Building adaptive capacity in Assam
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A starting point for adapting to longer-term climate change could be adaptation to short-
term climate variability and extreme events. Making more informed choices about the use of
remittances can enhance the adaptive capacity of remittance-receiving households.

Assam state in north-eastern India
experiences annual floods which displace
people, destroy crops, kill livestock and
damage infrastructure. Dependence on
natural resource-based livelihoods in an
area that is also less developed makes
local households vulnerable to floods.
Lakhimpur district of Assam is among the
worst flood-affected districts in the state.
Remittances are increasingly becoming a
vital component of household income in
Lakhimpur and can be a potential financing
mechanism to fulfil the unmet adaptation
requirements of recipient households.'

The migrant workers from this district who
send back the remittances are generally male
and work in the informal sector in urban

centres within Assam or across India. This
out-migration of men exposes women to
new tasks related to disaster preparedness,
food security and farm management, for
which they are often unprepared. Women
will not have had the same opportunities
to access markets, extension services and
government programmes as men do.
Out-migration of men therefore requires
women to acquire new skills, capacities and
knowledge to deal with new challenges.

Remittance inflow increases in the aftermath
of the floods that occur in this area and is used
to procure provisions, rebuild livelihoods and
repair houses. The recipient households’ flood
responses are primarily focused on coping
during the flood (e.g. temporary shelter for
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livestock and people, storing food or drinking
water) and on recovery in the immediate
aftermath of the flood. Flood preparedness

is sporadic and constrained by: uncertainty
about the benefits of building household-level
adaptive capacity while basic needs (e.g. food,
health care, shelter) remain unaddressed,

low volume of remittances, lack of financial
literacy and access to financial services
(particularly among women who are often
the recipients and managers of remittances),
and lack of understanding and access to
technical inputs on how to invest remittances
in ‘low-cost’ disaster preparedness and
livelihood diversification options.

Financial literacy

In action research conducted by the
International Centre for Integrated Mountain
Development’s Himalayan Climate Change
Adaptation Programme with the Institute

of Integrated Resource Management, and
Swayam Sikshan Prayog, women recipients
of remittances are envisaged as the
household level ‘change-makers’. Financial

literacy and flood preparedness trainings
are envisaged to enhance the human
capital of the recipient households whom
this action research identifies as a special
interest group in the rural communities.

Financial literacy training in particular aims
to maximise the financial returns, avoid
unnecessary expenses and support saving in
the recipient households. The training on flood
preparedness envisages training the women in
aligning flood preparedness with the savings
plan. The investment of remittances in high-
priority and low-cost flood preparedness
measures (e.g. emergency food storage, safe
drinking water and improved cook stoves)
will build the adaptive capacity of recipient
households — the first step towards adaptation.
These training sessions are complemented

by community-level extension services for

the beneficiary households (e.g. regular
meetings and household visits, support to
access financial institutions, dissemination

of information on government schemes) that
are provided by the village coordinators.
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While some of these interventions may be
commonplace in poverty reduction, disaster
risk reduction or development, their linkages
with adaptation, adaptive capacity and
remittances are new. Women from the selected
recipient households have shown a lot of
enthusiasm for the training and extension
services. This highlights that these women
are, probably for the first time, considering
flood preparedness as a feasible long-term
activity for the household, and not just
leaving it to the government and NGOs.
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1. Based on a joint study by ICIMOD and Aaranyak.
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