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through dissemination of technical knowledge 
and expertise to improve water resource 
management, particularly during droughts. 

Many community resilience strategies 
are based on securing existing assets and 
diversifying them. Similarly, governments 

should aim to diversify their risk financing 
strategies and create cost-sharing mechanisms. 
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“Everyone likes it here”
Himani Upadhyay, Ilan Kelman and Divya Mohan

Sea-level rise threatens communities of the Lakshadweep islands. But what happens when 
belongingness, religious beliefs and the identity of being an islander make them stay?

The global narrative of the impacts of 
climate change on islands often presents 
island communities as refugees in waiting. 
This popular discourse is at odds with 
the local perceptions of climate change 
in Lakshadweep, a group of islands off 
the south-western coast of India. 

In Lakshadweep, climate change has not yet 
fully entered the vocabulary of the islanders. 
In recent years they have noted increased 
storm surges or ‘big waves’, flooding, and 
changes in temperature and rainfall patterns. 
They often connect these changes to the 2004 
Indian Ocean tsunami (and not to climate 
change) as the tsunami was a big event that 
they have personally experienced. Even if 
they do observe local changes, 
they are unable to link them with 
global processes such as climate 
change. The islanders cannot 
envisage the melting of glaciers 
or thermal expansion, both of 
which contribute to sea-level rise. 
This different worldview serves 
to widen the gap between risks 
communicated by the scientific 
community and those perceived 
by the vulnerable populations. 

On the other hand the problem 
of beach erosion which affects 
the local jetties is of serious 
concern to the islanders as it has 
a direct impact on the working 

of the ferries that cater to their day-to-day 
needs of food and fuel and it hinders inter-
island transport. Climate change does 
not yet manifest as a survival threat or as 
a risk to their livelihoods; it makes sense 
to outsiders but not to the islanders. 

Migration or belongingness
In Lakshadweep a sense of belonging 
to place shapes the identity of people. 
“Everyone likes it here” is the common 
phrase when questioned about the 
possibility of moving. Though islanders 
move for employment and education, there 
is a strong preference for coming back to 
the tranquility and peace of living on the 
island and community bonding. Moving, 

Kavaratti island beach in Lakshadweep.
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whether voluntarily or involuntarily, poses 
a threat to their values and belief systems.

Regular public discussions are a source 
of information exchange and cooperation 
amongst islanders. These dialogues are 
a forum for expressing any community 
concern and finding inclusive solutions – but 
climate change is not a topic that has found 
a prominent place in these discussions. 
While islanders of Lakshadweep are 
ostensibly vulnerable to climate change, 
their way of life on the island can have 
a positive bearing for adaptation to the 
effects of climate change. Their attachment 
to place and their traditional knowledge 
in managing environmental stressors can 
motivate them for climate change adaptation 
activities. Meanwhile, the high level of 
reciprocity amongst islanders, both on the 
island and between islands, could be used 
to disseminate information and awareness.

Climate induced-migration, if it occurs, is 
likely to erode exactly the identity, local 
culture and traditional knowledge that 
can be useful in making them resilient. 
This kind of loss cannot easily be assigned 
a value. There needs to be a constructive 
debate on how to compensate for loss of 
homeland, culture and values – and what 
the criteria will be for distributing resources 
when it is so challenging to establish what 
the loss is and how much the damage is.
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Building adaptive capacity in Assam
Soumyadeep Banerjee, Suman Bisht and Bidhubhusan Mahapatra

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. 1 

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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