and reflect on the
other factors that are faced by the rural poor.

This is particularly pressing as the failure to
achieve consensus in Copenhagen may actual-
ly discourage efforts to find greater coherence
between climate and other risk reduction agen-
das. Many fear that the post-COP15 political
processes could dissolve into an assortment
of ‘coalitions of the willing, i.e., groupings
that are struggling to find limited agreements
that are less reliant on broad-based trust and
policy coherence. The objective of this work-
ing paper is to suggest ways to avoid such
fragmentation of climate and development
agendas by mapping some of the conceptual
terrain that will need to be traversed if climate
risk reduction policies are to become better
aligned with the concerns of rural people,
the meso-level organisations that link them to
wider governance and market structures, and
the politicians that represent them.

Double and multiple exposures

In the climate change discourse it is widely
recognised that climate change is a ‘risk mul-
tiplier’ with respect to a range of risks that are
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not directly related to climate factors. There is
nonetheless a dearth of empirical analysis of
the nature of this multiplication process. The
links between climate and other forms of
risk are often portrayed in the climate change
discourse as primarily being a matter of a
“double exposure” of populations to risks
related to both global environmental change
(largely related to climate change) and globali-
sation. These two sets of changes have sig-
nificant implications in terms of generating
new forms of inequality, but there is also a
high level of uncertainty about the ways that
these factors will come together (Leichenko
& O’Brien 2008). Awareness of double ex-
posures has been important as a heuristic de-
vice for drawing attention to the social, politi-
cal and economic forces related to both the
causes and the effects of climate change. It
has highlighted that both global environmen-
tal change and globalisation are highly “trans-
formative” in that profound changes are
underway. There will be new “winners and
losers” as some vulnerabilities will be reduced
and others exacerbated due to the interplay
between these two sets of factors (Leichenko
& O’Brien 2008).

Although a major share of the multiplying
factors of risk can be related to exposure to
environmental change or globalisation, there
is a danger that the double exposure frame-
work may hide the complexity of a range of
factors under these rather amorphous labels.
The polemics that often accompany refer-
ences to globalisation can generate more
heat than light in terms of understanding on-
the-ground processes of dealing with multi-
ple risks. Both climate and globalisation are
highly emotive categories that can elicit im-
pressions of grand, inevitable processes that
impact on a helpless rural population. Con-
ceptual frameworks that start by analysing
“exposure” can draw attention to the range

of hazards that are likely to impact on a given
population. But this can come at the expense
of analyses of their capacities to respond.

This paper is intended to provide a frame-
work for unpacking these issues from more
of an actor-oriented perspective, highlighting
the local and meso-level institutional process-
es by which people are struggling, with some
success, to manage these multiple risks. The
objective of this paper is not to reflect on
whether or not globalisation is benign, ben-
eficial or detrimental to environmentally-re-
lated risk and resilience. Nor is the intention
to map how growing inequality due to these
double exposures is leading to greater risk
(although this is certainly a central aspect of
the background to this review). Instead, the
intention is to propose a rudimentary con-
ceptual framework for understanding the ca-
pacities and efforts of those who are resigned
to globalisation and environmental change as
the context of their lives and livelihoods. This
includes both the rural poor and the meso-
level institutions upon which they rely. The
local characteristics of double exposures are
presented as a potential entry point for future
empirical research that can bring a deeper un-
derstanding of how climate risk in particular
is likely to manifest itself within a complex
and multifarious set of risks and risk manage-
ment strategies at these scales.

This paper illustrates these perspectives
within the specific nexus among climate,
market and rural food security risks. At glo-
bal level, and within many national policy
frameworks, responding to climate change,
promoting market development and ensur-
ing food security are the three main current
development priorities. However, ‘coherence’
among these policies is often lacking. Most
notably, many new food security initiatives
fail to take into account the ways that the ru-
ral poor and local governance structures are
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responding to both market trends and climate
change in an integrated or perhaps fragment-
ed manner. An assumption of this paper is
that one way to find greater policy coherence
is by recognising that the rural poor are man-
aging these risks simultaneously. This means
that if poverty alleviation is to contribute to
vulnerability reduction, a better understand-
ing of the management strategies of the rural
poor is essential.

While focusing on the double exposures
of climate and globalisation risks, it is impor-
tant to stress that even these broad labels do
not encompass many of the risks faced by
the rural population. Over the past decade
seismic risk has been the primary cause of
disaster-related fatalities, compared to other
natural hazards (IRIN 2010), as exemplified
by the December 2005 South Asian earth-
quake and tsunami and the January 2010
earthquake in Haiti. These hazards are also
part of wider risk multiplication processes,
since the impacts of earthquakes and vol-
canoes relate to demographic strains, pres-
sures on and competition over natural re-
sources, changing technologies and shifting
levels of political commitment to address-
ing these factors. This paper focuses prima-
rily on climate and globalisation aspects of
risk as a point of departure for understand-
ing rural risk multiplicity in relation to food
security, but this is acknowledged as being
only part of a bigger and more complex set
of factors.

Perceived risk

This paper maps how different aspects of
risk are perceived and addressed at differ-
ent levels, with a focus on the implications
of wider policies for local action in rural ar-
eas. The intention is to identify where there
may be entry points for using research to
increase understanding regarding what cli-

mate change as a ‘risk multiplier’ means for
development policy at local level. This alter-
native approach to risk thus explores entry
points for a different kind of discourse on
climate risk. It is hoped that a shift from
vague and emotive labels and claims of at-
tribution to analyses of how diverse risks are
(and could be) managed locally, can reveal
opportunities for greater understanding and
ownership of climate adaptation goals by a
range of actors in local government, farmer
organisations and others who are not cur-
rently in the climate loop. Opportunities
are also identified for how to better relate
current thinking within environmental cir-
cles with local development agendas, i.e.,
where there are needs and opportunities to
better align environmental governance with
broader local governance associated with
economic and agricultural development and
risk management.

This is a very different point of depar-
ture than that applied in most of the cur-
rent discourse on environmental and climate
governance. Much current research on local
environmental governance tends to concen-
trate on the interfaces among (a) environ-
mental/climate science, (b) legal/regulatory
reforms, (c) monitoring, reporting and veri-
fication (MRV) of payments for environ-
mental services, and (d) local democratic
and participatory processes specifically as-
sociated with environmental management.
The conclusions and recommendations
emanating from such research frequently
consist of lists of directive statements about
tasks to be undertaken by local government,
civil society and local service providers. An
underlying (but flawed) assumption with the
prevailing environmental governance dis-
course is that these local actors are expected
to be accountable to environmental authori-
ties and are presumed capable of a radical
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readjustment of their day-to-day responsi-
bilities to address climate change. This paper
pays particular attention to the ‘facts on the
ground’ regarding meso-level governance in
order to critically reflect on these unsound
assumptions.

People acting within local institutions
have other things to worry about and have
little contact with or accountabilities to en-
vironmental actors. It is therefore at these
meso-levels that the mismatches between
climate and the broader risk agendas are
likely to cause serious dysfunctions in the
coming years. The discussions around
COP15 regarding Reduced Emissions from
Deforestation and Forest Degradation and
Carbon Stock Enhancement (REDD+) ex-
emplify how plans to address complex natu-
ral resource management regimes, including
those with profound impact on food secu-
rity, are being inappropriately subsumed
under mapping exercises and schemes for
MRV of environmental services. This paper
assumes that local actors have other priori-
ties and that their accountabilities related to
food security, poverty alleviation and eco-
nomic development are not likely to be
overturned in the short-to-medium-term,
regardless of the scale of new investments
in climate change mitigation and adaptation.
This paper therefore suggests that environ-
mental governance may be more effectively
pursued by finding ways that it can be in-
tegrated into broader governance related to
food security and agricultural markets. Ele-
ments of a framework are presented for de-
fining what such environmental governance
might consist of, based on an understand-
ing of if and how rural service providers,
local government and the authorities/man-
agement structures they are accountable to,
can be expected to act in response to new
demands and information flows.

1.2 Potential research directions

Five entry points for aligning climate and
development research on risk

The fragmented outcomes of COP15 can
be interpreted as an indication of a failure to
align climate policies with local development
priorities. It is not possible to understand how
people are likely to deal with new hazards if
there is a lack of awareness about how this
response is embedded in existing strategies to
access food, to influence political processes,
to sell products and to find employment. This
working paper is intended as a contribution to
developinga research agenda that willimprove
understanding of how ‘new’ climate risks are
embedded in how people are responding to
‘new’ risks related to, for example, market
access and conflicting claims on natural re-
sources. Research into these topics needs to
start with digging deeper into how ‘double
exposures’, and even more multiple forms of
exposure, are perceived among those actors
who were not at the table in Copenhagen.
Understanding and respect for the way that
local actors are weighing and prioritising their
responses to different forms of risk can con-
tribute to bridging the trust deficit by align-
ing policies with the concerns of the people
for whom those policies are being designed.
The following are some points of departure
for a potential future research agenda that can
make such a contribution.

Knowledge about multiple risks in rural de-
velopment and natural resource management
should inform the discourse on the possibilities
and limits to local populations and local organisations
as they adapt to climate risks by highlighting how
they are already managing a range of risks. An in-
creased awareness of how addressing one set
of risks (while perhaps ignoring others) could
raise appreciation of how, despite new invest-
ments, the rural poor will still be at risk. This
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is important now due to growing tendencies
among researchers and some policy makers
to present sweeping and simplistic normative
statements about putting climate change at the
top of the agenda. Research that reveals peo-
ple’s hopes and fears related to (a) responding
to a range of hazardous events, (b) managing
dwindling access to natural resources, and (c)
dealing with increasing market demands, may
suggest more constructive alternatives to cli-
mate policies that are predicated on a tabula
rasa at local levels.

A useful structure for empirical research
into multiple risks would be to take a ter-
ritorial approach by focusing on a range of
tactors within specific areas experiencing disas-
ter risk, stress and potential collapse of  liveliboods.
Hotspots such as the Bangladesh chars, the
coastal areas of Vietnam, areas reliant on agri-
cultural products that are expected to become
unviable (coffee in Uganda) and various arid
and semi-arid lands would be obvious op-
tions for such research. In the Mekong Delta,
for example, research could compare local
and national response to increasing recurrent
droughts and floods (interior provinces), the
mounting salt-water intrusion (coastal prov-
inces), and increasing livelihood stress in the
new residential areas that have been built in
response to these risks. These factors could
be juxtaposed against the rapidly expanding
urban economy wherein globalisation-driven
migration may be the most important way
that households are managing risks.

An example of a research area that could
yield deeper insights into the ways that the
policy discourse could be better aligned with
local perceptions of risk would be to look at
questionable ‘win-win’ policies that ostensibly combine
different development and risk reduction paradigms,
with a focus on how they are perceived and managed
within meso-level institutions. This could include,
for example, analysis of how agricultural ex-

tension services react when confronted by
directives that assume synergies between en-
vironmental protection and food production
goals, or when they are assigned tasks to pro-
mote new ‘sustainable development models’
that need to be adapted to the different forms
of resource access that diverse groups of the
rural poor require for managing different
risks. Such a multiple risk (and multiple op-
portunity) frame of analysis could also help
to overcome flawed policy assumptions that
portray community-based natural resource
management interventions as presenting ‘no
regrets’ in relation to goal fulfilment, or as
constituting easily implemented “’low hang-
ing fruit”” (Frihling & Warfvinge 2008). Such
research could link new empirical analysis of
these forms of programming to past findings
from research into natural resource manage-
ment and environmental governance in re-
lation to conflict, fragile states, inequitable
power relations, corruption and (above all)
limited local capacities.

The areas of research proposed here con-
centrate on the political economy of risk
management within the governance of nat-
ural resources. This will inevitably lead to a
focus on the centrality of resource access and tenure
in understanding multiple rural risks. An example
of an entry point for such research could be
to reflect on the experience with using dis-
aster risk mapping within local development
processes. A common weakness in these ef-
forts has been an imbalance in the ways that
risk is portrayed in these maps. Hazards are
usually clearly presented, but considerably
less attention tends to be paid to the diverse
forms of vulnerability experienced by men
and women, different ethnic groups, differ-
ent age groups, and (especially) between the
rich and the poor. Vulnerability is ignored due
to the complexities of analysing differences
in resource access and how this impacts on
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the risk-poverty nexus across scale, sectors
and timeframes. This area of research would
be a way of highlighting both the need and
the challenges that are likely to be faced in
efforts to take into consideration the shifting
landscape of risk, including climate change,
trends toward commercialisation, land grab-
bing, etc., which are changing the way that
resources are accessed and managed.

Another related research area would be to
map the mplications of the ways that agriculture
is being resituated in new climate and other policy
frames. The tendency in the new climate archi-
tecture to primarily situate agriculture as an
add-on in REDD+ modalities seems to treat
opportunities and risks-related food security
as an externality, just as commercialisation
policies portray environmental management
as externalities. The potential for synergy ex-
ists, but achieving these synergies will rely on
closer attention to how these externalities are
framed in national policies and how (or even
if) the local and non-state actors that domi-
nate agriculture are themselves able to com-
bine different sets of incentives and manage
the potentially high transaction costs in these
alternative development models simultane-
ously. National-local case studies could pro-
vide greater insight into what the calls for
synergy mean in practice.

Research on risk management as

a cornerstone of environmental governance
A research programme built on these differ-
ent but related areas of analysis would con-
tribute to a better understanding of the in-
stitutional and human resource constraints
for local governance in relation to multiple
risk. Given the increasing array of policy di-
rectives placing arduous demands on local
actors, particularly in climate ‘hot spots,’ this
would be an opportune time to synthesise
and analyse these demands and their implica-

tions for the decentralised capacities that will
be required for addressing climate adaptation,
together with adaptation to market and other
risks. This would also involve consideration
of if and how the emerging climate adap-
tation architecture is likely to change these
dynamics. A range of sectors and agencies
could be included in order to synthesise les-
sons of governance in decentralised natural
resource management for risk reduction and
climate adaptation. Case studies are needed to
understand how environmental governance is
manifested in the roles of, for example, local
development committees, agricultural exten-
sion services, agencies engaged in commu-
nity forestry, those responsible for mitigation
programmes, farmer organisations, insurance
companies and others. This would be a way
of contextualising the prevailing hubris about
the tasks that local actors are expected to
implement. Comparative case studies could
bring out how seemingly unrelated policy pri-
orities, such as value chain development and
commercialisation, impinge on multiple risk
management. The results of such research
could thereby better situate climate change
adaptation policies within an understanding
of what factors are already dominating the
priorities of rural municipalities, businesses
and civil society.

1.3 Structure of this paper

The second chapter of this paper presents a
brief overview of basic concepts relating to
climate and other rural risks and an admit-
tedly partial typology of types of risks facing
the rural poor. One reason that emotive and
amorphous labels have taken the forefront
in discussions of risk is that the imperative
of responding to ‘crisis’ can gloss over the
very different types of risks and crises that
are occurring (perhaps simultaneously) and
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the differing capacities and motivations of
those people, organisations and institutions
that are dealing with these risks. Given pre-
vailing pressures to rapidly scale-up response,
the typology in this paper also frames risk
management within consideration of insti-
tutional capacities and vulnerabilities, in both
so-called fragile states and even in the more
fragile institutions within countries that are
not generally categorised as such, most nota-
ble in isolated rural areas.

The third chapter presents a framework
for understanding how risk and development
come together at local levels from an actor-
oriented perspective and looks at ‘pro-poor
growth’ and ‘community-based’ paradigms
for rural development and vulnerability reduc-
tion. The former is the locus of most govern-
ment policies for pursuing benefits from glo-
balisation. The latter is the preferred modus
operandi for those organisations that frame
response to climate risk within a concern for
the negative effects of globalisation. The as-
sumptions behind these approaches regarding
rural risk are contrasted in the chapter. Also,
ideas are put forth for analysing how these
approaches intermingle within local develop-
ment praxis. The intention is not to suggest
that a new paradigm is emerging, but rather
to provide a better understanding of how
seemingly contradictory policies are together
impacting on how risk is conceptualised and
managed within meso-level institutions.

The fourth chapter looks critically at how
the food security-climate nexus has been
portrayed and managed in development re-
search, policy and practice. In the response
to the 2008 food price crisis, climate risk has
been primarily portrayed as being related to
agricultural production and productivity lev-
els. This is different from how food security
is framed in most discussions of local eco-
nomic and agricultural development, where

entitlements to food through livelihoods are
generally the primary concern. These liveli-
hood factors are in turn related to the risks
and opportunities inherent in the globalisa-
tion side of the double exposure dichotomy.
As such, food security is a clear illustration
of how risks are multiplied, and also how
the response to food security crises may be
out of touch with the ways that these fac-
tors come together in decisions about ac-
cessing employment and having enough to
eat. The discussion of food security in this
paper thus contextualises production issues
in relation to the entitlement and livelihood-
related risks facing the rural poor. This in-
cludes how climate, as a multiplier of both
production and a range of other risks, is
linked to the relation between food produc-
tion and livelihood security.

In order to understand how climate mul-
tiplies different risks related to food insecu-
rity, this chapter also analyses the ways that
some local actors are involved in managing
these risks. The discussion reviews the situa-
tion of different public, private and civil soci-
ety actors engaged in marketing, value chain
investments, agricultural services, those pro-
viding (or expected to provide) market and
climate information, and the local organisa-
tions involved in promotion of seeds and
other forms of assistance in response to food
security crises.

The paper concludes with suggestions for
how greater attention to the nature of the
social contract among local-level actors with
regard to risk management could provide a
conceptual basis for ‘reconnecting the dots’
between the discoutse on climate-related risk
and other aspects of developmental risk. The
social contract frame of analysis can provide
a way of starting with recognition of the cen-
trality of local social, political and economic
relations in how people respond to fears and
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pursue high or low risk opportunities. This
can offer an alternative to the highly norma-
tive discourse about what local institutions
‘should do’ that characterises much climate-
related analysis of these issues.

2. TOOLS FOR CONSIDERING RISK

2.1 Terminology
A starting point for understanding the ways
that climate change may multiply risk is to
consider the different forms of rural risk
and how these are shaped by the relationship
between the changing array of hazards and
the changing nature of vulnerability. Both
hazards and vulnerability are being affected
by climate change, but in different ways. In
order to understand how risk is constructed
amid hazards and vulnerabilities, a2 broader
perspective than climate is necessary.

Hazards are the obvious focus of atten-
tion when discussing climate change due to
the relative clarity of predictions (albeit with
significant margins of error) surrounding
trends and prevalence of extreme climatic
events. Hazards are easy to map and label as
the culprit behind human suffering, and evi-
dence related to climate change, even where
that evidence points to uncertainty and vari-
ability, make ‘flooding’ or ‘drought’ the ob-
vious villain. This, however, is just one side
of how risk is multiplied. Over-attention to
outside hazards can distract attention from
the vulnerability of a given household or
population and how they choose to manage
their vulnerability. Too much concentration
on hurricanes, for example, can obscure the
factors that make people vulnerable to these
hurricanes and how they try to manage that
vulnerability.

Vulnerability 1s a social, political and eco-
nomic construction. Vulnerability is about,

for example, the capacities and institutional
relations that constrain what crops people can
grow and influence their range of livelihood
options if those crops fail. It is determined by
the social, political and economic factors that
determine the benefits they can gain from
growing those crops and the likelihood that
those benefits can be drawn upon with some
degree of reliability in times of stress. Vul-
nerability is an outcome of how societies and
individuals prepare for events that are not
part of the standard script of development,
such as too much rain or too much produc-
tion of a crop on the other side of the globe
leading to collapsing prices. An acknowledge-
ment of the vulnerabilities of a given sector
of the population to different hazards is also
an acknowledgement that the development
models on offer are not inclusive and that
buffers, in the form of social and trade pro-
tection, may be weak or non-existent.

Risk is constructed in the interplay of haz-
ards and vulnerability. In the double exposure
metaphor, it is seen as being a matter of who
can withstand the ravages of global change
related to climatic or market hazards. Risk
juxtaposes hazards with the nature of vulner-
abilities, and perhaps also provides a basis for
reflection over the accountabilities of govern-
ment and other societal actors to do some-
thing about these forms of vulnerability.

The realisation that most efforts to man-
age climate risk take place within localities
has drawn attention to the importance of
processes of so-called autonomons adaptation to
climate change along with the adaptive capac-
ity of different actors. Before the emergence
of concerns related to climate change, similar
concepts were commonly labelled coping capac-
ity. When autonomous adaptation, adaptive
capacity and coping capacities are empirically
analysed, it becomes apparent that adaptation
to climate change is just part (in many cases a
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small part) of how people are likely to adapt
to the changing landscape of risk. These con-
cepts are not just important for understand-
ing the range of capacities that people have,
but also for understanding why and how these
capacities are increasingly overwhelmed. Les-
sons from past research into coping capaci-
ties tended to conclude that people have sur-
prisingly effective ways to survive in the face
of extreme risks, but also that many forms
of coping involve depletion of resources that
are needed for future development. With the
increasing levels of risk related to climate
change and the ways that climate multiplies
other risks, the limits to autonomous adapta-
tion and local adaptive capacities are becom-
ing even more apparent.

These limits to autonomous adaptation
and local adaptive capacity are often analysed
through the dichotomy between covariate and
idiosyneratic risk. Covariate risks are those fac-
ing localities, nations or large social groups
and are usually associated with disasters or
systemic shocks. A risk is covariate in terms
of the extent to which it overwhelms societal
functions to manage risk. Idiosyncratic risks
are those facing a limited group of people or
a single household. This distinction is essen-
tial for economic analyses of risk exposure
and to understand and estimate the vulner-
abilities and capacities existing at different
levels to manage and cope with a given haz-
ard. It is also a way to better understand the
relationship between household vulnerability
and wider hazards.

At the same time, this distinction may be
problematic in terms of drawing attention to
multiple risks where idiosyncratic risk (relat-
ed to household food security, for example)
and covariate risks related to broad climatic
factors come together. It may also distract
attention from how some people find ways
to benefit from risk, e.g., how local adaptive

capacities can consist of leveraging new com-
parative advantages, when other producers
experience stress and when markets other-
wise become more lucrative. A crop that (for
climatic or other reasons) is too risky to plant
for one farmer may be an economic oppot-
tunity in another locality. The differentiation
between covariate and idiosyncratic risk is a
useful tool, but may ultimately explain more
about the nature of hazards than about how
people deal with their respective vulnerabili-
ties and capacities.

Another aspect of risk that is important
to understand is the shifting relationship
between large and dramatic hazard events
versus small, slow-onset and/or seemingly
mundane risks. Media and political attention
related to climate change have tended to fo-
cus on predictions of increased occurrence
of intensive risk as manifested in the large sud-
den-onset disasters that are triggered (in part)
by extreme climatic events. This is important,
but has tended to ovetlook extensive risk, the
many climate-related slow-onset and small re-
current disasters which are expected to have
far greater impact on well-being and food se-
curity than major, headline-catching events
(de la Fuente et al. 2009). Covariate risk may
seem to be primarily associated with inten-
sive risk, but the idiosyncratic risks associated
with extensive risk are becoming covariate,
as societies and governments are becoming
battered with more recurrent extreme events.
The cumulative effect of what at first might
appear to be extensive idiosyncratic risk may
become covariate. These extreme events may
consist of climatic hazards, market volatility
or chronic conflict, or combinations of all
three. Humanitarian response to climate-re-
lated disasters may provide significant impact
where a major disaster mobilises national and
local authorities (along with donor interest),
but the growing need to address climate-re-
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lated extensive risk is unlikely to benefit from
such levels of institutional engagement. Man-
agement of extensive risk is more dependent
upon existing local adaptive capacities.

Climate change has drawn attention to
the existence of #pping points where gradual
changes in the environment, paired with on-
going degradation, chronic conflict and/or
repeated extreme climate or market events
make past livelithoods, settlement patterns or
natural resource management regimes unten-
able. These tipping points usually come as
surprises, since the multiplicity of factors that
come together to cause these radical changes
are not on the radar screen of researchers
and policy makers who are oriented toward
following probabilities related to individual
indicators and bell curves (see, for example,
Taleb 2007).

There has been a growing tendency to de-
scribe a range of tipping points as being pri-
marily related to climate change alone. There
are reasons to question this. It is tempting
to associate cataclysmic events with a single
causal factor, but it is likely that these events
have multiple causes. For example, many
farmers are finding that they are producing
‘doomed crops’ due to difficulties produc-
ing traditional products in a changing and
highly variable climate. This may not only be
because of changing weather patterns, but
also because of resource degradation caused
by population pressures, changing consumer
preferences, emergence of new retail chan-
nels and food safety requirements. Tipping
points are happening, but not necessarily due
to the simple reasons popularly portrayed.

2.2 A brief typology of rural risk

A basic premise of this paper is that there is
a tendency in the discourse on climate-related
risk to ‘reinvent the wheel’, while also ignor-

ing lessons of the past. It is therefore useful
in a paper such as this to review what was
known about rural risk before climate change
entered the equation. The following is an ad-
mittedly very broad-brush typology of rural
risk factors, presented as a reminder of how
risk was (and still is) perceived outside of the
climate discourse. This brief summary is not
intended as a comprehensive analysis of the
myriad of multiplying factors among these
different risks, but hopefully provides a rough
orientation regarding most of the factors that
need to be considered in moving from a dou-
ble exposure frame of reference to an analy-
sis of multiple exposures.

Climate or weather?
The attention currently being given to climate
change has been frequently accompanied by
claims about causal attribution of a range of
weather phenomena to climate change. It is
seemingly self-evident to point out that rural
people, especially those dependent on agti-
culture and livestock husbandry, have always
been faced with weather-related risks, and
risks related to cyclical climate patterns. For
them, there is often little difference between
how they manage these ‘old’ patterns of
droughts and floods and how they consider
potential response to climate change.

Climate change may primarily become a
new and important issue for the rural poor if
they perceive that climate change represents
a tipping point wherein past coping strategies
become futile. They may also find it neces-
sary to change their livelthood and natural
resource management strategies in response
to increasing frequency of extreme weather
events and unpredictability of weather due to
climate change.

Attention to ‘normal’ climate cycles has
been overshadowed by the polemic debate
between those who support or deny conclu-
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sions that human-induced climate change
exists. Those who deny the existence of
climate change base their claims on analy-
ses that label these phenomena as ‘normal’
climate cycles. This working paper does not
aim to engage with this debate, but it is im-
portant to point out that the choice of how
rural risk is labelled is related to this heated
meta-debate.

Demographic pressures and migration
Although this working paper does not assess
the very different issues related to how cli-
mate change is impacting on urban risk, it is
essential to point out that one of the most
popular and effective strategies that rural
populations have for reducing their risks is to
move to the city. This draws attention to the
fact that a significant proportion of what is
today referred to as autonomous adaptation
to climate change can also be seen to be an
extension of long-standing trends related to
how population pressures lead to changes in
local natural resource management and ur-
ban-rural linkages.

When rural populations increase, people
often respond to the risks inherent in increas-
ing scarcity of the resources they need for
extensive agricultural production and natural
resource management systems by adopting
intensive resource use regimes that generally
make more effective use of land and water re-
sources. Many aspects of these long-standing
responses to demographic change are mir-
rored in new recommendations for climate
change adaptation. People are being advised
to do what they have always done when faced
with increasing pressures on resource use.

In addition to changing natural resource
use, people respond to scarcity-related risks
by strategies wherein all or part of the fam-
ily migrate to urban areas, emigrate or take
seasonal employment in urban or rural areas,

often in commercial agriculture. Remittanc-
es are increasingly recognised as the most
important way that the rural poor deal with
both extensive and intensive risk (Savage &
Harvey 2007). They are also a hidden factor
in how risk that would seem to be covariate
is actually managed surprisingly effectively
with help from relatives outside the disaster
zone.

These migration trends have frequently
been described as either maladaptation or as
evidence of a failure to preserve rural live-
lihoods, but they nonetheless represent the
most common and obviously effective meas-
ure by which people manage risk. There are
initial signs of a rethink in this regard (Bar-
nett & Webber 2009), but distrust of globali-
sation, combined with pastoral romanticism,
has meant that not enough has been applied
from existing knowledge about demograph-
ics, migration and risk in discussions of cli-
mate risk.

Risks related to resource scarcity and implica-
tions for tenure and stewardship

A significant body of research exists on the
dichotomy of covariate and idiosyncratic risk
in relation to the ability of local customary
institutions to respond to hazards (Dercon
2004). Much of this research points to the
importance of understanding inequality in
access to natural, financial and social capital
as the key to understanding if, how and for
whom these institutions actually manage risk.
Broad and optimistic claims about the role
of ‘communities’ in climate and other risk re-
duction deserve closer analysis with respect
to these findings.

One common conclusion of research into
natural resource tenure and stewardship is
that formal land tenure may be beneficial in
terms of encouraging investment in long-
term risk management and in responding to
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projections of future (climate) risks. But that
is only the case if legal institutions are strong
and inclusive, which is rarely the case.

Efforts to intensify, formalise and com-
modify use of natural resources, often linked
to commercialisation/globalisation, may dis-
enfranchise those who have used these re-
sources to manage risk in the past. It is com-
mon that women lose control of land and
other resources, especially those used for
household food security, when these changes
occur. This is often cited as an example of
how prevailing development paradigms may
actually increase risk in general, as women
shift from being smallholders to agricultural
labourers, sometimes with lower wages than
men (Miller & Patel 2004). There is a danger
that the formalisation and commodification
that accompany payments for environmental
services may have similar negative impacts.

So-called ‘land-grabbing’ has recently at-
tracted attention as a catchword for a variety
of practices that involve a transfer of tenure
over resources from local people to large en-
trepreneurs or foreign governments. It has
effectively become a symbol for the nexus of
climate, globalisation and food security risks.
Fears about the effects of climate change
are driving wealthy countries to ‘grab’ ten-
ure rights, and entrepreneurs are speculating
that resource scarcity will lead to higher food
prices, and with that, higher profits for those
who control land.

Market-related risk

Market orientation in rural economies has
been blamed for increasing risks due to in-
tensified exploitation of scarce natural re-
sources. It has also been acclaimed as the
main factor encouraging growing rural pop-
ulations to shift from extensive production
methods to more ‘efficient and sustainable’
intensive methods and for providing a wider

range of livelihoods by which risk can be
spread. Polemics and finger pointing have
tended to overshadow balanced analysis of
the market-related trade-offs between the
different sets of risks in intensive versus ex-
tensive production and between protecting
past livelihoods versus creating new ones. In
many respects, the double exposure dichot-
omy is problematic for related reasons. It
highlights the risk exposures, but is generally
weaker as a basis for understanding the op-
portunities of people who adopt completely
different livelihoods.

There are many examples of how engage-
ment in markets has led to a mix of increased
and decreased risks. Intensified horticultural
production, for example, has undoubtedly led
to movement of people to settle in river val-
leys with high risk of flooding, At the same
time, a proportion of the population has
become less reliant on unreliable and risky
rainfed upland production and those who
have moved to such areas often have great-
er access to alternative employment in these
more densely populated areas when floods
destroy their main livelihoods.

This is further complicated by the fact that
market-driven intensified natural resource use
may marginalise those reliant on seasonal or
communal exploitation of resources that in
the past were common property. Pastoralists
may lose access to off-season grazing on flood
plains and forest dwellers may lose access to
non-timber forest products. These risks often
relate to weak or inequitable local governance
structures, which tend to side with those ben-
efiting from intensified resource exploitation
due to weak legal capacities to argue for cus-
tomary tenure rights.

Value chain development is an explicit risk
reduction strategy in that it is based on en-
hancing trust and collaboration within the
value chain, reducing uncertainties (often
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in connection with guaranteed markets and
prices), and finding more effective ways for
those who are engaged in getting products to
consumers. In effect, it is a way of managing
risks related to market uncertainty and volatil-
ity, factors that are not new but are expected
to intensify due to double exposures. At the
same time, the very factors that build trust
among those who are included in the value
chain are likely to increase risks facing those
who are excluded. As mentioned above, gen-
der roles may lead to exclusion from wvalue
chains and even the loss of resource tenure
as well.

There are potential solutions for many of
these aspects of market-related risk. Post-
harvest processing and storage, as well as
schemes to provide credit and related finan-
cial services (warehouse receipts) are exam-
ples of forms of intervention that have been
used to counterbalance the negative effects
of commercialisation on risk. Climate adap-
tation strategies could be informed by such
experiences in light of the links between price
volatility and weather volatility related to dou-
ble exposures and opportunities.

Conflict and state fragility

Over the past decade there have been many
calls to find greater common ground be-
tween those dealing with risks related to
natural hazards and those dealing with con-
flict (Buchanan-Smith & Christoplos 2004).
Management of these two inter-related sets
of risks has tended to be addressed sepa-
rately, even if (humanitarian) response has
employed similar mechanisms and organi-
sations. Recognition of the correlation be-
tween these forms of risk has been recog-
nised and there has been some suggestion
of causal attribution. For example, weak
capacity to defend rights to land and other
resources has been identified as aggravat-

ing conflicts and disincentives for long-term
natural resource management strategies. The
interplay of these factors has been cited as
contributing to declining legitimacy of gov-
ernment institutions and overall state fragil-
ity, though this link has not been sufficiently
verified. The complexity of these various
factors and prevailing institutional divisions
(in governments, aid agencies and academic
institutions) has meant that the hypotheses
regarding relationships between vulnerabil-
ity to conflict and vulnerability to other haz-
ards have been largely a matter for specula-
tion rather than rigorous research.

As climate has entered the equation, there
has been a plethora of statements and some
research into the relationship between climate
change and conflict. These statements and
findings largely coincide with earlier state-
ments about the links between conflict and
other forms of risk, especially those related
to drought and natural resource degradation.
Without entering into an extensive analysis
of this emerging theme within the climate
discourse it can be confidently stated that
much of the caveats highlighted throughout
this paper with regard to simplistic and de-
terministic causal assumptions would seem to

apply.

Seismic risk

Finally, as illustrated by the recent earth-
quake in Haiti and the South Asian tsunami
of 2005, seismic hazards represent the great-
est risk for populations in many areas of the
world. At first glance it might seem that this is
an aspect of risk with relatively few lessons to
contribute to understanding climate as a rural
risk multiplier. In terms of loss of life and
property, seismic risk primarily effects urban
areas. While this is largely true, given (a) the
changing inter-relations between urban and
rural areas, and (b) the concentration of ru-
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ral populations in areas near cities, coasts and
markets (some of which are at risk from tsu-
namis), it would be misleading to disregard
seismic risk as being only related to urban,
non-climate-related risk.

3. RURAL RISK IN AN ACTOR-
ORIENTED PERSPECTIVE

3.1 Institutions and access in risk
management

Understanding prevailing institutions before
designing new ones

The preceding chapter highlighted how risk
is not a new issue in rural development. New
climate concerns are, in effect, merging with
and influencing pre-existing strategies for
managing food security, market and weather-
related risks. The ways that people are vul-
nerable to different combinations of hazards
relates to the prevailing institutions that fa-
cilitate or hinder people’s access to the re-
sources they need to manage their own risk.
The common observation that disasters have
greatest impact on the poor, directs attention
to how a lack of assets increases vulnerability,
but it does not explain why. Nor does it ex-
plain the ways that some poor people are able
to recover more quickly than others from dif-
fering forms of risk. It is only by analysing
the institutional factors that mediate the ac-
cess that poor people have to resources that
resilience can be understood.

An actor-oriented perspective can provide
an entry point for understanding the insti-
tutional frameworks that determine levels
of risk (i.e., how hazards relate to vulner-
ability). This is particularly important when
trying to understand the interplay between
multiple hazards and the complex relation-
ships between poor households and the local
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level institutions upon which they rely. This
can in turn provide better insights into the
merging of pre-existing and new knowledge
about how risk manifests itself at household
level and within meso-level institutions with
responsibilities for various aspects of risk
management. Actor orientation is a way of
contextualising risk analysis within an under-
standing of autonomous adaptation and the
decision-making processes that frame adap-
tive capacity.

Locality first

Local perceptions of risk and the norms that
are being put forth for national and inter-
national frameworks for climate (and other)
risk management differ significantly. This is
in part because various forms of risk come
together at local levels in the actions of a lim-
ited group of actors dealing with concrete is-
sues related to livelihoods, investment, etc. A
crop failure is likely to be of concern to farm-
ers, the local seed supplier trying to sell wares
to farmers that are scrambling to replant, the
extension service, the health authorities who
have to deal with possible malnutrition, and
the mayor. These different individuals may
even all meet to discuss what to do. By con-
trast, at national and global levels different
risks are managed by different sets of secto-
ral actors in a compartmentalised and com-
paratively abstract manner. For this reason,
double exposures are nothing new to the ru-
ral poor or local government, but frequently
overlooked at other levels amid policies and
response procedures that are fragmented by
sectoral divisions and administered within
‘stove-piped’ bureaucratic institutions. Peo-
ple manage their vulnerability by drawing on
a range of capacities and resources, but the
macro-level policies and institutions that me-
diate their access to those resources operate
within a different logic.
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Local government and other local institutions
operate in the grey zone that exists between
these two realities. They are faced with de-
mands that reflect the multiplicity of risk, but
they operate within formal structures that are
ill-equipped to respond in a coherent man-
ner. Little is known about how they manage
these conflicting pressures and institutional
dysfunctions. There is a rapidly growing body
of knowledge about how vulnerable people
are dealing with climate change as a multiplier
of existing risk, but the strategies within local
institutions in mediating between micro de-
mands and the segmented macro political and
administrative frameworks have received less
attention. There is a tendency to blame local
government, agricultural extension, farmer
organisations or others for failures to live up
to the expectations of both their clients and
the macro-level policy makers. They are often
simply written off as being ‘weak’ or ‘corrupt.’
This represents a black box that deserves to
be unpacked.

There is a considerable body of research
and practical experience with attempts at local
public administration reform that could in-
crease understanding of how greater respon-
sibilities for addressing climate risk might (and
might not) become part of local responsibili-
ties. Experience with introducing disaster risk
reduction methods for local government and
watershed planning, for example, has shown
that this can be managed within projects, but
that sustainability without significant and sus-
tained support from higher levels has proven
elusive (Christoplos et al. 2010). Some efforts
to ‘fix’ local institutions often even misjudge
which institutions to focus on, as recommen-
dations to assign new climate responsibilities
to governmental extension agencies tend to
ignore the lessons that have been learnt in re-
cent decades about the greater effectiveness
of more pluralistic approaches working with

a range of public, private and civil society ac-
tors (Christoplos 2010).

This illustrates the tendency to narrowly
support or blame local government (or spe-
cific government agencies in a given local-
ity) in relation to risk management rather
than delving into the range of institutions
that constitute local governance. In most
countries rural people would recognise that
reliance on a single governmental agency for
managing multiple risks is foolhardy, but such
wisdom is easily ignored in the search for an
‘implementing agency’ to undertake specific
climate adaptation tasks. There is well-justi-
fied fear among outside agencies in getting
tangled in the web of local institutions, but
this is unavoidable if there is to be alignment
with local perceptions of risk.

Local governance trumps ‘the science’

Another area where actor-oriented research
into local institutional processes could pro-
vide important insights is to critically reflect
on the tendency to look narrowly at scien-
tifically measurable climate patterns, market
trends or demographic changes to the extent
that the question of how people are respond-
ing to a myriad of signals regarding risk is
ignored. In order to understand how people
are responding to complex sets of risks and
choosing to apply their adaptive capacities, it
is important to consider how climate change
adaptation is conceptualised. This means
looking beyond what is often referred to as
‘the science’ (of climate change) wherein risks
are calculated, and states are then expected to
implement appropriate policies. There is a
need to complement ‘the science’ with an un-
derstanding of the complex institutional and
governance factors that will determine what
is appropriate and what is likely to be imple-
mented (Adger et al. 2009). Realism has been
lacking in assumptions regarding the under-

21



DIIS WORKING PAPER 2010:08

lying prospects for mobilising institutions to
respond to climate change and what might
trigger widespread and sustainable changes in
risk management amid prevailing governance
structures (Moser 2009). Greater empirical
evidence is needed about how a range of ac-
tors engaged in local governance respond to
signals about risk so as to inform efforts to
align aid and national responses with existing
local institutional strategies, particularly those
of organisations that touch directly on the
lives of the poor (Agrawal & Perrin 2009).

An actor-oriented approach to analysing
how local institutions mediate access to re-
sources for managing multiple risk must be
cognisant of the paradigms and metaphors
that guide policies and bureaucratic practice.
The following sub-chapters describe some of
the paradigms and metaphors that currently
influence how different sets of actors deal
with climate as a risk multiplier.

3.2 The rural poor as risk managers
within the pro-poor growth paradigm

Building on the poverty alleviation agenda

The ways that climate risk will ultimately be
addressed, will primarily be nestled within
pre-existing and ongoing efforts to alleviate
poverty through promoting local economic
growth (with the possible exception of spe-
cific hotspots, where climate investments are
likely to dominate). The policy norm among
most governments and aid agencies regard-
ing how to alleviate rural poverty is common-
ly labelled ‘pro-poor growth.” This approach
to development is being intensely promoted
within modalities that are labelled ‘pro-poor
aid-for-trade’ based on assumptions that
synergies between economic growth and
poverty alleviation are best achieved by ena-
bling the poor to take advantage of the op-
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portunities provided through globalisation
(Christoplos 2009). This set of policy and
programme norms claims that rural poverty
can be best alleviated through agricultural
commercialisation and promotion of diver-
sified livelihoods. This includes a gradual
reduction of reliance on subsistence farm-
ing and a growing reliance on non-farm em-
ployment and jobs working for larger farms.
Some governments and aid agencies expect
and encourage a relatively sweeping proc-
ess by which most smallholders will leave
their farms for other livelihoods. Others see
smallholder farming as remaining viable, but
only through a shift toward commercialisa-
tion and with that the departure of a sig-
nificant proportion of the chronically poor
from own-account farming, since they are
unlikely to be able to compete in markets.
The pro-poor growth paradigm is often jus-
tified by empirical evidence that many of the
rural poor, particularly the chronically poor,
have already left their farms. The deagraria-
nisation of rural areas, particularly in many
African countries, where the majority of
the rural population (and the great majority
of the poorest of the poor) no longer own
farms (Bryceson 2009) is seen as evidence
that development efforts need to reflect new
realities where the rural poor cannot auto-
matically be assumed to be farmers.

Until recently, pro-poor growth policies
and programming paid very little attention to
risk. The Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers
(PRSPs), which were the basic texts outlining
how national governments and the interna-
tional community would promote pro-poor
growth, were largely blind to factors related to
risk, and institutions such as the International
Strategy for Disaster Reduction focused heav-
ily on finding ways to insert brief references
to risk in PRSPs (Venton & La Trobe 2007)
as this was seen as the most effective way to
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‘mainstream’ risk in development planning,
This was (and still is) justified. Risk does need
to be mainstreamed. Climate change adapta-
tion efforts entered the development arena
with similar assumptions about the need for
mainstreaming. Adaptation was at first largely
equated with retrofitting the pro-poor growth
paradigm by ‘climate-proofing’ existing poli-
cies. This was criticised by those who pointed
out that the risks to development from cli-
mate change were so profound as to suggest
the need for rethinking growth (including, of
course, pro-poor growth) and globalisation as
a basis for development and poverty allevia-
tion. The double exposure discourse has been
partially inspired by the observation that peo-
ple will not be able to adapt to climate change
if they are unsuccessfully grappling with the
failures of prevailing paradigms related to
pro-poor growth. The financial crisis and the
food price crisis of 2008 have fuelled these
concerns further. The pro-poor growth para-
digm has been strongly criticised in climate
circles as a source of risk, rather than some-
thing that can be retrofitted into a strategy to
manage risk.

Risk as a gap in pro-poor growth

From a local actor-oriented perspective this
critique may appear correct as a partial de-
scription of the predicament of the rural
poor. But it is not necessarily very useful as a
guide for action. Some of the rural poor are
likely to benefit from pro-poor growth and
use new livelihood opportunities to spread
their risks, whereas others may become fur-
ther marginalised. Market-related livelihoods
are risky, but they are nonetheless likely to
be seen by many local actors as at least a par-
tial point of departure, rather than an ob-
stacle, to better manage risk. Persons who
are landless may wish they had a farm, but
might be more interested in finding a job or

moving to the city as a way of dealing with
risk. The prevalence of the pro-poor growth
paradigm thus suggests that much about
how local actors manage multiple risks can
be learnt from how risk reduction fits into
efforts to attract investment, jobs and access
to markets.

This may seem obvious when, for exam-
ple, looking at the ways that these difficult
choices manifest themselves in how the lo-
cal farmer organisation, local government
and entrepreneurs make decisions in a small
rural municipality. Naturally they are trying
to find some coherent way forward in relat-
ing to both the opportunities of pro-poor
growth and the glaringly obvious risks in
getting the crop to town when rivers or lo-
cal markets are flooded. But at more macro
levels the silos that separate climate change
efforts from rural development have meant
that there are surprisingly few analyses of
how such small groups of actors are man-
aging climate risk at the same time as they
pursue local economic development. In
order to understand how farmer organisa-
tions, entrepreneurs and local politicians
may respond and relate to climate risk, it is
essential to start by analysing what they are
talking about already, and that is usually the
opportunities and risks associated with pro-
poor growth.

Governance efforts that may increase risk

Despite calls for more attention to be paid
to risk, many key rural stakeholders are not
explicitly or implicitly accountable for risk
being reduced or managed due to the nature
of national-level policies, aid-related incen-
tives and the organisational culture of the
institutions in which they work. Agricultural
development bureaucracies have tradition-
ally been tasked with encouraging, and in
some cases even forcing, supposedly risk-
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averse farmers to take bigger risks through
specialisation and abandonment of agro-
biodiversity in favour of high-yielding varie-
ties. Their role and even the self-image of
the people employed in these bureaucra-
cies have been interconnected with efforts
to bring order and structure to the ‘messy’
farming systems of the rural poor. The ways
that climate change mechanisms are impact-
ing (or failing to impact) on this organisa-
tional culture present an important area for
research into the meaning of local adaptive
capacity.

It is important to highlight that although
prevailing organisational cultures can be
a ‘problem,” there may be a wealth of tacit
knowledge within these organisations. They
are involved directly in high-risk approaches
to rural development and poverty alleviation.
Many local actors therefore have consider-
able knowledge and a nuanced perspective on
the relevance of different high- and low-risk
strategies for different sectors of the popu-
lation. For example, agricultural extension
agents tasked with promoting high-yielding
seed varieties may know a lot about whether
or not the poor can manage the risks inher-
ent in taking advantage of pro-poor growth,
since they are engaged in negotiating with
farmers about these choices as part of their
daily work. They are a source of tacit knowl-
edge about climate adaptation that is seldom
recognised.

An actor-oriented perspective on rural risk
is therefore not only of interest in terms of
redesigning and ‘climate proofing’ policies
for pro-poor growth. It can also provide an
entry point for understanding how the ac-
countabilities, attitudes and priorities of lo-
cal stakeholders have been moulded by their
organisational cultures and past policies and
experience in balancing priorities related to
growth and poverty alleviation.
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3.3 ‘Communities’ as risk managers

Aligning the community-based agendas
Alternatives to pro-poor growth are being
encouraged under the vague labels of ‘com-
munity-based adaptation’ and ‘community-
based (disaster) risk reduction’. Common
elements in these community-based ap-
proaches are a focus on social learning and
group approaches, underpinned by defini-
tions of development that are significantly
broader than the economic bias of pro-poor
growth. These concepts, and the policies
and programmes that derive from them, rest
on assumptions that ‘communities’ — rather
than individuals, households, government
agencies and businesses — are (or at least
should be) the main drivers of local devel-
opment and are the institutions that are best
equipped to ensure sustainable natural re-
source management. These concepts reflect
similar conceptual and policy frameworks
that are emerging for dealing with resilience
more generally, including post-conflict re-
covery and peace building.

There are some conceptual grey areas in
community-based efforts that make it dif-
ficult to understand the interplay between
these efforts and trajectories in economic
development. Most notably, it is rare that the
concept of ‘community’ is critically analysed
within an understanding of the different ac-
tors, interests and power relations at local
level. Adaptation of broader policies and
concrete programming to community-based
approaches has been difficult for the related
reason that the inter-relationships and inter-
mingling between the ‘the community’ and
the specific sets of stakeholders (and their
specific interests, resources and capacities)
within these communities are usually left
undefined.
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Is it about communities or projects?

The parameters of this alternative para-
digm are also difficult to pinpoint as it is
being promoted through a myriad of small
projects with a variety of conceptual frame-
works. There are challenges in learning from
the many examples that exist of these small,
community-based projects. The research
community has analysed these small projects
in order to find evidence that there are al-
ternatives to the much-criticised pro-poor
growth paradigm. The research that has been
done looking at these projects has frequently
missed the forest for the trees in terms of
critically reflecting on what an assortment of
‘good projects’ says about how local actors
use these projects within their strategies to
manage multiple risks. Most analyses of such
projects are weak with regard to placing the
‘solutions’ presented within an understand-
ing of the motivations, incentives, constraints
and attitudes of the different actors that con-
stitute these ‘communities.” Analyses of how
community-based adaptation is being com-
bined with pro-poor growth could provide
a more empirically grounded perspective on
the role of ‘communities’ as risk managers, as
it would inevitably involve disaggregating the
roles of households, businesses and farmer
organisations.

There are many examples of ostensibly
successful small risk reduction projects that
have remained reliant on outside support and
have not found sufficient sustainable support
and ownership from local actors (Christoplos
et al. 2010). Realistic exit strategies for with-
drawal of outside support are rare. Research
is not needed to prove that these problems
exist (though perhaps more ex post evalua-
tions would be useful). By looking into the
interplay between community-based and pro-
poor growth modalities and how this shapes
the motivations of different members of the

community, it may be possible to understand
why this approach, which has been driven by
the search for ‘sustainability, has proven so
unsustainable.

The main Achilles Heel of community-
based adaptation and risk reduction with
regard to sustainability and national/local
ownership is the tendency to take projects
for granted and to portray actors as mere
‘implementers.” Within the new development
aid architecture, and as part of decentralisa-
tion efforts, projects are disappearing fast,
with efforts increasingly channelled through
ongoing programmes and local institutional
structures. This would seem to favour com-
munity-based risk reduction efforts, but
thus far it has not due to this ‘projectitis.’
It is therefore important to critically reflect
on what can and cannot be learnt from the
interfaces between the ‘communities’ that
these projects assemble and the different
spheres of interest and influence that exist
at local levels.

There is some recognition that commu-
nity-based efforts must start to transcend
project modalities if they are to be taken se-
riously. Some small projects have shown that
groups of local stakeholders are effective in
managing multiple risk and that this manage-
ment can be strengthened through invest-
ments in developing the capacities of these
actors. However, the continued dominance
of the pro-poor growth paradigm suggests
that the implications of these findings for
broader policies and programmes are not
clear. Advocates of increased investment in
community-based climate adaptation have
often pinned their hopes that National Ad-
aptation Programmes of Action (NAPAs)
will provide the primary vehicle to both
scale-up community-based efforts and place
them on a wider footing. This has not hap-
pened thus far. Very few NAPAs have led
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to significant levels of activity and the large
majority of these programmes remain col-
lections of sectoral projects designed with
little input from ‘communities’ (Agrawal &
Perrin 2009; COWI & IIED 2009).

3.4 Risk, local government and rural
services

Decentralisation as a blind spot in policies for
risk management
Projects are clearly an inappropriate point of
departure for research into the role of com-
munities as risk managers and the inclusive-
ness of pro-poor growth in a risk-aware per-
spective. A more concrete entry point may
be to look at how trends in decentralisation
and changing governance are impacting on
the relations between local governments and
their constituencies, and between local rural
service providers and their clients. It is within
these sets of relationships that project pack-
ages are unpacked and where vague calls for
pro-poor growth result in inclusive or exclu-
sive community development processes. It is
at this level that the successes and failures of
managing multiple risks are most apparent.
As mentioned above, organisational man-
dates and capacities are treated as a black
box in many risk management plans. Cli-
mate policies and programming focused on
environmental management often miss the
mark already from the start by making plans
for agencies without operational capacity to
significantly impact on risk management.
Environmental authorities are not likely to
be leading on-the-ground climate adaptation
and risk reduction efforts due to their rela-
tively limited field-level operational capaci-
ties and weak integration into local environ-
mental governance. It is therefore essential
to explore how the local public, private and
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civil society actors that are primarily associ-
ated with natural resource management, agri-
culture and local economic development are
themselves responding to signs of changing
risk and new information flows within their
pre-existing perspectives, tasks, priorities and
concerns. In order to understand how risk is
managed, it is essential to take into account
the capacities and motivations within local
organisations to undertake different courses
of action, including how they choose to use
their limited resources when confronted by
a myriad of short- and long-term challenges
and high levels of uncertainty.

Putting local governance structures in the
driver’s seat

Some rural service providers, such as agricul-
tural extension, have already been drawn into
efforts to address climate and food security
risk through, for example, seed provision in
agricultural rehabilitation and emergency
food security programmes. Despite the fact
that extension is usually treated as a mere ‘im-
plementing partner’ in such efforts, it has a
long-term relationship with farmers that in-
cludes a dialogue about whether those new
seeds will reduce exposure to climate, market
and other risks. Analysis of how a seed distri-
bution is received and how it impacts on re-
lations between ‘implementing agencies’ and
their clients/beneficiaries (and indeed wheth-
er they are treated as ‘clients’ or as ‘benefici-
aries’) can reveal much about multiple risks,
including, for example, how farmers are com-
bining changing technologies with efforts to
maintain agro-biodiversity within their farm-
ing systems (Longley et al. 2007).

It has been proposed that more social learn-
ing among local organisations dealing with cli-
mate change adaptation is needed (Ziervogel
et al. 2008; Agrawal et al. 2008), particularly
when tipping points demand ability to ‘think
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the unthinkable’ and deal with comparatively
chaotic frames of reference (Pelling & High
2005). The appalling response to Hurricane
Katrina has been attributed to “an inability
to develop a shared understanding of roles,
responsibilities, capacities, and the dire cir-
cumstances that citizens were encountering”
(Wachtendorf & Kendra 2006). The norma-
tive aims of multi-stakeholder social learning
are intriguing, and there is some experience
with pilot efforts at developing methodolo-
gies for this, but little empirical research has
been undertaken into the potential for wide-
spread adoption of social learning modalities
within real local governance, given the pre-
vailing political economies of local institu-
tional change. Research can help to transcend
stylised assumptions about the social learning
processes within projects to look directly at
how local government and local service pro-
viders are integrating new investments in risk
reduction with their pre-existing agendas for
dealing with risk.

3.5 Statist distortions

Risk management in the private sector

There is a significant statist bias in the dis-
course on risk and climate change, with a
strong focus on checklists of things that
governments must do to respond to climate
change, to prepare for disasters, to ensure
that markets work for the poor, etc. With re-
gard to climate adaptation in particular, the
statist bias manifests itself in directive state-
ments about how states should spend the
funds that are expected to be allocated for cli-
mate adaptation. The focus on how to chan-
nel public expenditure draws attention away
from how non-state actors are investing non-
public funds in private risk reduction strate-
gies. When these investments are made, they

are treated with suspicion. The climate dis-
course frequently portrays globalisation and
the market (and with it the private sector) as
‘the problem’ and state-led programming and
projects are portrayed as the ‘solution.’

There are some claims that the private sec-
tor is not much involved in climate change
adaptation (Agrawal et al. 2008), but this per-
haps reflects a narrow analytical framework
on the multiplicity of risk. This statist bias
belies the fact that most of the tasks and in-
vestments being made in rural risk manage-
ment are emanating from the private sector
— for better or for worse. Some of these in-
vestments, including insurance, storage and
diversification, are pro-poor. Many are not.
But they are all part of how risk is managed.
If a company decides to relocate or an insur-
ance company decides to withdraw insurance
cover for a given area in order to escape what
they perceive as a tipping point, this will in-
crease the risks facing the population living
there, but may reduce risks in the area where
the business is being relocated. When new
information is made available about climate
risks, entrepreneurs must choose between in-
vestments in managing these risks through,
for example, protecting buildings, or deciding
to move the business elsewhere. The percep-
tions and priorities of the private sector are
therefore central to understanding how cli-
mate risk is being integrated with other risk
management efforts.

This points to the fact that the generation
of more climate risk resilient livelihoods is
primarily a matter of how businesses respond
to risk. It is their investments that will deter-
mine whether or not there are jobs available
in a given area and whether the poor who
are faced with climate related crop losses
and displacement are able to find alternative
employment. The scale and nature of pri-
vate sector development will also determine
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whether or not wages can keep pace with
rising food prices. Social funds, employment
generation schemes and other related public
interventions sometimes contribute to filling
livelihood gaps when a drought or flood in-
terrupts business investment, but even after
major disasters the private sector generally
provides far more new livelihoods than relief

and early recovery efforts (Clay & Benson
2005; Christoplos 20006).

State fragility and climate-induced rural risk

Another aspect of how the statist bias in the
risk reduction discourse can lead to distorted
assumptions and priorities is in relation to
understanding (and accepting) the limits to
state capacities to govern. Capacity limita-
tions are part of the landscape of links and
gaps between management of climate change
and other risks in fragile states, weak states
and countries undergoing difficult transitions
amid or after conflicts and disasters triggered
by natural phenomena. There are significant
correlations between climate-related risk and
state fragility, as can be seen by the insecurity
in many arid and semi-arid countries and in
countries facing agro-ecological and demo-
graphic tipping points. Indeed, there is a grow-
ing policy and research literature on climate
change as a threat to political security (Halle
2009). A weakness in this discussion has been
the primary focus on causal attribution from
climate risk to insecurity. The reverse, i.c., the
ways that state fragility impacts on capacities
to manage risk, have received less attention,
as has the interplay between weak capacity to
respond to risk and a weakened social con-
tract between states and citizens, leading to
deteriorating state legitimacy and capacity
(discussed further in section 5.1. below). It is
generally the vicious cycle of ineffective re-
sponse to natural hazards, decreasing legiti-
macy (due in large part to failures to ensure
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food security), increasing conflict and declin-
ing capacities that lie behind weak govern-
ance. Simplistic, one-way causal assumptions
about climate change leading to conflict can
be made more nuanced by empirical analyses
highlighting risk multiplicity.

It can be stated with confidence that much
of the new climate change adaptation archi-
tecture is likely to be dysfunctional in states
with weak institutional structures. The statist
bias in most climate change mitigation and
adaptation plans has led to the generation
of very ambitious checklists of things that
government zust do. These lists bear little re-
semblance to current understanding of what
local government in weak and fragile states
can do. Particularly in fragile states, it has been
suggested that the good governance agenda
may need to be modified to focus on “good
enough governance” (Grindle 2005), but this
concept has yet to significantly influence poli-
cies and programming related to climate risk.
Even relatively strong states have not been
able to muster the human resources for plan-
ning climate change adaptation and mitiga-
tion due to the complexity and novelty of the
issues involved (COWI & IIED 2009). The
MRV demands of REDD+, which may in
the future encompass agriculture, are oner-
ous. Countries in most need of climate ad-
aptation investments are those that are least
likely to be able to access and effectively uti-
lise these funds. The gap between what can
be done in weak states and declarations about
what must be done to address climate risk is
growing, which can have serious implications
for understanding the prospects for strength-
ened risk management.

Finally, when the capacities of authorities
at local level are extremely limited, environ-
mental issues are rarely a priority for either
these authorities themselves or for donors
investing in post-conflict and post-disaster
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programmes. Both governments and donors
lean toward views that livelihoods and food
security come first, the environment later.

4. FOOD SECURITY AND
CLIMATE RISK

4.1 New food security-climate
policies and old institutional realities

Food security and alignment between the pro-
poor growth and community-based agendas

It is starting to be recognised that it will be
important to “extend resilience theory to bet-
ter accommodate human agency” (O’Brien et
al. 2009), but it is less clear whether norma-
tive theories about resilience can genuinely
make room for the human agency of those
who are more concerned about eating to-
morrow, selling their crops or accumulating
wealth than they are about managing climate
risk in the long term. When assessing the po-
tential for more climate-aware food security
efforts and more food security-aware climate
adaptation efforts, a useful starting point is
to look critically about where these ostensibly
new perspectives suggest the need for new
concepts and courses of action at local lev-
els. There is widespread agreement that the
two aims should merge, but little consensus
on how this is best pursued in the perspective
of local institutional realities. This chapter re-
views food security as a strategically impor-
tant example of how climate multiplies other
risk factors from an institutional and actor-
oriented perspective.

There is significant scepticism within minis-
tries of agriculture and international agencies
responsible for food security about whether
new perspectives and modalities are needed
to address climate risk, or if it is just another
fad requiring insertion of new catchwords to

meet funding windows. Many feel that they
have long been working to address issues such
as climate variability and uncertainty, and that
therefore information about how these risks
are intensifying implies nothing more than a
call to ‘work harder” Indeed, many commu-
nity-based climate adaptation projects draw
heavily on the community-based natural re-
source management (Ensor & Berger 2009)
and the disaster risk reduction toolboxes
(ISDR 2008) of recent decades. Those work-
ing with community-based approaches have
found significant wind in their sails in calls
to focus on food security within communi-
ties. Those promoting food security through
pro-poor growth have been somewhat slower
to jump on the climate bandwagon. On both
sides of the fence there are common views
that expanded interest in food security and
climate change may result in expanded fund-
ing and (perhaps) ownership, but not neces-
sarily much of a change in modalities.

So what’s new?

While undoubtedly true to a significant extent,
this is just part of what climate change means
for addressing food security risk. Protecting
and promoting food security in light of cli-
mate risks will create demands on institutions
involved in agriculture, disaster risk reduction
and environmental governance to both do
much more of what they have done before
and also do things differently (Christoplos et
al. 2009). The food price crisis of 2008 result-
ed from a convergence of non-climate risks
related to speculation, demographic changes,
pressures on limited natural resources, etc.,
together with increasing occurrence of ex-
treme climate events and (perhaps) the arrival
of tipping points in some agricultural sys-
tems. It was a reminder that the current and
future landscapes of risk suggest the need for
conceptual and operational frameworks that
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are informed by the past, but which also in-
clude new perspectives.

A major difference in the ‘new’ conceptu-
alisation of food security risk is that the topic
appears to be taken more seriously. Govern-
ments are scared, and this is leading to more
than just additional money. Even though it is
too soon to confirm, there are some signs in
the aftermath of the 2008 food price spike and
COP15 of a move toward greater policy and
programme coherence at international level
related to (a) smoothing food consumption
and production flows, (b) managing uncer-
tainty through greater access to information,
(c) expanding livelihood options, (d) improv-
ing food storage and handling capacities, and
(e) providing more advice regarding choice of
crop varieties and farming methods. These are
all examples of what are increasingly referred
to as ‘no regrets’ opportunities to reduce the
impact of the variability and uncertainty that
characterise climate-related food security risk.
The term ‘no regrets’ is generally used to re-
fer to interventions that address non-climate
development needs at the same time as sup-
porting climate adaptation, i.e., they address
multiple risk.

It is important to ask why such interven-
tions are only now being considered if their
benefits are so obvious. It is here that the new
approaches being promoted at international
levels run into ‘old’ realities at local levels.
‘No regrets’ investments (sometimes also
referred to as win-win, or even win-win-win
strategies) are usually characterised as ‘Tlow-
hanging fruit,’ i.e., activities that can be quick-
ly expanded when new climate adaptation
funds are made available using on-the-shelf
technologies. Attention to local institutional
realities suggests that this is rather optimis-
tic (Fruhling & Warfvinge 2008). Sustain-
able risk management is not a quick-impact
project and, despite claims about their obvi-
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ous benefits, investments in national climate
change adaptation efforts in least-developed
countries have been painfully slow in getting
started (COWI & IIED 2009).

This relates to capacities, which are in turn
related to pre-existing priorities and mandates.
The reason that these fruits are apparently not
as low-hanging as they seemed at first is that
the harvesters are busy elsewhere. New poli-
cies may be introduced, but they are largely
overlaid on pre-existing institutional realities.
Scaling-up food security efforts and adapt-
ing them to new emerging climate hazards
will only happen if they can be related to the
organisational priorities and capacities of the
local and national agencies that are expected
to play a role in implementing these tasks.
There has been a lack of analysis concerning
what these priorities and capacities consist of.
For example, much advice from the climate
change community related to food security
culminates in calls for more agricultural ex-
tension and more climate information (Ensor
& Berger 2009), but there has been very little
analysis thus far of how agricultural extension
institutions (where they still exist) respond to
information related to climatic variability and
uncertainty, when their modus operandi has
usually been promoting standard production
packages.

Disasters and food security

With respect to disaster-related food securi-
ty risks, there are particular institutional dy-
namics and divisions that need to be consid-
ered. Here again, what is ‘new’ is that there
is a realisation that the old divisions between
different actors are no longer appropriate
(in this case between development and hu-
manitarian agencies and governmental de-
partments). Disaster trends are ever more
intertwined with chronic decline in food
security due to reduced precipitation, glacial
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melt and heat stress on crops and livestock,
all of which generate both extensive and
intensive forms of risk. All of these food
security risks are being addressed by both
humanitarian and development actors, albeit
through different modalities. The divide be-
tween acute humanitarian needs and the fac-
tors that generate chronic poverty and food
insecurity are becoming blurred. There are
some who therefore suggest that a merging
of response mechanisms is needed as well.
The view that simple structures should ex-
ist whereby some agencies provide relief in
‘disasters’ and that social safety nets will re-
spond to address chronic food insecurity as
part of ‘development’, is seen as being out
of touch with climate-related food security
risk. In this new landscape of risk related to
chronic decline, it is in many respects point-
less to try to differentiate between acute and
chronic food security. This has major im-
plications for rethinking institutional man-
dates and operational structures (Parry et al.
2009).

Related to this, the appearance of tipping
points, where gradual decline turns into col-
lapse of livelihoods and agro-ecosystems, has
not been on the radar screen of most gov-
ernments or much of the aid community. It
should be, as the collapse of livelithoods and
consequent chronic food security emergen-
cies in fragile states as diverse as Somalia,
Haiti and North Korea are clear examples of
tipping points (albeit not all related to climate
change). These examples illustrate the dif-
ficulties of understanding how to approach
the management of risk when a tipping point
is reached and risk is no longer manageable.
The difficulties of identifying humanitarian
exit strategies in countries such as these are
indicative of the problems that exist in deter-
mining responses to emerging forms of food
insecurity.

THE MESSAGE AT COPI5
— NO AGRICULTURE, NO DEAL
— BUT AGRICULTURE FOR WHAT?

The uneasy relationship between cli-
mate change and food security was an
undercurrent in discussions at COP15.
The slogan at the COP15 Agriculture
and Rural Development Day was ‘no ag-
riculture, no deal’, but in many respects
the tone of this seemingly strident mes-
sage was similar to that of other sectors
looking for a piece of the post-Copen-
hagen pie. Discussions emphasised calls
to bring agriculture into the mitigation
architecture through a REDD+ mecha-
nism that would include ecosystem ser-
vices related to agriculture as a comple-
ment to forestry (Joint Statement 2009).
Adaptation was mentioned, along with
food security, but surprisingly little ref-
erence was made to what this might have
to do with a social contract to prevent
famine or reduce household food secu-
rity risk, much less addressing the ‘trust
deficit’ that plagued the conference. Po-
tential synergies between mitigation and
adaptation were duly mentioned, but
there was no sign of a clear agenda re-
garding what those synergies might con-
sist of, which aspects of adaptation were
going to be given priority, and ultimately
whose food security would be ensured
through such synergies.

It may be true that without agriculture
there will be no deal on climate change,
but the deal with agriculture will proba-
bly need to be anchored in genuine com-
mitments to addressing multiple risks to
food security and livelihoods. This would
require thinking beyond adding
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plus signs on the back of REDD agree-
ments. It would require finding ways to
foster ownership among actors in agti-
culture that are currently out of the loop
in the climate discourse and who are un-
likely to be tempted to get into the loop
if discussions remain focused on carbon
emissions and forestry.

4.2 Food security risk,
agro-biodiversity and natural
resource governance

Global production and local livelihoods
Projections about probable declines in glo-
bal and national production levels per capita,
which in some regions and countries are ex-
pected to be severe due to climate change,
are driving much of the current interest in
food security. The 2008 global food price
crisis was (rightly or wrongly) commonly at-
tributed to these production trends. It was
popularly portrayed as a forewarning of
the risks that will accompany future climate
change. This narrative assumes that food se-
curity is about covariate risk related to aggre-
gate global food supplies, related primarily
to food production and productivity. This is
in contrast to the narrative on food security
in the pro-poor growth paradigm whereby,
for households and individuals, food secu-
rity relates to their access to entitlements
to food, and that this is mostly related to
idiosyncratic factors in a given household’s
livelihoods.

The dichotomy between these two nar-
ratives has major implications for policy
response. The food-production-focused
discourse tends to emphasise the need for
higher-risk strategies based on specialisation
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and greater adoption of input-intensive high-
yielding crop varieties (in order to increase
aggregate national and global food supplies).
The latter may instead suggest the need to re-
inforce the ways that people have tradition-
ally managed risk through planting a range
of crops and investing in longer-term natural
resource management efforts to preserve the
productive capacity of their farms, such as
the moisture retention of their soils. Further-
more, an entitlement focus may also involve
greater reliance on off-farm employment,
since with commercialisation there may be in-
creased investment in specialised agriculture
and processing,

At local level, these contrasting strategies
and concepts come together, and are often
pursued simultaneously, but not necessarily
as part of a coordinated or coherent strategy.
Policies and practice today tend towards a
messy mix of promotion of three approaches:
(a) production (for national and international
goals), (b) diversification for risk spreading
(to build on more traditional household food
security strategies) and (c) diversification into
off-farm employment, often on larger com-
mercial farms (which may be seen as a way of
achieving both goals). The trade-offs in com-
bining these disparate and sometimes contra-
dictory goals are rarely confronted in policy
declarations, but are inevitably part of how
food security and climate risks come together
at local levels.

Local risk is different

The return of narratives of production and
productivity has been beneficial in ensuring
that the broader and possibly catastrophic
long-term impacts of climate change on the
global agrifood system are in the spotlight. A
danger exists that the response to global and
national food security concerns may ignore
or undermine the risk reduction strategies
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of the poor. The return of attention to food
production and productivity is in many ways
a prime example of the difficulties of retain-
ing awareness of the diffuse local drivers of
multiple risk reduction when political and
scientific attention are focused on the factors
framing global climate risks. Coherence, and
even synergy, would seem to be a matter of
finding greater conceptual and practical align-
ment between perspectives on agriculture and
natural resource management.

Community-based adaptation and risk re-
duction are commonly seen as being virtually
synonymous with locally-led natural resource
management. But in order to understand how
food security and natural resource manage-
ment come together, it is essential to recog-
nise how vulnerable populations themselves
are trying to balance long-term natural re-
source management with struggles to have
enough to eat in the short term. Assessments
of the outcomes of climate adaptation and
risk reduction projects stress that owner-
ship is dependent on (a) ensuring that these
projects address the immediate and not just
the long-term risks that they face, i.e., food
security and disaster resilience must come
first, and (b) anchoring such efforts in the
work of local institutions, particularly local
government and agricultural extension, since
they must find ways to manage this mix of
policies (Ensor & Berger 2009).

Much of the food security efforts that aim
to combine pro-poor growth and communi-
ty-based approaches look to traditional vari-
eties, ‘slow food,” non-timber forest products
and other strategies based on better exploi-
tation of biodiversity — agro-biodiversity in
particular — as a ‘win-win’ method. These
types of projects have attracted significant
interest from the research community, but
the nature of self-contained projects using
‘implementing partners’ has been an obsta-

cle to understanding the local institutional
dynamics of these efforts. It is important
to analyse how these kinds of initiatives are
perceived by these erstwhile ‘implementing
partners.” Maintenance of agro-biodiversity
may be part of how farmers manage multi-
ple climate and market risks through natural
resource management, but such strategies
have generally been frowned upon in agri-
culture bureaucracies oriented towards pro-
poor agricultural growth. Agro-biodiversity
is difficult to combine with the efforts to
promote bulk, uniformity and timeliness of
production that dominate value chain devel-
opment and pro-poor growth more gener-
ally. There is no simple solution to how to
combine these approaches to more sustain-
able natural resource management with mar-
ket development. Some strategies to manage
risk may be combined with market-orient-
ed production, but others not (Christoplos
2009).

These trade-offs between preservation
of biodiversity to reduce risk and engage-
ment in markets to access opportunities for
new livelihoods are rarely considered in a
balanced or transparent manner within dis-
cussions of climate change adaptation. A
division exists between the nature conserva-
tion aims of a large proportion of climate
change efforts and the focus of most minis-
tries of agriculture on market innovation as
a driving force in rural development. Claims
are made from both sides regarding the sup-
posed benefits of their respective paradigms
for livelihoods and food security. This polar-
isation may draw attention away from how
the rural poor themselves combine subsist-
ence production and pursuing livelihoods
through the market economy as part of how
they manage natural resources and make use
of their knowledge and resources related to
biodiversity.
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4.3 Food security risk in
relation to livelihoods and
subsistence agriculture

Gaps in the new food security agenda

— lessons from the old

Given expected volatility related to climate
change, demographics and markets, the food
production challenge is in many respects the
tip of the iceberg in relation to the undetlying
risks to the livelihoods that will provide food
security entitlements. Despite this seemingly
self-evident statement, the tendency to cate-
gorise climate change as an ‘environmental is-
sue’, to be dealt with by ministries of the en-
vironment or meteorological authorities, has
meant that the implications of climate-related
food production policies for livelihoods have
not become a significant aspect of the climate
policies of most developing countries. These
factors are not ignored by the food insecure
themselves as they look for work. It is also
apparent to local governments that are trying
to attract private and public investments. At
local levels, fears about jobs and crop failures
are more concrete and immediate compared
to the relatively abstract projections regarding
climate change. This is important to stress, as
it is within this interaction between private
sector actors considering investments, local
governments trying to attract them and the
strategies of the food insecure in search of
livelithoods that the most important decisions
related to the food security-climate nexus are
likely to be made. This suggests that liveli-
hood-related support to managing climate risk
should reflect what has been learnt in other
livelthood support efforts, particularly with
respect to how sustainability and targeting are
reliant on an understanding of resource scar-
city, prevailing markets and the role of local
public and private institutions in underpin-
ning the livelihoods of the rural poor.
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BEYOND ROMANTICISM?

The ‘yeoman farmer fallacy’, wherein
subsistence and semi-subsistence agti-
culture was expected to be a basis for
rural poverty alleviation, has been largely
debunked. Pro-poor agricultural growth
policies and programming are increas-
ingly focused on value chain develop-
ment and in addressing the challenges in
ensuring that the poor are able to benefit
from these chains. Some observers feel
that even these policies are still grossly
over-optimistic. The assumptions that
even commercial smallholders could or
should be effectively supported to re-
tain benefits from the new landscape
of agribusiness are being criticised as
being ‘romantic’ (Collier 2009). In this
discourse, the entry barriers and risks of
market agriculture are portrayed as be-
ing too great for smallholders, who are
instead expected to be better off pursu-
ing pro-poor growth related livelihoods
elsewhere. Climate risk is seen to provide
additional evidence that smallholder ag-
riculture has no future, since only well-
off farming enterprises are likely to have
the resources to reinvest and rebound
after extreme climate events.

Some ministries of agriculture, long ea-
ger to promote ‘modern’ industrial agri-
culture, have taken on this narrative, ef-
fectively declaring the livelihoods of the
most vulnerable rural poor to be unvi-
able, and therefore unworthy of further
support. In these policy frameworks, the
large numbers of smallholders is not a
development priority but rather an indi-
cator of under-development. Some do-
nors have implicitly endorsed this view,
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perhaps due to the lower transaction
costs and greater and more measurable
(national food security) outcomes that
can be achieved with better-off farmers.
The tendencies of donors to give prior-
ity to agricultural programmes that ‘pick
winners’ after disasters and conflicts are
indicative of this trend (Christoplos et
al. 2010; Christoplos 2007). The implica-
tion of this call for abandoning ‘roman-
ticism’ has been a growing gulf between
household food security policies, on the
one hand, and those focused on agri-
business and trade on the othet.

Food security trade-offs in market-driven
development

Market integration is indeed not a guarantee
for the livelihoods needed to improve food
security. It is part of the institutional environ-
ment that generates markets for both prod-
ucts and labour, whereby the rural poor may
find ways to spread their risks. But it is not
a panacea. Experience with market-oriented
agriculture has shown that strengthened mar-
ket chains will primarily benefit those house-
holds with sufficient assets to take advantage
of new market opportunities, unless explicit
attention is paid to working with frontline in-
stitutions, such as agricultural extension, to
address the risks that poor farmers and en-
trepreneurs face (Christoplos 2008). Weather-
indexed insurance, warehouse receipt systems
and other interventions that increase access
to storage and credit, together with relevant
market and climate information, can perhaps
help the rural poor to manage these com-
bined market-climate-livelihood risks. Insur-
ance initiatives have received particular atten-
tion in recent years, but as yet these types of

interventions have rarely been sustainably in-
stitutionalised and scaled-up within national
and local structures (Warner et al. 2009).

It is important to consider food security
through the lens of livelihoods, but at the
same time recognise that much of the food-
insecure rural population still relies on sub-
sistence agriculture for a significant propor-
tion of their livelihoods. Long-term trends
suggest that subsistence agriculture is declin-
ing in importance and that even those house-
holds that are still partially subsistence-ori-
ented are trying to improve their livelihoods
through diversification (World Bank 2007).
But in a context of high risk due to finan-
cial and food price crises, there is a growing
acknowledgement that subsistence retains an
important role, as at least a buffer in deal-
ing with variability and uncertainty (Trivelli
et al. 2009). This is not new. The collapse of
the Marxist economies of Eastern FEurope
(Christoplos 2007) and the combined impacts
of financial crises and HIV/AIDS in coun-
tries such as Zambia (World Bank 2007) have
generated some measure of retreat to subsist-
ence. It is unclear whether climate change and
food price volatility are significantly changing
these trends or if the overall trajectories of
agricultural development will remain intact.

Any retreat to subsistence goes against
the projections and policies of most min-
istries of agriculture, which have gradually
shifted policies away from household food
self-sufficiency and toward market orienta-
tion (see, for example, Swanson 2009). The
guiding assumption in this pro-poor growth
narrative has been that subsistence farming
for food security is a maladaptive practice of
‘risk averse peasants’ who would find great
livelihood and food security if they were to
concentrate on commercial farming or other
livelihoods. Awareness of the implications of
climate change and the impacts of the food
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crisis has begun to lead to some recognition
of the importance of at least a partial subsist-
ence buffer for those who cannot deal with
market risks.

5. MULTIPLE EXPOSURES AND
MESSAGES IN THE MULTIFARIOUS
LANDSCAPE OF RISK

5.1 From (disaster) risk reduction to
a reassessment of the social contract

Building back better?

Disasters are often portrayed as a sentinel in-
dicator of the convergence of multiple risks.
As such, increasing disaster risks could and
should draw attention to how a range of risk
factors come together in a very concrete man-
ner. It may become apparent if and how risk
multiplicities are understood and responded
to by looking at decisions about priorities
for disaster risk reduction and what ‘building
back bettet’ after a disaster or a crisis means
in terms of addressing future risks. The call
to ‘build back better’ (which became a catch-
word in the responses to the South Asian tsu-
nami and the Haitian earthquake) highlights
the fundamental choices about what kind of
society should be rebuilt, as it begs the ques-
tion ‘what is better?’

This is not to assume that risk is necessat-
ily at the top of the agenda when responding
to disasters. Grand proclamations about dis-
asters constituting a clarion call to do some-
thing profoundly different are made after
most major disasters (see e.g., Christoplos et
al. 2010), but these claims are rarely heeded
and have in some ways distracted attention
from the need to understand the implications
of global and local climatic hazards and so-
cio-economic trends for how local actors at-
tempt to overcome their vulnerabilities. It is
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easy to agree that we need a ‘transformation,’
but harder to agree on the direction of that
transformation.

From relief to risk reduction

Discussions of the implications of ‘building
back better’ are often framed as a choice be-
tween prevention of disasters (through risk
reduction) and response. This dichotomy is
frequently described in an either-or frame-
work through claims that, due to the spiral-
ling effects of climate change, demographic
pressures, non-inclusive markets and resource
scarcity, risk reduction must be the focus in-
stead of (rather than in addition to) humani-
tarian response. Relief is increasingly por-
trayed as a dependency-creating and wasteful
relic of the old aid architecture, which must
be replaced by a convergence between risk
reduction and climate change adaptation in-
vestments.

Decisions to put the uncertainties of
longer-term reduction of relatively ambigu-
ous climate risks before the immediate hu-
manitarian imperative of addressing hunger
and famine, may carry with it a new form of
triage in terms of targeting risk reduction
towards those whose risks can be most eas-
ily reduced (often those with the resources
to possibly produce more food) rather than
addressing the consequences of risks for the
most vulnerable (e.g, the landless). Sweep-
ing rhetorical claims tend to overshadow this
triage. It is likely that frontline actors dealing
with food security may have a very different
perspective on ethical trade-offs, particularly
on how to manage the balance between relief
and risk reduction modalities.

Crisis and the social contract
Management of disaster risk is part of the

social contract between states and citizens
(Pelling & Dill 2009), and much can be learnt
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from political responses to crisis. The failures
of the state to live up to minimal responsi-
bilities after Hurricane Katrina have been
described as a breakdown in the social con-
tract (Ignatieff 2005) and anger at the initial
denial of state responsibilities in Nicaragua
after Hurricane Mitch by the then-president
Arnoldo Aleman were seen in a similar light
(Christoplos et al. 2010). The 2008 food price
crisis led to the fall of atleast one government
(Madagascar) as well as riots and social unrest
in a number of countries. These examples
highlight the perceived responsibilities of the
state to respond to acute human suffering as
part of how they respond to projected risks.

Particularly in fragile states, the entitlement
to household food security is a central pillar
in the social contract between states and citi-
zens for managing risk. The state is legitimate
in the eyes of those who have enough to eat.
If the comparatively abstract risks of climate
change are to be better related to food secu-
rity, it would seem that this alighment of dif-
ferent aspects of risk reduction would need
to be cognisant of the nature of this social
contract (which is likely to differ from coun-
try to country and under different political
regimes).

At the same time, the social contract of the
state to protect private property and ensure
economic growth has been portrayed as a pil-
lar in the institutions that exclude the most
food insecure and lock development efforts
into unsustainable trajectories through ‘busi-
ness as usual’ development models (O’Brien
et al. 2009). People demand what they have
come to expect from the state, and that would
appear to be related to expectations related
to these traditional responsibilities, rather
than new and vague tasks related to climate
change.

This suggests that it is important to gain a
deeper perspective on the nature of the in-

terplay among these different aspects of the
social contract between states and citizens,
including how different (and perhaps con-
flicting) responsibilities are reflected within
local and national institutional processes of
building such legitimacy. Social contracts do
not necessarily reflect ‘sustainability’ from an
environmental perspective, but they may be
at the core of sustainability in terms of ad-
dressing the institutional landscape of risk.

5.2 Re-connecting the dots

The detachment of the new discourse on cli-
mate risk from the old discourse(s) on risk
more generally has fragmented approaches
that must be brought together. This paper has
hopefully provided some guidance in how to
start reconnecting these dots, and also some
pointers as to where there are knowledge
gaps that must be filled if we are to better
understand what is new and what is old when
climate change multiplies risk.

The example of food security explored
here, illustrates how the metaphor of double
and multiple exposure has descriptive value in
drawing attention to the need to better con-
nect various forms of risk. In order to align
research into these connections with the per-
ceptions of those people who are simultane-
ously managing various risks and development
models requires a wider palette of analytical
tools and a somewhat different point of de-
parture. The non-linear, temporally and spa-
tially variable, inequitable and dynamic nature
of climate change means that learning about
how people layer their responses to differ-
ent forms of climatic and non-climatic risk
will inevitably be dialectical (Christoplos et
al. 2009). Research needs to delve into that
dialectical process as part of the process of
reflecting on how it could and should influ-
ence policy.
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Research has an important role in increasing
understanding of (a) the multiplicity of risks
faced by rural people as they pursue and pro-
tect their livelihoods, and (b) how they per-
ceive and weigh the choices, obstacles and
opportunities that they face. This involves a
realisation that climate-aware development is
not just a matter of ‘mainstreaming’ risk re-
duction measures into development so much
as it is a matter of better understanding how,
for many actors, management of multiple
risks is at the core of their own development
strategies. Research into the multiplicity of
risk can break down stylised and misleading
assumptions about ‘climate proofing’ by ac-
knowledging that there are other factors that
influence how people pursue development
and confront climate change. Such research
could provide an important counterbalance
to the drive in the climate change discourse to
design and transfer normative societal mod-
els at the expense of respect for the ways that
the rural poor are already dealing with risk. It
can also provide a more informed perspec-
tive on what parts of the new climate agenda
are likely to be ‘implemented’ at local level,
given prevailing, pre-existing and emerging
concerns about other risks. Finally, it is a way
of unpacking the equally normative discourse
on globalisation, by starting with an awareness
of the approaches of the different groups of
the rural poor who are struggling to deal with
changing, and often disturbing, demands and
opportunities.

In addition to levels and sectors, there will
be a need to connect the dots within the cli-
mate agenda itself. In light of the likely strong
focus on REDD+ in rural climate change
investments in the coming years, it will be
important to explore how the new forestry-
related investments will impact on rural risk,
notably food security. It is perhaps too eatly
to speculate on the outcomes of these invest-
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ments, but it appears that food and livelihood
security are likely to be treated as ‘positive ex-
ternalities’ in mitigation efforts, with the nota-
ble exception of areas where stricter environ-
mental protection efforts reduce risks related
to natural hazards. Synergies are clearly pos-
sible between mitigation and many aspects of
the development agenda, but there has been
insufficient specific attention paid to syner-
gies with risk management in particular.

This working paper suggests that the basis
for a more empirically-grounded perspective
on climate risk should start with greater appli-
cation of what is already known about rural
risk and deeper appreciation for what needs
to be known about those who are managing
these risks. There is no need to reinvent the
wheel. The starting point should be critical
reassessment of what is already known about
risk from more of an actor-oriented perspec-
tive.
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