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Abstract 

This thesis assesses how development and adaptation practitioners perceive the relationship 

between the adaptation approaches community- and ecosystem-based adaptation (CbA and 

EbA) vis-à-vis scholarly depictions of this issue, and how this relationship is linked to greater 

theoretical and practical dichotomous debates from the field of adaptation and development. 

In order to find answers to this question, I conducted ethnographic fieldwork during a 

conference on adaptation in Dhaka, Bangladesh, and interviewed experts and practitioners 

working with adaptation and development both as part of and after the time in Dhaka. The 

thesis utilizes theoretical perspectives from the nature-culture paradigm to generate in-depth 

explanations for what was found during the data gathering process. The analytical discussion 

generated the following conclusions: 1. Overall, practitioners perceived of EbA and CbA as 

belonging together, and regularly even as being deeply intertwined. They often explained this 

connection by referring to the inseparable relationship that nature and society exist in, on the 

background that many saw EbA as originating in environmental perspectives, and CbA as 

stemming from the field of social sciences. As the literature discusses EbA and CbA much more 

in separate terms, understandings of nature and society as one appear to exist more on a 

practical than a theoretical level. 2. When taking a closer look at how participants and 

interviewees described the relationship between EbA and CbA, however, more ambiguous 

notions on this topic could be found. These proved that symbiotic understandings of nature-

society are not yet entirely established among practitioners, but rather are evolving in a 

transitional process. This aspect could be confirmed by looking deeper into the related 

dichotomous debate on the link between adaptation and development. 3. This thesis argues 

that a more active promotion of nature-society synergies is needed, which will move the 

transitional process towards nature-society forward. Furthermore, it will help to overcome 

the gap between EbA and CbA theory and practice, and between academia and practice in 

adaptation-development relationships as found through this research. Only by establishing an 

understanding of nature-society as intertwined, this thesis claims, more sustainable and 

effective work in the field of adaptation-development is feasible. 
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1. Introduction and Problem Area 

[…] [W]ords are simply entry points. As I said, they are labels on a door through which you 

enter the same place (interview Huq 2016). 

 

The global challenges climate change is imposing on humanity cannot be compared to any 

other public policy problem ever encountered before (Sachs 2015: 394). The phenomenon’s 

existence is undeniable (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2014: 2) - over the last 

decades, climatic changes have had major impacts on both humans and nature (Op. cit.: 6). In 

response, humanity has started to take mitigation efforts all over the globe. However, also 

adaptation to climate change has gained more prominence in recent years (Olwig 2009: 106). 

This is due to the fact that the delay with which the warming of oceans occurs as well as the 

further build-up of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere make future global warming, and 

therefore climate change, an irreversible reality (Pelling 2011: 6).  

 

Adaptation thus constitutes an inevitable element in the global handling of climate change. 

Adaptation refers here to actions taken in order to prevent or reduce negative climatic 

impacts on humans and their environments (UNCCD 2012). It can entail a variety of strategic 

approaches ranging from behavioral change to complex engineered solutions (ibid.). Two of 

such adaptation approaches, namely ecosystem- and community-based adaptation (EbA and 

CbA), shall be of focal interest for the thesis at hand: EbA and CbA are often treated as two 

relatively new and different approaches having “[…] gained currency over the past few years” 

within the field of adaptation and development (Girot et al. 2012: 1). However, when looking 

deeper into conceptualizations and exemplifications of the two approaches, one can easily get 

confused about what actually distinguishes one from the other. This dilemma will be further 

elaborated upon after describing this thesis’ object of study. As this issue is highly debated in 

the field of adaptation and development (interview Singh 2016; informal conversation during 

conference), and as it entails not only greater practical, but also theoretical challenges, 

shedding light on how practitioners conceptualize EbA and CbA as relating to each other vis-

à-vis the literature, and which greater debates such an assessment brings about is what this 

thesis sets out to do. Therefore, this thesis poses the following research question:  
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1.1 Research Question and Working Questions 

 

How do practitioners and experts from the field of adaptation and development perceive 

the relationship between the two adaptation approaches EbA and CbA vis-à-vis the 

literature, and how are these understandings linked to greater practical and theoretical 

dichotomous debates from the field of adaptation and development?   

 

The research question will be assessed with the help of the following working questions:  

 

WQ1: How does the literature depict EbA and CbA and the approaches’ relationship in more 

detail, and how are relevant greater controversies discussed on a scholarly level?  

 

WQ2: How do practitioners and experts working with adaptation approaches describe the 

relationship between EbA and CbA, and how do they argue for the points they are making? 

 

WQ3: Which greater dichotomous debates do practitioners and experts draw from in the 

context of discussing the relationship between EbA and CbA, how do they do this and which 

standpoints do they take on in regards to these debates? 

 

WQ4: How can the dichotomous scholarly debate on nature-culture relationships help assess 

and explain the findings from the above working questions, and which suggestions in regards 

to a way forward for the field of adaptation and development can be made when drawing 

from the nature-culture paradigm? 

 

It needs to be stressed at this point that focus in this thesis lies on conceptualizations of the 

two approaches rather than on concrete case examples. The ethnographic fieldwork I 

performed during a conference on adaptation in Dhaka, Bangladesh, and the interviews I 

conducted with multiple experts and practitioners, were as such also related to overall 

debates on the issue rather than to specific case examples. This approach was in line with the 

conceptual rather than country-specific focus of the conference, and with the fact that the 

conference participants and interviewees came from very different cultural and geographical 

backgrounds.  
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1.2 EbA and CbA – the Object of Study 

At this point, EbA and CbA shall be introduced. With further background information on this 

thesis’ object of study, it becomes easier to understand the dilemma of blurriness as briefly 

introduced above, and its theoretical as well as practical entailments. The sub-chapter at hand 

as well as the two following ones provide answers to WQ1.   

 

Ecosystem-Based Adaptation 

The recognition of adaptation as an essential tool in the face of climate change is relatively 

new (Dodman & Mitlin 2013: 641). In the early 1990s, adaptation was still understood as the 

lazy alternative to mitigation efforts (Gore 2007: 240). This perception has clearly changed in 

recent years. Adaptation entered the mainstream stage the latest in December 2007: Here, it 

was announced as one of the four central elements in the global fight against climate change 

during the thirteenth Conference of the Parties of the United Nations Framework Convention 

on Climate Change in Bali (Dodman & Mitlin 2013: 641).  

 

Ecosystem-based adaptation to climate change arose as part of this growing realm of 

adaptation. It constitutes a relatively new approach (UNCCD 2012), which is more and more 

embraced by international developmental and environmental institutions (Girot et al. 2012: 

11). This is due to the fact that EbA is applicable in both developed and developing countries 

(Mant et al. 2016: 5), and is highly cost-effective and adjustable to climatic impacts that are 

sometimes hard to predict (Colls et al. 2009: 1). The literature particularly emphasizes these 

abilities in comparisons with technical, engineered adaptation solutions (ibid.). EbA is officially 

defined as the use of “[…] biodiversity and ecosystem services as part of an overall adaptation 

strategy to help people adapt to the adverse effects of climate change” (Secretariat of the 

Convention on Biological Diversity 2015: 1). This normally entails the management, 

restoration or conservation of ecosystems (Duraiappah et al. 2005: 10). By making and 

keeping an ecosystem more resilient, it can continuously provide for ecosystem services, 

which in turn are needed to increase resilience and allow for more sustainable adaptation and 

development among populations affected by climate change (Naumann et al. 2013).  
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Figure 1: A conceptualization of ecosystem-based adaptation (Mensah et al. 2012: 4). This figure shows how EbA is linked to 

ecosystems, ecosystem services, human beings and climate change. 

 

EbA projects can be implemented in various forms such as sustainable water management 

projects, “[…] where river basins, aquifers, flood plains, and their associated vegetation are 

managed to provide water storage and flood regulation services” (Colls et al. 2009: 1); grass- 

and rangeland management as a measure to reduce vulnerability to flooding and droughts; or 

the diversification of agriculture to ensure the constant supply of food under changing climatic 

conditions (ibid.). An example of an applied EbA framework is the Global Mountain EbA 

Programme (Nyman et al. 2015). As part of this initiative, practitioners from the United 

Nations and the International Union for Conservation of Nature took EbA measures in 

cooperation with local populations along the Sipi River in Uganda (Op. cit.: 44). Due to climate-

related declining water levels and poor catchment management, this region had experienced 

economic and social degradation, particularly in relation to food supply and health conditions 

(ibid.). As a response to the problem, the stakeholders involved established a gravity flow 

scheme for 22 villages, feeding into water storage tanks which today constitute safe and stable 

sources of water (ibid.). This water is now inter alia being used for irrigated farming enhancing 

agricultural yields (ibid.). Furthermore, the organizational staff introduced more drought-

resilient crops in the area and conducted work on soil conservation and agro-forestry, which 
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reduced the risk of landslides (ibid.). Finally, indigenous tree and grass species could be re-

established, restoring the catchment and improving “[…] the resilience of the overall system 

to climate change” (ibid.).  

 

As becomes clear from the above example, in EbA, one does not perceive ecosystems as 

providers of fixed goods, but as generating many ecosystem services within and across 

different entities of the system that are closely linked to each other (Reid & Alam 2014: 5): The 

water of the Sipi River does not only provide people with drinking water, but also helps them 

produce food for themselves and increase their economic activities. Furthermore, it allows 

them to plant tree and grass species which in turn again are indispensable for the integrity of 

the river. The river can and will only provide its services (such as clear drinking water) long-

term when the species surrounding it provide theirs (such as trees and grass reducing the risk 

of erosion), and when human beings live with and within these services in a sustainable and 

mutually giving manner. Hence, due to the integrated understanding of what makes an 

ecosystem and what needs to be worked with (Sierra-Correa & Cantera Kintz 2015: 386), it 

would not be sufficient in the Ugandan EbA-case to only focus on the river and claim this to 

be the entire ecosystem. 

 

But despite EbA acknowledging the existence of social-ecological systems1, the approach 

always entails a very strong focus on the human need for the ecosystem services that surround 

them (Colls et al. 2009: 1): Human beings (particularly in developing country contexts) are 

perceived as hardly able to adapt to climate change once their environments have been 

degraded (Duraiappah et al. 2005: 1). Many EbA-professionals furthermore see environmental 

ecosystem services as providing not only for the fulfillment of basic human needs, but as 

actually being able to shape our well-being  (see for instance Mant et al. 2016; Naumann et 

al. 2013). As such, the ecological element in ecosystem services and ecosystem-based 

adaptation is irreplaceable. The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment visualizes this stronger 

one-way than mutually functioning link between environmental ecosystem services and 

human well-being (Duraiappah et al. 2005: vi).  

                                                           
1 The term social-ecological system refers to  the “[…] relationships and linkages between people and their 
environment” (Ensor 2011: 33). 
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Figure 2: Ecosystem Services as Constituents of Well-Being. Ecosystems benefit human beings by providing provisioning 

services, regulating services, cultural services and supporting services, which then influence human well-being on multiple 

levels (Duraiappah et al. 2005: vf.). 

 

As becomes clear from the above, EbA places a lot of importance on the role that ecosystem 

services play for adaptation and human well-being. The term ecosystem services is closely 

linked to debates on how to assess the value inherent in precisely these services (Gómez-

Baggethun et al. 2010: 1214): The interest in monetizing biodiversity grows until today, with 

more and more research being conducted on the “[…] design of Market Based Instruments to 

create economic incentives for conservation” (ibid.). Such developments are not observed 

without criticism. Barbara Unmüßig (2014: 3) for instance argues that giving aspects of nature 

a monetized value changes how one perceives them, shifting their meaning towards that of 

being nothing more but commodities. Thereby, Richard Conniff (2012) warns, environmental 

assets get integrated into the global capitalist system. Richard B. Norgaard  denotes in this 

context that the focus on monetization distracts people from noticing the “[…] substantial 

institutional changes [needed] to significantly reduce human pressure on ecosystems” (2010: 

1220). As raising awareness in regards to these changes was however what the 
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conceptualization of ecosystems originally set out to do (Op. cit.: 1220-1223), it had lost one 

of its most central meanings (Op. cit.: 1219). 

 

Community-Based Adaptation 

Community-based adaptation evolved “[…] out of a recognition that adaptation finance 

channeled through national governments is not likely to reach the lowest income and most 

vulnerable people” (Dodman & Mitlin 2013: 641), who are also in need of adapting their 

practices in the face of a changing climate (ibid.). As such, CbA is related to social perspectives 

on adaptation and ideas of international development (Forsyth 2013), and also depicts a 

contrasting approach to the high-cost and high-technology adaptation methods primarily 

applied in Western nations (Dodman & Mitlin 2013: 641). CbA needs to be understood in line 

with participatory development approaches (Op. cit.: 643). These arose in the end of the 1980s 

as a reaction to the then identified ‘failure of 40 years of development work’, whose main 

causes were named to be top-down, context-overlooking interventions (ibid.).  

 

CbA can be defined as an “[…] approach to adaptation that allows local people to determine 

the objectives and means of adaptation practices. It is based upon a participatory assessment 

of the risks posed by climate change, and emphasizes the development needs of vulnerable 

communities” (Forsyth 2013: 439). CbA is thus also strongly shaped by Human Rights-Based 

Approaches to development (Girot et al. 2012: 7) entering the stage in the early 2000s (HRBA 

2016). CbA constitutes a bottom-up approach often deployed by non-governmental 

organizations (Reid & Huq 2014: 291), and is mainly applied in developing countries (Forsyth 

2013: 440). It functions on the basic understanding that the target group holds capacities such 

as experience, knowledge and networks, which are needed to conduct vulnerability-reducing 

and resilience-building activities (ibid.). CbA practitioners hence perceive local populations as 

active stakeholders who can and need to take on key roles in the adaptation efforts targeted 

at them, rather than as passive receivers of external interventions (Castro et al. 2012: 3). Here, 

focus regularly is on local rather than scientific capacities, as both staff and target group 

involved often lack scientific expertise at the same time as the highly downscaled and context-

specific data needed to create suitable solutions is not available (Heltberg et al. 2012: 158). 

However, some scholars demand that scientific knowledge, for instance in relation to climate 

change predictions, ought to be made available, shared and understood among all involved in 
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order to make CbA projects future-oriented and long-lasting (Ensor 2011: 44ff.). CbA activities 

aim to not only focus on climate change-related issues, but to include other social, economic 

and political origins of poverty and vulnerability, as the approach recognizes that a pure focus 

on climate change would most probably misrepresent local priorities (Forsyth 2013: 440). 

However, the implementation of this premise remains challenging (see Dodman & Mitlin 

2013: 645f.; Heltberg et al. 2012) due to a variety of factors such as adaptation-focused donor 

requirements (Dodman & Mitlin 2013: 646).  

 

CbA is known to make use of participatory research tools such as group discussions, 

participatory risk assessment (Forsyth 2013: 440f.) and participatory Monitoring and 

Evaluation processes (Faulkner et al. 2007). Power sharing, common decision-making as well 

as trial- and review-cycles of project approaches shall lead to a shift in mentality among the 

group involved – “[…] from charity to being claimants with legitimate entitlements” (Ensor 

2011: 53). In more detail, CbA projects can contain the collective establishment of 

management tools or the identification of skill sets including the skills available and the skills 

needed to sustainably run an adaptation project (Magee 2013). An example of a community-

based adaptation project is Practical Action’s Community-based adaptation in vulnerable 

coastal areas of Bangladesh. As part of this initiative, the local stakeholders produced a 

climate vulnerability map, and Practical Action established climate resilient group shelters 

(Practical Action 2016). Furthermore, the organization introduced solar home systems and 

biogas plants, and provided training on cyclone signal warning (ibid.). 

 

Despite CbA’s aspirations to function socially inclusive, achieving successful collaboration 

often remains challenging (Castro et al. 2012: 5). This is due to the fact that a community 

hardly ever consists of a homogenous group of people, and hence, actual and equal inclusion 

of local stakeholders is hard to achieve. In addition to this issue, defining a group as a 

homogenous entity can easily lead to what Terry Cannon (2014: 108) terms elite capture. 

Hereby, Cannon is referring to the phenomenon that the people who already are in power 

positions within a group eventually are the ones benefitting the most from projects which 

originally aimed to include the marginalized (ibid.). Another critique of community comes from 

Zygmunt Bauman (2001: 1f.), who describes the term as a warm, cozy and safe place where 

one can count on the other and feels at home. However, the scholar goes on by depicting 
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community as a utopia, a place not available to humanity but one we all strive to become part 

of (Op. cit.: 2), “[…] so we feverishly seek the roads that may bring us there” (Op. cit.: 3). If this 

is the case, however, applying the concept in development and adaptation might constitute a 

dangerous ideological chase which cannot lead to satisfying outcomes for anyone involved. 

   

1.3 Blurry Boundaries 

As becomes clear from the above, the literature mainly treats EbA and CbA as two different 

approaches within the field of adaptation: Their emphases are perceived as distinct, with CbA 

aiming at “[…] empowering local communities to reduce their vulnerabilities, and [EbA at] 

harnessing the management of ecosystems as a means to provide goods and services in the 

face of climate change” (Girot et al. 2012: 1; also Rahman 2014: 2). Furthermore, due to the 

strategic utilization and conservation of biodiversity and ecosystem services (for instance Colls 

et al. 2009; Girot et al. 2012), EbA has a stronger connotation of being a (natural) scientific 

approach. CbA, on the other hand, is often described as functioning without a broad scientific 

knowledge base (Ensor 2011; Heltberg et al. 2012). As such, academic and often also grey 

literature discuss the approaches separately (Girot et al. 2012: 12), with one being more 

socially and locally, and the other more environmentally rooted.  

 

When looking deeper into project conceptualizations and case examples of the approaches, 

however, these lines get increasingly blurred: Clearly demarcating and distinguishing 

definitions of the two approaches remain rare (ibid.), and project descriptions on EbA and CbA 

projects often entail both wordings and activities that lie surprisingly close to what one 

expects to read in a project defined as the respective other. In the UN’s Community Based 

Adaptation to Climate Change Through Coastal Afforestation in Bangladesh Project, for 

instance, it is argued that the Forest, Fish and Fruit-model, as part of which the project staff 

established fish nursery ponds and introduced more productive and protective plants, has 

generated a ‘green shield’ for vulnerable local populations (UNDP 2011: 2). The project 

documents furthermore outline that the model has been helpful in managing and protecting 

the people’s “[…] natural capital in a changing climate” (ibid.). On the other hand, a case 

example from the Global Mountain EbA Programme describes how Community-based Risk 

Screening Tools were utilized (Nyman et al. 2015: 15). Hence, lines of definition appear 

particularly unclear for both approaches when these are set in relation to each other. In 
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practical terms, this blurriness generates a variety of paradoxes: If EbA and CbA should actually 

be treated as two separate approaches, then clear distinguishing lines are lacking. This can be 

problematic, as such definitions are needed to define success criteria, and to assess if and how 

the approaches can be improved. Furthermore, it might be more difficult to receive funding if 

one cannot clearly define whether or not the approach utilized falls into a donor’s agenda. 

However, if EbA and CbA should actually be treated as one, the question arises why they exist 

as separate approaches in the literature, and whether this problem is specifically related to 

this thesis’ object of study, or constitutes a more general challenge in adaptation-

development. These and other critical themes inspired the choice of this thesis’ research 

question. More comparisons between adaptation measures are demanded in the literature 

(Mensah et al. 2012; Reid & Alam 2014), and critical assessments of synergies and claimed 

differences between EbA and CbA remain highly limited (Girot et al. 2012: 12). Therefore, an 

investigation of the relationship between EbA and CbA as perceived by practitioners, and as 

seen against the corresponding scholarly background, was chosen as this thesis’ starting point.  

 

1.4 The Broader Debate – Adaptation and Development 

As part of this thesis’ research process, it became clear that discussions on how EbA and CbA 

relate to each other are strongly shaped by broader debates on the use of buzzwords and the 

link between adaptation and development. Even though both approaches clearly fall into the 

realm of adaptation, CbA is often seen as closely linked to international development (for 

instance Forsyth 2013) and the dividing line between adaptation and development in 

conceptualization and practice is undeniably thin (Huq & Reid 2004: 15; Ireland 2011: 225) 

Such facts, in combination with the findings from this thesis’ research process, make the 

adaptation-development debate a strongly-shaping element in regards to this thesis’ research 

question. Its grounding in the literature shall therefore be introduced at this point.  

 

Critical Voices 

Ever since climate change adaptation started to be used on a mainstream level in the first 

years of the new millennium (Dodman & Mitlin 2013: 641), scholars have controversially 

debated the connection between adaptation and development in theory and practice 

(Beckman et al. 2013: 2). Some see major differences between the two paradigms in their 

respective linkages to the concept of climate change: Whilst adaptation is usually understood 
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as a ‘response to the impacts of climate change’ (ibid.), development is more closely 

connected to dealing with the underlying issues that create vulnerabilities (to climate change 

and other factors) (ibid.). Hence, the question of intentionality (whether one aims to address 

climate change, or vulnerability on a more general level) might generate a dividing line 

between the two concepts (Huq & Reid 2004: 19). At least, it might demand that some new 

dimensions are added to development work if we are to effectively and beneficially include 

adaptation (Adger et al. 2003: 191).  

 

Another important differentiation scholars often make between development and adaptation 

is related to divergences in the inherent strategic, temporal and spatial dimensions of the two 

paradigms: Taking account of climate change entails not only keeping track of current climatic 

impacts, but also considering expected long-term outcomes on global scales (Agrawala 2004: 

51). Adaptation measures are seen to include such a long-term dimension regularly (ibid.). 

Many development projects, on the other hand, are perceived as rather putting emphasis on 

immediate and locally/regionally bound vulnerability-reducing activities such as public health, 

poverty or food security (ibid.). At the same time, academia has often criticized classical 

adaptation thinking, as opposed to development logics, for being too much focused on 

continuity and adjustment, and for lacking innovative, change-oriented perspectives 

(Zimmerer 1994: 112). In recent years, however, scholars such as Mark Pelling (2011) have 

started to discuss adaptation in transformative terms, for instance as a form of socio-political 

transition (ibid.). Hence, a shift away from classical understandings of adaptation as continuity 

seems to take place. As part of this development, the literature more and more demands that 

the current exclusion of migration as a form of adaptation urgently needed to be removed, 

since climate change impacts are anticipated to become “[…] so large as to render incremental 

adjustments insufficient” (Heltberg et al. 2012: 151). Migration constitutes thus a change-

oriented, yet indisputably needed and future-conform response to climate change. 

 

Finally, one could draw a dividing line between adaptation and development in terms of the 

theories utilized in the two paradigms: Adaptation work is strongly shaped by systems thinking 

approaches (Pelling 2011: 5), a theoretical perspective which is still rather uncommon in 

development literature and cooperation (Morgan 2005: 2). Systems thinking constitutes a 

specific way of understanding the world in systems, in which the most important entity is not 
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the individual elements of a system, but the connections and interactions between these. A 

system can thus not be understood by only looking at one of its parts, but needs to be 

comprehended in its entirety (Op. cit.: 7). This includes that one has to take the dynamics of a 

system’s elements into account (ibid.). The proclaimed strength of systems thinking is that it 

can make the complexity of to-be-studied entities on this planet more feasible and 

understandable, which in turn generates more effective and suitable solutions (Op. cit.: 10). 

It is particularly due to this reason that the complex issue of climate change is often 

approached through this lens (Metz 2012). An example of this is EbA, which already in its 

terminology positions itself within the realm of systems thinking. Often, however, interactions 

between elements of a system happen so slowly or rapidly that they cannot be systematized, 

or at a spot which cannot be observed due to the sheer size and complexity of the system 

(Mella 2012: 29ff.). This type of inherent complexity poses a major challenge to systems 

thinking approaches, as they can mainly detect connections which appear to be complex on 

the surface, but exist within a rather simple order below the surface (apparent complexity) 

(Create Advantage 2016).   

Systems thinking is not simply a latecomer in development work – rather, the approach could 

not establish itself, since development experts and practitioners “[…] remain unconvinced 

about its operational use” for the field of development (Morgan 2005: 28). Merging 

adaptation and development theory thus seems to remain rather unconventional. 

 

Adaptation and Development as Buzzwords 

Due to all the above described differences, but simultaneously an experienced merging of 

adaptation and development (Agrawala 2004: 50), scholars and practitioners from both sides 

sometimes fear that their respective priorities might get distorted and funding spent on the 

‘wrong purpose’ (Adger et al. 2003: 191; Huq & Reid 2004). They critically argue that the 

tendency to mainstream adaptation into development and vice versa was related to the 

expectation of bigger amounts of funding being available within the respective other field (see 

for instance Ireland 2012: 106). As such, both adaptation and development are sometimes 

seen as being (mis)used as buzzwords (Koh 2016: xii; Rist 2007). The term buzzword here 

refers to concepts that are applied inflationary in a specific context, and which “[…] combine 

general agreement on the abstract notion that they represent with endless disagreement 

about what they might mean in practice” (Cornwall 2007: 472). Buzzwords hence sound 
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intellectual and ‘warmly convincing’ (ibid.), and generate an expectation of what they are 

supposed to stand for without actually entailing clear definitions (Rist 2007: 486). This can 

result in them generating a distorted view on reality (Op. cit.). When a development 

organization makes use of adaptation terminology or vice versa, “[…] even when they feel 

their work is unrelated” (Ireland 2012: 106), the concern therefore sometimes arises that pure 

absorption rather than effective integration of the respective other is taking place (Agrawala 

2004: 51). How such a critique relates to the findings of this research shall be elaborated upon 

in the analytical discussion.  

 

A Beneficial Coalition  

Despite these differences sometimes perceived between adaptation and development, and 

the worries connected to their merging, there exists a relatively clear consensus in the 

academic world that adaptation and development need to be thought and implemented as 

one rather than as two separate frameworks (Adger et al. 2003: 191). Many scholars argue 

that “[…] the effect of separating adaptation from development may actually be 

counterproductive to achieving adaptation objectives, if the development foundation is weak” 

(Beckman et al. 2013: 2). This is mainly due to the fact that social, economic and institutional 

vulnerability-reduction as typical for development work has a positive effect on people’s 

resilience and thus, on their ability to adapt to changing climatic conditions (Acosta-Michlik et 

al. 2008: 539; Ireland 2011: 227). Successful adaptation is thus always also development, and 

in many cases also vice versa. As such, adaptation and development are interlinked on 

multiple levels (Huq & Reid 2004). This, however, does not mean that no consideration needs 

to be put into adaptation-elements in development projects or the other way around. It rather 

means that it should come as a natural effort to make one a central entity of the other (Adger 

et al. 2003: 193; Agrawala 2004: 52): Development work, for instance, needs to make sure 

that it addresses the long-term effects climate change is going to have more actively than just 

through immediate vulnerability-reducing measures (Agrawala 2004: 52). Yet, as vulnerability 

reduction and climate change adaptation are so interlinked, adding this long-term perspective 

is a logical and beneficial next step for both development and adaptation, rather than a radical 

change of existing work patterns. Due to this natural and useful connection between 

adaptation and development, scholars are demanding more and more strongly that the 
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outdated dichotomy between adaptation and development needs to be overcome (for 

instance Huq & Reid 2004: 21).  

 

1.5 Nature versus Culture – The Theoretical Debate 

When discussing how EbA and CbA relate to each other, one quickly reaches a point where 

the debates appear to be less about the approaches in themselves, but more about the 

ideological standpoints they are coming from and striving towards: As described further 

above, the literature depicts EbA as an ecosystem management-oriented approach, and CbA 

as stemming from the field of international development and having focus on ‘community’. 

From this, one can deduce that the former is perceived as more environmentally, and the 

latter more socially oriented. Nature is thus seen as a key component of EbA, whilst society is 

described as a central element of CbA. The two approaches, and hence nature and society, 

are discussed in separate terms in the literature, yet getting blurred when taking a closer look 

at project conceptualizations and case examples. As such, the paradox discussed in this thesis 

is closely connected to the long existing, yet still fiercely led academic debate about the link 

between nature and culture/society2.  

 

In modern Western practices and our creation of knowledge, nature and culture have been 

established as being dichotomous to each other on a multiplicity of levels: They are studied as 

different disciplines, and nature has not been a central theme of major historical, political or 

ethical discourses for a long time (Jones 2009b: 309). Furthermore, granting nature a degree 

of agency does not sit well with Western perceptions of what our environments are or can 

(ibid.). Rather than speaking of nature-culture, our Western understanding of the world lets 

us refer to nature and culture (ibid.). This separation was inaugurated the latest during the 

Age of Enlightenment, where the division of sciences as we know it today was shaped to a 

critical degree (Bristow 2011).  

 

The division of nature and culture, however, appears to be dwindling (Fall 2010: 1995): Many 

scholars have started to argue that “[n]ature and society have always been much more 

entangled than our histories have envisaged” (Jones 2009b: 311), and that the artificial 

                                                           
2 As the paradigm is both referred to as nature-culture and nature-society (Jones 2009b; Fall 2010), the terms 
society and culture shall be used interchangeably. 
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separation created in modern societies has never been picked up in other parts of the world 

(ibid.). Along these lines, more and more theoretical frameworks that perceive of nature and 

culture as deeply intertwined rather than as separate entities have evolved. Such perspectives 

are of particular relevance for the thesis at hand.   

 

The first theorist whose work this thesis makes use of is William Cronon (1996). The scholar 

elaborates on how humanity has constructed an image of wilderness that eventually forces us 

– against our actual way of being – to remain separate from nature. Furthermore, the 

theoretical field of new ecology is of relevance for the thesis at hand: Here, ecological systems 

are understood as being open and undergoing constant changes, which entails that humans 

naturally enter into these systems and into various kinds of human and non-human 

interactions (Jones 2009b: 316). Moreover, new ecology-scholars argue that nature 

management is best taken care of on highly localized scales due to the system’s ever-changing 

character (Norton 1996; Zimmerer 1994). Beyond new ecology, dwelling perspectives shall be 

utilized in this thesis’ analytical discussion. Dwelling refers to an understanding of being in the 

world that is highly process-based, meaning that everyone’s and everything’s shaping of and 

being shaped by the world depends entirely on our process of relational being in it (Cloke & 

Jones 2001; Ingold 2002). Finally, Signe Howell’s considerations (2013), in which she describes 

how nature and society are understood as separate entities in the UN REDD+ program, find 

application in this research. Howell elaborates on how the distinction between nature and 

society ultimately eradicates REDD+’ possibilities for success.  

 

The above elaborations show that understanding and working with relationships of nature 

and society remains highly ambiguous until today. Therefore, it is seen as greatly important in 

this thesis to continuously engage in discussions on this issue. This is needed in order to get 

an as thorough as possible understanding of the relationship between nature and culture, and 

thus, to be able to move the academic debate forward. Assessing the relationship between 

EbA and CbA offers precisely this opportunity. It is so essential to untangle the academic 

dilemma connected to nature and culture, since the way we understand the two entities’ 

relationship has a strong effect on how we act upon our environments (Jones 2009b: 309) – 

an issue which, in the face of climate change, could not be more present and pressing. 
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2. Methodological Considerations 

In order to gather the information needed for answering the research question in focus, I 

conducted a two-week ethnographic fieldwork and multiple interviews. These methods shall 

be presented and discussed as part of this chapter. In more detail, the core methodological 

tools made use of in this thesis are: 1. observations and fieldnotes taken during field visits and 

a conference on community-based adaptation in Dhaka, Bangladesh (CBA10); 2. informal talks 

and semi-structured life-world interviews conducted during and after the visit to Bangladesh 

with experts and practitioners from the field of adaptation and development. The 

methodological considerations will furthermore entail elaborations on the possibilities, 

challenges and learning experiences of the data gathering process. 

 

2.1 Ethnography 

The methods utilized in this thesis fall into the realm of ethnography (Till 2009: 627). In general 

terms, ethnography constitutes “[…] a methodological and practice-based approach to 

understanding and representing how people – together with other people, nonhuman 

entities, objects, institutions, and environments – create, experience, and understand their 

worlds” (Op. cit.: 626). In the thesis at hand, I carried out a special form of ethnography, since 

I conducted a large part of my fieldwork during a professional conference on adaptation rather 

than in an everyday life context. As such, I focused on the practitioner- and expert perspective 

on EbA and CbA, rather than on immediate local understandings of the concepts.  

 

Conducting Fieldwork at a Conference 

In my methodological proceedings, I in many ways followed Martin Skrydstrup’s (2009) 

fashion of conducting ethnographic fieldwork at a conference, who did so during an event 

leading up to the COP15-meeting in Copenhagen. Skrydstrup’s elaborations show a variety of 

similarities to the work performed and the goals striven for in this thesis. As such, his 

descriptions constituted a useful orientation for the methodological steps taken here. In 

similar vein as Martin Skrydstrup, I made use of a conference setting to meet practitioners and 

experts on climate change adaptation and development, and to gather some of their 

understandings and arguments on how EbA and CbA relate to each other (Op. cit.: 338) . In 

the analytical discussion, I then contextualized the major points found with scholarly 

elaborations on the topic made by both the same experts (Op. cit.: 340) and other scholars. 
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Overall impressions are utilized just as much as outcomes of individual sessions, informal talks 

and interviews (Op. cit.: 341; 347). 

 

Skrydstrup sets his conference experiences in relation to Bruno Latour’s theoretical 

elaborations on scientific reasoning and practical sense-making (Op. cit.: 343-345). As part of 

this, he does not only bridge and explain similarities and differences between theory and 

practice, but also goes into depth with how the social sciences relate to natural science, hence 

indirectly discussing the link between nature and society in knowledge-generation (ibid.). In 

similar manner, this thesis applies certain scholarly perspectives from the nature-culture 

paradigm to explain the findings from the data gathering process, to assess theory and 

practice in the EbA/CbA nexus and to discuss how dichotomies such as development and 

adaptation, academia and practice and nature and society could and possibly should be 

engaged with. The answering of this thesis’ research question hence takes place on multiple 

levels: It moves from the narrow and specific to broader conceptual and even ideological 

debates on dichotomies that are related to EbA and CbA. Skrydstrup (2009: 348f.) proceeds 

similarly, moving from a rather narrow debate on the statements of individual persons, via 

conceptual discussions on social resilience to overall connections between science and 

politics. He always sets Latour’s explanations in relation to these layers of understanding in. 

Theory hence becomes an explanatory tool in the process of knowledge generation. It is used 

in similar fashion in this thesis.  

 

Participation in CBA10 – Observation and Fieldnotes 

As part of the visit to Bangladesh, I conducted participant observation during the 10th 

International Conference on Community-Based Adaptation to Climate Change (CBA10) in 

Dhaka. Participant observation refers to the process during which “[…] the researcher 

attempts to learn about a particular socio-cultural space and those who inhabit it by taking 

part and continually reflecting on what is happening” (Walsh 2009: 77). The work I conducted 

as part of this process shall be elaborated upon below. 

 

 CBA10 took place from the 21st to the 28th of April, 2016. Its theme was Enhancing urban 

community resilience, thus focusing on urban community-based initiatives (IIED 2016b). The 

conference was organized by the International Institute for Environment and Development 
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(IIED), the Bangladesh Centre for Advanced Studies (BCAS), the International Centre for 

Climate Change and Development (ICCCAD) and the Independent University, Bangladesh (IUB) 

(ibid.). The goal of the conference was  

[…] to share and consolidate the latest developments in community-based 

adaptation practices, policy and theory across sectors globally. It aims to 

strengthen the existing network of practitioners, policymakers, planners and 

donors working on all levels of community-based adaptation, and enhance the 

capacity of practitioners, governments and donors to help improve the livelihoods 

of those most vulnerable to climate change (ibid.).  

Hence, even though the conference had a thematic focus on urban adaptation, practitioners 

and experts from a variety of backgrounds participated in it, and an array of topics was 

debated. Multiple key note speakers discussed issues related to CbA and EbA in plenary and 

parallel sessions (see Annex 3 for conference program). Furthermore, field visits to different 

CbA-sites in the broader Dhaka area took place in the first days of the conference, and posters 

and short films were presented during the course of the following days (IIED 2016b). As a 

participant and volunteer at CBA10, it was possible for me to conduct active participation, 

meaning that I extensively engaged in the conference, observed and to took notes throughout 

its course (DeWalt & DeWalt 2010).  

 

During the conference, I noted down the information I gathered in jottings, functioning as “[…] 

the trigger you need to recall a lot of details that you don’t have time to write down while 

you’re observing events or listening to an informant” (Bernard 2006: 389). These were then 

turned into descriptive and analytic notes which I could utilize for writing this thesis at a later 

point (Op. cit.: 397f.). In order to keep track of goals and accomplishments during the time in 

Bangladesh, I maintained a rough log, meaning a “[…] running account of how you plan to 

spend your time, how you actually spend your time, and how much money you spent” (Op. 

cit.: 392).  

 

The documentation produced as part of this ethnographic work need to be understood as 

personal accounts, meaning that they are social products which I generated in a specific 

context (Hammersley & Atkinson 2007: 127). My notes were for instance shaped by the 

people I met and the conversations I had during a day, which again were influenced by these 
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people’s practical, academic, cultural and organizational backgrounds. Furthermore, what I 

did during the day had an impact on the notes I took: Looking at them in retrospect, it became 

quite obvious that my jottings related to different observations during the days where I went 

on field trips than on the actual conference days, where I mainly sat in on more theoretical 

sessions and debates related to the topic. Hence, just as any type of personal documentation 

coming out of ethnographic research (ibid.), the fieldnotes I took during my time in Bangladesh 

cannot be understood as objective accounts. They can be made available upon request. 

 

Preparing for the Field Trip 

The trip to Bangladesh was prepared over weeks before the actual visit took place. Besides all 

the practicalities which needed to be arranged for, I was well aware of the fact that “[…] white, 

European young women would be met with a pre-understanding by the Bangladeshis as well” 

(Nielsen & Dallerup 2010: 16). Therefore, I arranged meetings with friends and acquaintances 

who had been to Bangladesh before to prepare for social norms, clothing standards and 

challenges I would experience. Furthermore, I studied information about Bangladesh as a 

country, its history, geography and role within the field of international development. In 

addition to this rather formal information, I read guides provided by the conference 

organizers, the Danish Embassy in Bangladesh and available on the internet.  

 

Challenges and Possibilities 

The Data and its Accessibility 

In general terms, getting access to the information and contact persons needed via email or 

phone was highly challenging throughout the first weeks of the data gathering process. Many 

of my messages remained unanswered, and it soon became clear that the lack of personal 

connections constituted a large hindrance for getting in touch with the right people in the 

busy world of adaptation and development work. Finally decisive in this regard was the trip to 

Bangladesh: After I could only arrange for one interview before the visit, and could plan 

another one independently of the field trip, the contacts I made in Bangladesh were extremely 

helpful and relevant for this thesis’ data gathering process. Furthermore, I got access to a 

variety of useful written material and case documents, which were invaluable for gaining a 

better understanding of my object of study. Finally, the visit to Bangladesh was a unique 

professional networking opportunity in relation to my future work field. In sum, personal 
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contacts were key for this thesis in regards to data accessibility, and my visit to Bangladesh 

constituted the gatekeeper element needed in order to establish these highly enriching 

contacts.  

 

Experiences from the Ethnographic Work 

Also the participant observation conducted for this thesis did not function without challenges, 

and provided learning experiences for future research. One of such challenges was related to 

the issue of collecting data in a foreign country to afterwards return to a Western country and 

produce a study based on the information gathered. By doing so, some scholars argue, colonial 

connotations are reproduced (Till 2009: 627). This topic was particularly present during the 

field visits, where we as a group of foreign professionals got the opportunity to gain insight 

into locally based adaptation projects in Dhaka’s slums. As part of this, we inevitably moved 

extremely close to the inhabitants’ private spheres, for instance by being allowed to look into 

their homes. This highly enriching, yet uncomfortable experience was balanced by the 

welcoming and curious Bangladeshis, who did not hold back entering our personal spheres in 

return by following us around and taking pictures of us. It was a great learning experience to 

get a sense of the giving and taking of personal space that is and should be coming to pass as 

part of doing research in a foreign country.  

 

Another challenge during participant observation was related to my positionality, meaning the 

“[…] own and personal location in the field, and in a place, in relation both to self and to 

others” (Bosco & Moreno 2009: 120), and the over-, rather than under-reflexivity on it (Walsh 

2009: 80). Throughout the entire fieldwork period, I was highly aware of the fact that I was 

‘only’ a student among professionals who had been working within my field of research for 

many years. This clearly affected my appearance during the conference and my approach 

towards other participants. I however learned that people were very interested and eager to 

help as soon as I elaborated on the research I was doing. Furthermore, presenting them my 

work would not only lead to people providing me with information, but also to them 

recommending other people I should get in touch with. Thus, I could create an extremely 

helpful snowball effect by exposing my work. Furthermore, doing so was central for how I 

established rapport, meaning a mutual understanding and support for as well as acceptance 

of the work of the other (DeWalt et al. 1998: 268): It was a natural part of the conference to 
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introduce oneself to every other participant one met, including a short description of what 

one was doing. Thereby, I built many personal contacts, received recommendations as to who 

to get in touch with, and could guarantee full disclosure in regards to my work (Bernard 2006: 

390). In cases where I conducted interviews during and after the conference, I provided 

further information either personally, via e-mail or on the phone.  

 

As part of taking fieldnotes, I did not experience any major challenges. This is partly due to the 

fact that the amount of fieldnotes remained manageable, as the fieldwork period was limited 

to two weeks. Furthermore, my background in journalism helped me to keep my notes 

thorough, yet organized (Op. cit.). Ethical conflicts in regards to taking notes publicly did not 

arise, either (DeWalt et al. 1998: 270ff.). This was because many conference participants were 

taking notes during both the field visits and the actual conference, and the early-on and fully 

established rapport allowed me to jot down observations almost the entire time. The biggest 

challenge I experienced in the context of taking fieldnotes related to what H. Russel Bernard 

describes in the following manner: “Let’s face it: After a hard day trekking all over [town] [the 

village] [the jungle] [the desert] interviewing people, hanging out, and recording behavior, it’s 

hard to sit down and write up field notes. Sometimes, it’s downright intimidating” (2006: 395). 

My solution to this problem was as plain as it was strenuous – in order to account for the day 

as fully as possible, there was no way around writing up my notes as soon as I could (ibid.).  

 

2.2 Semi-Structured Life World Interviews 

As interviews constitute a unique possibility to gain in-depth understandings of varying 

perspectives in relation to a specific topic (Willis 2006: 146), I furthermore conducted ten 

interviews with a total of twelve experts and practitioners from the field of adaptation and 

development. All interview partners were highly qualified, coming from well-known 

development, environmental and research institutions such as the United Nations or the 

Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit, and having been working within the field of 

adaptation and development – many of them in Asia – for a long time. All transcribed 

interviews can be made available upon request. 

 

Following Michael Meuser and Ulrike Nagel (2009: 31; 33), an open, semi-structured interview 

approach was taken on in this thesis. Semi-structured life world interviews constitute an 
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interview type which aims at “[…] obtaining descriptions of the life world of the interviewee 

in order to interpret the meaning of the described phenomena” (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 3). 

Life world here refers to central themes and their meanings as experienced by the interviewee 

(Op. cit.: 29). In the context of this thesis, these themes are related to the interviewees’ 

knowledge about and experience with EbA and CbA. In semi-structured life world interviews, 

the interviewer takes on what Steinar Kvale and Svend Brinkmann term a qualitative stance, 

meaning that “[…] processes and phenomena of the world are […] understood before 

explained, and seen as concrete qualities before abstract quantities” (Op. cit.: 12). Hence, 

rather than seeing the interviews conducted as merely supplementing pre-existing theoretical 

claims, I perceived them as creating knowledge in themselves, which is going to be further 

explained with the help of theory.  

 

The knowledge produced during qualitative interviews is always socially constructed amid the 

interaction between interviewer and interviewee (Op. cit.: 54). This fact logically entails that 

the knowledge stemming from interviews is not only generated by the interviewee. Just as 

much, it is based on the pre-understandings of the interviewer, who is never “[…] an outsider 

in any absolute sense” (Binns 2006: 14). The interviews conducted for this thesis for instance 

were clearly shaped by me having more of an academic than a practical background. As such, 

I first needed to understand and then integrate the knowledge I gained in regards to practical 

perceptions on how EbA and CbA relate to each other, and on which greater debates this 

relationship entails, into my interviewing. Despite these efforts, the knowledge produced from 

the interviews still needs to be interpreted in line with this rather academic standing of mine.  

In this context, it is furthermore worth noting that I held two of my interviews in German, and 

translated them to allow for the utilization of quotes. These translations constitute a mediated 

representation of what has been said rather than a neutral account of the latter (Buur 1999: 

59-63). I for instance excluded hawing or repetitions, in cases where these were not used to 

emphasize a certain point. Even though trying to stay as close to the original version as 

possible, I thereby clearly influenced a statement in accordance with the impression it made 

on me. 
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The Storyteller 

In semi-structured interviews, the interviewee constitutes the central storyteller (Barbour & 

Schostak 2011: 64). In order to allow for my interviewees’ stories to evolve, I therefore aimed 

for a conversational level of communication during the interviews (ibid.). Before I started, I 

prepared an interview guide (see Annex 1) in order to maintain an overview over the 

investigation, and to keep its endpoint in sight (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 110f.). Nevertheless, 

I always tried to remain reflective to the interview situation, and allowed for my interviewees 

to “[…] bring up their own ideas and thoughts” (Willis 2006: 145). I moved interview questions 

around depending on the themes mentioned by the interviewees, and continuously added 

new topics as well as adjusted old ones based on the knowledge gained during previous 

conversations (ibid.). The possibly dichotomous relationship between adaptation and 

development, for instance, only crystallized as an important theme related to the EbA/CbA 

debate after I had conducted the first interviews. Thereby, I managed to maintain what Kvale  

terms qualified naïveté, meaning “[…] an openness for new and unexpected phenomena 

instead of […] ready-made categories and interpretation schemes” (2007: 12). 

 

Despite these efforts, a certain power asymmetry is inevitable when conducting interviews. 

An interview always constitutes an instrumental dialogue (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 33), in 

which the researcher has the monopoly of interpretation over the oral word (Op. cit.: 34). As 

such, she or he needs to be prepared for the interviewee to counter this imbalance by 

withholding information or questioning the researcher (ibid.). In the interviews carried out for 

the thesis at hand, all interview partners remained attentive and receptive to the questions 

asked, and appeared to reply openly. However, the gap between academia and practice as 

anticipated by some of the interviewees at times made it challenging for me to be taken 

seriously with the research I was doing. In these cases, I tried to get a better understanding of 

where the practitioners saw the mismatches between theory and practice stemming from, 

and how they thought that these gaps could possibly be dealt with.  
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Ethical Considerations 

When conducting interviews, it is highly important to take ethical considerations into account 

(Op. cit.: 68). A core concept here is informed consent, which means that the interviewee 

needs to be informed about the purposes of the research and its main features of design (Op. 

cit.: 70). Furthermore, the interviewer should offer the interview partner to have his 

statements treated confidentially, and to get access to the interview transcriptions (Op. cit.: 

71). As I took informed consent and the issue of confidentiality very seriously, all interview 

partners were offered to read through the transcribed interviews and to make suggestions as 

to how to adjust them or add content. The majority of the interviewees made use of this 

proposal. Furthermore, some interview partners remain anonymous throughout this thesis in 

accordance with their or their organizations’ demands. If additional information on these 

interviewees is needed, it can be made available upon request. I have also chosen to 

anonymize certain statements, which I identified as potentially sensitive in content. This is 

done to avoid any negative consequences for my interviewees regarding reputation or donor 

relationships. All interview partners shall be introduced as part of the analytical discussion. A 

brief overview over them can be found at the end of the bibliography. Conference participants 

who made comments during sessions or whom I had informal conversations with shall not be 

referenced to in any explicit manner based on the principle of informed consent. 
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3. Nature-Culture – The Theory 

3.1 State of the Art 

In its analytical discussion, this thesis applies literature from the nature-culture paradigm. This 

is done, as the debate about the dichotomous relationship – or lack thereof – between EbA 

and CbA very well fits with the broader academic discussion on nature’s and society’s 

dichotomous separation. Hence, making use of theoretical considerations from nature-culture 

will help to generate better understandings of and explanations for this thesis’ findings. The 

sub-chapter at hand sets the stage for more thorough theoretical elaborations by outlining 

the overall academic debate on nature-society relationships which has been going on for many 

decades. 

  

Cartesian Dualism 

Some scholars claim that the divide between nature and culture as known in modern Western 

societies was not first shaped during Enlightenment, but already became visible in René 

Descartes’ writings: The philosopher described the human body and mind as existing in a 

dualistic system, known as the Cartesian Dualism (Baker & Morris 1996: 18). Mind, according 

to Descartes, can be equaled with consciousness (Op. cit.: 18). The latter needed to be 

understood as an object of introspection – only the individual person could understand her or 

his own state of mind, whilst it was comprehensible for outsiders only to a limited extent (Op. 

cit.: 18ff.). The body, on the other hand, was more of a public object, visible and 

understandable for everyone (Op. cit.: 20). Mind and body, so Descartes, are mutually causally 

related, meaning that physical processes can affect the mind, and mental mechanisms can 

bring the body to react in a certain manner (Op. cit.: 21). The Cartesian Dualism “[…] did not 

exactly split humans and nature apart, but it split mind, thought, and language apart from the 

nature of the human body and certainly from the rest of nature” (Jones 2009b: 310). Many 

scholars thus refer to it as an important milestone in the modern creation of the 

nature/culture dichotomy (Op. cit.: 311).  

 

Everything is Nature 

One way of leaving the divide between nature and culture behind is to define everything either 

as nature, or as culture. Positions making a point in favor of everything being nature 

emphasize “[…] the great extent to which human life and culture has emerged from, and exists 
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as little more than faint flickerings within processes of biochemical existence” (Op. cit.: 312). 

Often taking point of departure in Darwin’s evolutionary theories, these scholars not only 

refer to the evolution of human beings as such, but also argue that cultural habits and values 

are stemming from the natural and animal life surrounding us (ibid.). Out of such perceptions 

of nature and culture, forms of determinism can easily arise, questioning our ability to act and 

decide freely. Environmental determinists for example claim that humans are steered by their 

environments when it comes to taking action or making decisions (Hong 2010: 142). Jared 

Diamond describes in this context how geographical and environmental factors are 

responsible for some nations, and even entire continents, having better opportunities for 

development than others (Op. cit.: 158). This eventually created the world order and power 

structures we have today (ibid.). 

 

Another perspective on ‘all is nature’ has been strongly shaped by ecologists and 

environmentalists. In order to make a case for environmental protection, this group described 

nature as an all-encompassing entity which humans are part of, but which they simultaneously 

are destroying (Fall 2010: 1996). The only possibility to protect nature was thus to remove 

human purposeful or unintentional intervention (ibid.). As ‘real nature’ mainly still exists in 

the Southern hemisphere, such protectionist perspectives have often led to the exclusion of 

local populations who used to inhabit a land and who lived in close synergies with nature 

(ibid.). Also, these standpoints rather reinforced than dissolved the nature/culture dualism, 

since “[n]ature, rather than being “everything,” ends up being considered truly “out there,” 

surviving in the (few) remaining “real wild” places free from human impacts” (ibid.). William 

Cronon elaborates further on this issue, and shall be brought up again at a later stage. Cronon 

and others arguing along his lines, however, drew heavily from social constructivism, which 

constitutes the background for another view on nature and society, positioning itself at the 

opposite end of the nature-culture continuum.  

 

Everything is Culture 

Proponents of the ‘all is culture’ perspective contend that our surroundings are too much 

shaped by the power and practice of our social constructions to still be called natural (Jones 

2009b: 312). Nature, according to them, is shaped and eventually even created and destroyed 

by the social meaning, value and perception we attach to it (ibid.). A central figure in this 
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discourse is Bill McKibben, who in his book ‘The end of nature’ argues that the human race, 

by interfering in and eventually altering the climatic conditions on earth, managed to end the 

existence of nature: “By changing the weather, we make every spot on earth man-made and 

artificial. We have deprived nature of its independence, and that is fatal to its meaning. 

Nature’s independence is its meaning; without it there is nothing but us” (McKibben 1990: 

54). The only rescue from our dilemma was to change our perception of the role and 

importance of humanity on earth. If it was possible to introduce the more humble idea that 

“[…] we might be no more important than anything else” (Op. cit.: 159), McKibben states, 

change towards sustainability through an independent nature might still be possible for future 

generations (Op. cit.: 199).  

 

Underlying McKibben’s ‘End of nature’ is the thought that nature and culture used to be 

separate realms, but that culture has taken over what once was natural (Jones 2009b: 313). 

Others, however, claim that nature is always constructed out of a multiplicity of social ideas 

which then become understood as ‘the natural’ (Op. cit.). Noel Castree and Bruce Braun (2006: 

165), for instance, point out that there prevail multiple different forms of constructionist 

arguments on nature, which can be differentiated by the processes and products they 

describe. These arguments could for instance come about as material constructionisms, in 

which nature is understood as a physical space, or discursive constructionisms “[…] that look 

at ideas, representations and images of rural nature” (ibid.). Hence, the scholars claim that 

there exist “[…] a whole range of contested and contesting natures” (Jones 2009b: 313) rather 

than a single constructed one. These grew out of various paradigms which had evolved over 

time and partly overlapped each other (Castree & Braun 2006: 167f.). 

 

Nature-Culture 

Not every theorist from the nature-culture paradigm, however, would position her- or himself 

at the just described ends of the continuum. Many, and this is of particular importance for the 

thesis at hand, perceive of nature and society as intertwined. Some of these theoretical 

middle-grounds shall be outlined below, falling into what Kirsten Hastrup (2013: 2) 

summarizes excellently as the following: “There is no us and them, no definitive boundaries 

between human and non-human, and no space for science outside of the world it engages 

with.” 
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Actor-Network Theory and Hybridity 

One of the most famous theoretical approaches discussing nature and culture as one is Bruno 

Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (ANT). A central argument within ANT is that all things – human 

and non-human (Latour 2005: 72) – are intimately entangled through a variety of networks 

and interactions (Op. cit.: 65). These entanglements, being manifold in form and shape (Jones 

2009b: 314) and unstable in nature (Latour 2005: 24), “[…] make up the entirety of the 

unfolding fabric of life” (Jones 2009b: 314). Furthermore, Latour (2005: 76f.) argues that all 

the entities constituting a network need to be understood as actants, meaning agents actively 

shaping their interactions. This, was true for humans just as much as for non-humans (ibid.). 

Hence, the ties and connections describing our world needed to be seen as hybrid, ever-

changing formations of who and what we and our surroundings are (Op. cit.: 248). The 

background for Latour’s idea can be found in his book ‘We have never been modern’, in which 

he asserts that the Western world has never actually reached modernity, and luckily so (Latour 

1993: 47). By modernity, Latour is referring to the period after the establishment of ‘the 

modern Constitution’ (Op. cit.: 37), which was a product of the Age of Enlightenment  

(Armstrong 2008: 125). As part of this ‘modern Constitution’, nature and culture have been 

turned into separate realms (ibid.). This separation, according to Latour (1993: 12), has not 

been established in other parts of the world and it has actually also never been existent for us 

(Op. cit.: 47). All we had to do was to allow ourselves to be what we actually are – non-modern 

– and to return to an understanding of the world in which nature, society and technology are 

seen as symmetrical, hence evenly represented entities  (Op. cit.: 47; 95).  

 

ANT makes use of ideas of hybridity, which have been developed further by other scholars. 

Hybridity here refers to the merging of the human with non-human, animate and inanimate 

elements, of living organisms with technology (Fall 2010: 1997f.). What separates studies 

purely focused on hybrids from ANT are the former’s stronger emphasis on more open, 

spontaneous and unpredictable ‘forms of becoming’ (Jones 2009b: 315). Furthermore, the 

explicit carving-out of individuals as not pure is also characteristic for hybridity-theories (ibid.). 

Probably the most famous work on hybrids has been provided by Donna Haraway (2004: 7f.), 

whose cyborgs are physical embodiments of the just described amalgamations. In Haraway’s 

cyborg world, “[…] people are not afraid of their joint kinship with animals and machines, not 

afraid of permanently partial identities and contradictory standpoints” (Op. cit.: 13). Nature, 
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according to her, is a co-construction which is mutually created by the human and the non-

human (Giblett 2011: 28f.), and which again shapes all human and non-human entities. 

Eventually, all hybrids are nature and culture, and all nature and culture is hybrid: “Nature and 

culture implode into each other and disappear into the resulting black hole” (Haraway 2008: 

172).  

 

Political Ecology 

Another, more political view on nature-culture is provided by political ecology. Even though 

highly criticized by Latour (2004) for keeping nature and society too separated, it is worth 

mentioning the approach at this point. This is because, albeit not directly talking about nature-

culture hybridity, political ecology deeply engages with a variety of questions related to this 

theme. Scholar from new ecology for instance critically assess “[…] how the relationship 

between society and nature has been defined and conceptualized, how access to land and 

resources is controlled in a variety of contexts, and how environmental costs and benefits are 

distributed” (Fall 2010: 1997). During the interviews conducted for this thesis, some of the 

interlocutors brought up similar considerations, which shall be introduced in this thesis’ 

analytical discussion.  

 

Ecological systems, according to new ecology, cannot be understood outside of notions of 

power and political influence which exist at local, regional and international scale (Adger et al. 

2005: 78; Wisner et al. 2004: 6ff.). The perception that “[…] environmental change and 

ecological conditions are the product of political process” (Robbins 2012: 19f.) is thus well-

established in political ecology. Scholars from new ecology often take on the standpoint that 

the functioning structures of nature management today do not entail enough rights and 

agency in favor of the local communities living in the environments managed (Op. cit.: 13). 

They point out that “[…] local systems of livelihood, production, and socio-political 

organization have been disabled by officials and global interests seeking to preserve the 

“environment”” (Op. cit.: 21). These local systems, it follows, urgently need to be re-integrated 

into adaptation and development interventions – something CbA and EbA appear to be 

striving for.  
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3.2 Nature-Culture in this Thesis 

From the broader discussion on dichotomies or symbioses of nature and culture, this section 

now zooms in on certain approaches and scholars that are of great utility for the thesis at 

hand. The sub-chapter at hand hence constitutes this thesis’ core theoretical basis, and is 

needed to answer WQ4.  

 

William Cronon and the Trouble with Wilderness 

William Cronon’s analyses of wilderness constitute the starting point of these theoretical 

elaborations. Looking at nature and culture through a social constructionist lens, Cronon 

(1996: 69) argues that wilderness eventually is nothing more but a human invention. He states 

that wilderness has been turned from a place full of danger and unpredictable hazards into a 

sacred space in need of being protected (Op. cit.: 72f.). This transformation had happened 

mainly due to two cultural constructs, termed the sublime and the frontier, which converged 

to re-create wilderness in their own terms (Op. cit.: 72). By the sublime, Cronon is referring to 

conceptualizations of romanticism which evolved in Europe over a relatively long time span 

(ibid.). The frontier, on the other hand, had arisen out of the longing for the wild and the 

primitive, which used to exist in early American settlement times (ibid.). Hence, it was more 

distinct for North America’s ‘new’ inhabitants (ibid.). The merged construction of modern 

wilderness entailed the romantic view of it as “[…] a flight from history. Seen as the original 

garden, [wilderness] is a place outside of time, from which human beings had to be ejected 

before the fallen world of history could properly begin” (Op. cit.: 79). Simultaneously, Cronon 

argues, wilderness represents a refuge from the exhaustions of civilization, a form of freedom 

returning the human being to its roots (ibid.). 

This perception of wilderness as pristine land that has remained untouched by humanity sees 

Cronon as deeply problematic: By defining and embracing wilderness as a place where 

humanity is not, he argues, we reproduce dichotomies of nature and culture (Op. cit.: 80f.). 

Thereby, we excluded the solutions needed for environmental and others problems (ibid.). If 

wilderness can only exist without human beings, Cronon goes on, it essentially gets lost the 

moment we enter it (ibid.). By developing such a conceptualization, we wrested ourselves 

from our own option to live in harmony with our environments and to develop a form of 

responsible and sustainable environmentalism (Op. cit.: 81). Hence, “[w]e mistake ourselves 

when we suppose that wilderness can be the solution to our culture’s problematic 
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relationships with the nonhuman world, for wilderness is itself no small part of the problem” 

(Op. cit.: 70). This issue, according to Cronon, becomes particularly visible in the exclusion of 

local populations from their land for conservationist reasons: Many indigenous groups had 

lost their homes over the white people’s wish for an illusion of wilderness that did not mirror 

the actual relation between nature and society (Op. cit.: 79). In sum, hence, we  

[…] see wilderness as something separate from humanity – as untouched by 

human labor and culture, on the one hand, and as a place where one’s behaviour 

is free and unconstrained, on the other. Both ideas are problematic; both result, 

ultimately, in the destruction of what they value (Spirn 1996: 94f.). 

 

If we want to solve our environmental problems, Cronon (1996: 83) suggests, we need to 

accept that humanity has been living with and in nature for the time of its existence on earth. 

It was time to stop idealizing wilderness out there, and to start idealizing our and other (also 

indigenous peoples’) environments as shaped by and shaping humanity (Op. cit.: 85). Only by 

doing so, Cronon concludes, we can work on the environmental challenges around us (ibid.). 

Most of these actually found their origins in our immediate surroundings (ibid.). Hence, 

understanding nature as ‘home’ in rather all-encompassing terms is for Cronon the ultimate 

starting point for a more sustainable being on earth (Op. cit.: 89). This definition, the scholar 

concludes, includes the city as much as what we now term wilderness, it includes humans and 

non-humans, and eventually refers to where we make our living (ibid.). 

 

It is this particular idea rather than the social constructionist understanding of ‘all is culture’ 

that is of great importance for the thesis at hand: Even though Cronon starts from the 

perspective that nature is constructed, his final argument stands much closer to synergic 

perceptions of nature-culture, as he makes the point that we always have and always will live 

in a symbiotic relationship with our environments. 

 

New Ecology 

Another thesis-relevant approach to nature-culture can be found in new ecology-literature. 

Countering traditional biological ecology in many of its arguments (Zimmerer 1994: 108), new 

ecology takes point of departure in the environmental end of the nature-culture continuum, 

yet manages to lay out some central ideas on middle-ground. The core theme in new ecology 
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is that biophysical environments function through instability, disequilibria and even chaotic 

processes (ibid.). The approach thereby clearly opposes the “[...] premises of biological 

ecology qua systems ecology as practiced during the 1960s and the 1970s” (ibid.), in which 

nature existed in a state of stability and equilibrium. Furthermore, new ecology functions in 

line with modern systems thinking, in which many systems are understood as organic, ever-

changing and unpredictable (Morgan 2005: 9). As a response to empirical findings that were 

irreconcilable with traditional ideas of systems ecology (Zimmerer 1994: 110), new ecology 

evolved during the 1980s (Op. cit.: 109). Due to the classical emphasis on stable systems, it is 

claimed in new ecology, environmental management processes have contributed to the 

degradation of nature: Following classical ecological paradigms of equilibria, it was expected 

that 

[…] exploitation-driven changes in the system represent only temporary 

deviations from a steady state. Insults to ecological systems can therefore be 

healed simply by relaxing harvesting pressure or reducing direct damage to 

resources; the system can be expected to go back to “normal” (Norton 1996: 51). 

 

It is this dangerous assumption of stability that, according to new ecology, has led to too 

unconcerned environmental practices (ibid.). Embracing the principle of instability in nature 

on a wider scale could thus not only change how we approach and work with our 

environments, but also lead to major changes of environmental policy on global, regional and 

local levels (ibid.).  

 

At the same time, however, new ecologists conclude from the unstable state of nature that 

our environments will not automatically lessen or deform when coming in touch with humans 

(Jones 2009b: 316). Nature is here not understood as a separate, pure realm in need of being 

protected from human intervention, and whose borders human beings violently trespass 

(ibid.). Rather, nature existed as a multiplicity of systems which were open for change and 

fluctuation, and in which actors of all kinds – human and non-human – interact through 

various forms of exchange (ibid.). In order to engage sustainably with nature, it was hence 

greatly important to apply “[…] flexible environmental management strategies that 

accommodate at once change, risk, complexity, and development based on local 

participation” (Zimmerer 1994: 109). All the above points, particularly however this last one 
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on sound environmental management as suggested by new ecologists, are highly relevant in 

the context of adaptation. They shall hence be given particular attention in the analytical 

discussion. 

 

New ecologists furthermore argue that there is little point in trying to establish general 

principles and grand theories on the functioning and organization of ecosystems due to the 

latter’s ever-changing character (Norton 1996: 51). Thus, more focus should be on local 

systems and interactions (Op. cit.: 52). The knowledge gained from such small-scale 

investigations could then be shared and combined with knowledge from local communities 

(ibid.). Out of these highly specialized knowledge-pools, practices for local participatory 

management could be developed (ibid.). Bryan Norton, however, partly disagrees with this 

notion. He points out that new ecology has been facing a dilemma in regards to the issue of 

change for a long time. This impasse relates to the question of how to define what kinds of 

changes are positive, and which ones are negative in environmental impact (ibid.): Norton 

argues that when new ecologists describe environmental systems as open and ever-changing, 

and when they depict humanity’s entering into these as not necessarily problematic, they 

accept the notion that change is normal and important (ibid.). Simultaneously, however, they 

also claimed that certain changes to our environments, which are based on an understanding 

of nature as stable, can be harmful (Op. cit.: 51). 

Norton states that we need to develop systems of understanding in relation to change in 

nature that function on multiple scales, and not only locally (Op. cit.: 52f.; 64). Even though it 

was true that everything in our environments is undergoing constant change, the rate of this 

change depended on scale – the larger the scale, the slower the change (Op. cit.: 57). 

Therefore, one could talk about ‘relative stability’, as large-scale factors change so slowly that 

they actually appear rather constant in relation to the fast pace of change occurring on smaller 

scales (ibid.). Norton argues that if we manage to establish ways to grasp this broader, multi-

scalar characteristic of nature and its change, human beings will understand themselves more 

as part of their environments, as being part of the ‘bigger picture’ and having a role in it (Op. 

cit.). As a consequence, they will act more responsibly, thereby distinguishing positive from 

negative change: “Individuals, in a properly functioning system, will act in ways that contribute 

to, rather than destroy the values that emerge on the larger ecosystem scale” (Op. cit.: 62). 

Norton’s point on scale is extremely useful in adaptation contexts, where the dilemma of 
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upscaling at the expense of local rootedness is highly debated (Annex 3-Session 9). It shall 

hence be applied in the analytical discussion.  

 

As became clear in this section, new ecology is an approach that is still in its making and 

subject to a multiplicity of criticism. Simultaneously, it can be highly useful and change-

generating for our perception of and approach to nature-culture relationships: New ecology 

can positively shape bottom-up nature management (Zimmerer 1994: 118), and can show us 

“[…] the place of people in landscape […]” where nature-culture synergies create rather than 

destroy (Adams 1996: 172). 

 

Dwelling 

This section provides an overview over some of the most important concepts in dwelling. 

Dwelling here refers to a certain way of being in the world that is very much process-based 

and hence stands in opposition to Cartesian dualist perspectives on nature and culture (Jones 

2009a: 266). More specifically, dwelling perspectives set themselves apart from Western ideas 

on forms and processes of nature and society in three ways: 1. Life, in dwelling, is the 

production and re-shaping of form, rather than “[…] the revelation of pre-existent form […]” 

(Ingold 2002: 173). 2. The individual is understood as being in the world, rather than facing the 

world as an external entity. 3. Out of the first two points, it can be deduced that in dwelling, 

the world becomes a meaningful place for living beings through their inhabitancy of it, not 

because it offers pre-defined and for everyone and everything identical features (ibid.).  

 

A greatly important scholar within dwelling is Tim Ingold. His writings are inspired by Martin 

Heidegger’s work ‘Building Dwelling Thinking’, in which Heidegger developed the argument 

that we can only fully appreciate what earth has to offer by respectfully sharing it, rather than 

by controlling and ruling it (Jones 2009a: 267). Ingold describes his own development from 

understanding the world through a building perspective to grasping it in terms of dwelling. 

Proponents of the building perspective look at the world as a pre-made entity, into which they 

enter to live on this planet (Ingold 2002: 178ff.). This leads to a separation of the world and its 

inhabitants, which Ingold finds deeply problematic (Op. cit.: 177f.). Ingold refers to Heidegger 

when he makes use of the term building to illustrate his point: He claims that we are now 

living in times where building a house is seen as necessary in order to be able to dwell on earth 
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(Op. cit.: 185). In an actual dwelling perspective, however, building was itself part of dwelling, 

part of being on earth and part of shaping life, oneself and one’s environments (ibid.). Human 

beings might distinguish themselves from non-human beings in their ability to envision 

something before it actually becomes materialized reality (Op. cit.: 186). This, however, was 

only possible because we were already dwelling in the world, not because we are able to take 

on a position that lies outside of the space we plan to build on: “In short, people do not import 

their ideas, plans or mental representations into the world, since that very world […] is the 

homeland of their thoughts. Only because they already dwell herein can they think the 

thoughts they do” (Op. cit.: 186). Such dwelling perspective, according to Ingold, dissolves the 

distinction so often made between evolution and history, between nature and culture. 

Humanity’s development of skills and the production of historical artefacts are just as much 

historical and cultural as they are evolutionary, where forms and capacities of living organisms 

develop and change (Op. cit.: 186f.). Our dwelling in the world is always shaped by how our 

environments have evolved due to our ancestors, which again will affect what and how we 

will shape and how we, ourselves, will be formed (Op. cit.: 196). 

 

Two other core concepts in dwelling as informed by Ingold are those of time and space. In 

brief, he argues that “[f]irst, human life is a process that involves the passage of time. [And] 

[s]econdly, this life-process is also the process of formation of the landscapes in which people 

have lived” (Op. cit.: 189). Landscape, according to Ingold, is not a fixed space or ‘nature’ (Op. 

cit.: 190). Rather, it is each and everyone’s perception of the surroundings they dwell in (Op. 

cit.: 193). It is full of different meanings that are attached to certain spaces and which, 

collected in their totality, inform our landscape (ibid.). It is “[…] the world as it is known to 

those who dwell therein, who inhabit its places and journey along the paths connecting them” 

(ibid.). All our landscapes are relational, hence existing due to our interrelationships with 

humans and non-humans in the present and in the past (ibid.). In similar vein, Ingold discusses 

temporality. Here, he first outlines what he calls a taskscape, which are the interrelated 

activities we conduct as part of our dwelling (Op. cit.: 195). The measuring unit of the 

taskscape is social time, just as meaningful space was the measuring unit for landscape. The 

temporality of the taskscape is social, because it cannot be measured quantitatively, but 

qualitatively, because it can be judged as ‘good’ or ‘bad’, because it includes relationships, and 

because we never stand outside of this passing of time: “This passage is, indeed, none other 
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than our own journey through the taskscape in the business of dwelling” (Op. cit.: 196). If the 

landscape is our perception of our surroundings based on relations and meanings, and the 

taskscape is the passage of time through interrelated, social activities in our dwelling, it 

obviously becomes difficult to separate the two. Ingold therefore eventually dissolves the 

distinction. However, he argues that we need to understand “[…] the fundamental temporality 

of the landscape itself” (Op. cit.: 201), thus the passing of social time in our making and being 

made of landscapes.  

 

Many scholars see in dwelling the opportunity to “[…] build a fuller account of the complex 

processes of life, which does not divide off and privilege the ‘social’ in narrow terms” (Jones 

2009a: 272). It is exactly due to this ability that dwelling is of such relevance for this thesis. 

Adrian Franklin (2002: 71) for instance sees in dwelling the basis for a new anthropology of 

nature. He argues that, with Ingold’s elaborations on how culture makes and is made by land- 

and taskscapes, anthropology gets a completely new and exciting perspective (ibid.). Others, 

however, are slightly more critical towards dwelling. It is for instance sometimes argued that 

political and socio-economic dimensions of power and inequality are not sufficiently 

addressed in dwelling (Jones 2009a: 269). This issue is also related to locally oriented forms of 

adaptation as the ones this thesis deals with. Paul Cloke and Owain Jones, even though 

generally arguing in favor of dwelling, elaborate on some other pitfalls the approach needs to 

deal with in order to remain applicable in our times. One relates to the issue of true, authentic 

nature and hence also authentic relationships between people and nature, which has been 

particularly shaped by Heidegger: In modern society, the two scholars argue, ideas of nature 

as alienated from the modern, the technological and the industrial, and as only romantically 

shaped by the past urgently need to be adjusted (Cloke & Jones 2001: 657). Dwelling had to 

include more modern nature-culture relationships, and to stop being “[…] conductive to fixed-

point notions of authenticity” (ibid.). Furthermore, they criticize the oneness and rootedness 

of people and landscape as presented in dwelling. Cloke and Jones make the point that such 

‘idyllic local boundedness’ was problematic in times of technologies and mass production, and 

that “[o]ne person's inclusive local idyll will be another's ambivalence, and yet another's 

exclusion” (Op. cit.: 661). In order to function in and with contemporary landscapes, dwelling 

thus needed to account more for dynamic, contested and overlapping dimensions of space 

and place (ibid.).  
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Signe Howell: REDD+ and the Nature/Culture Divide 

In the final section of this theory chapter, I shall outline how the scholar Signe Howell has 

applied nature-culture in a study on the Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 

Degradation (REDD+) program in Indonesia, Tanzania and the Amazon. Howell (2013: 149) 

draws from multiple scholars who positioned themselves in the center of the nature-culture 

continuum, a method also utilized in the research at hand. Her elaborations are highly 

applicable and have large explanatory power in regards to the central debate of this thesis.  

 

Howell’s main argument is that the REDD+ initiators based their projects on the ontological 

and epistemological misconception of nature being separated from culture, or, more 

specifically, of forests existing outside of society (Op. cit.: 147). REDD+ is a UN-led program 

which works against deforestation and towards sustainable forest management in developing 

countries through payment schemes (Op. cit.: 151). The separation of nature and society, 

Howell argues, remains visible in all REDD+ programs (Op. cit.: 152). Policy-makers had 

planned in accordance with this division (Op. cit.: 153). Thereby, they had created what Arturo 

Escobar terms ‘the coloniality of knowledge and nature’, “[…] which not only marginalized 

local knowledge, but also essentialized the notion of nature as wilderness” (see Cronon further 

above) (ibid.). REDD+ had been perceived as a forestry-, not a social project, and the main 

challenges were seen as technical rather than human-related in nature (ibid.). The 

misconception of nature as separate from culture, Howell points out, stands in strong contrast 

to the symbiotic relationships nature and society often exist in for the local communities the 

REDD+ program aims to work with (Op. cit.: 162). Due to local NGOs’ clear opposition to 

REDD+’ socially exclusive approach, the initiative had strongly worked on its notion of nature 

and society, and boundaries appeared to get increasingly blurred (Op. cit.: 147). The ‘nature’ 

project had turned into a complex ‘society’ project (ibid.).  

 

The protests, however, did not actually manage to break down the nature/culture dichotomy, 

as the claims the NGOs brought forward were more political than theoretical (Op. cit.: 154): A 

core point the organizations made was that local people had the right to the forests they 

should be excluded from, as their ancestors had been living and working at these very same 

places for many generations (Op. cit.: 155). Furthermore, it was argued that local people had 

the knowledge needed to take care of forests in a sustainable manner (ibid.). That many of 
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these local groupings do not perceive nature and society as separate entities, however, was 

hardly ever mentioned (ibid.).  

The lack of claims along this nature-culture-synchrony by policy-makers, practitioners and 

local representatives alike, Howell argues, is to a critical degree responsible for the only half-

hearted attempts of environmental organizations and programs like REDD+ to change the 

dichotomy (Op. cit.: 160). The WWF, for instance, even though clearly trying to shape its image 

as a conservation organization that is also interested in human development, lacked “[…] signs 

to indicate a conceptual collapse of the boundary between nature and society” (Op. cit.: 159). 

Furthermore, Howell argues that the blurring of these boundaries might not be due to actual 

conviction, but to monetized incentives in the form of funding opportunities (ibid.). In sum, 

Howell points out, neither policy-makers nor local activists actively question the 

nature/society dichotomy, even though both groups adhere to different discourses and 

knowledge practices (Op. cit.: 160). Keeping the nature/society division long-term, she claims, 

is however impossible if one wants to achieve actual change for human beings and the 

environments surrounding them (Op. cit.: 162). It is precisely this understanding and the 

dilemma that comes with it that have shaped the debates arising as part of this research to a 

critical degree, and that hence shall be given great importance in the analytical discussion. 

 

This theory sub-chapter elaborated upon a selection of perspectives from the nature-culture 

paradigm. All of these perceive of nature and society as belonging together: William Cronon 

emphasizes that nature does not only exist far away from humanity, but rather always 

surrounds us. New ecology describes nature as an open system which human beings enter 

into, and in which they can shape positive change. In dwelling, nature and society are 

inseparably intertwined in their constant shaping and re-shaping of each other. Howell 

concludes that development initiatives cannot be successful if nature and society continue to 

be treated as separate entities. In the now following analytical discussion, and in line with 

WQ4, these perspectives shall be applied to this thesis empirical data.  
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4. Analytical Discussion 

In this analytical discussion, the findings from the thesis’ data gathering process shall be 

presented and explained. With the help of the academic debate on nature-culture 

relationships, new dimensions will be added to the gathered material (Kvale & Brinkmann 

2009: 238). In addition, the theory helps to provide more feasible conclusions and a way 

forward in regards to this thesis’ findings. I conducted the data gathering process in an 

explorative manner, meaning that I aimed for a deeper understanding of how EbA and CbA 

relate to each other rather than for the testing of a hypothesis such as ‘EbA and CbA are the 

same/different’ (Op. cit.: 191f.). As a result, the various aspects found dictate the structure of 

this analysis, rather than theoretical considerations (ibid.).  

 

4.1 EbA and CbA – The Overall Impression 

This first part of the analytical discussion assesses how practitioners and experts describe the 

relationship between EbA and CbA, and how they argue for the points they are making. 

Thereby, WQ2 gets answered.  

 

The most central point of knowledge gained from the data gathering process was that on an 

overall level, the practitioners and experts talked to did not understand EbA and CbA as being 

separable from each other, and even more strongly emphasized that they should not be 

separated from each other. However, as will become clear throughout this analytical 

discussion, this overall impression could not be sustained in its entirety when taking a closer 

look at certain interviewee- and participant statements, and when taking broader related 

dichotomous debates into account. 

 

When asked how EbA and CbA related to each other, many of the interlocutors characterized 

the approaches as complementing and reinforcing each other, as being naturally integrated 

and intersecting pieces (interviews Alam 2016b; Kamp 2016; Singh 2016; Staff GIZ Bangladesh 

2016; informal conversations during conference). Furthermore, Saleemul Huq, Senior Fellow 

at the International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) and Director of the 

International Centre for Climate Change and Development in Bangladesh (ICCCAD), who is an 

expert on the link between climate change and sustainable development (IIED 2016c), 

announced at the end of the conference that CBA11’s theme would be EbA (fieldnotes from 
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participant observation). Hereby, he made clear how crucial a mutual involvement of 

environmentally- and bottom-up, people-centered approaches is for sustainable adaptation 

and development.  

 

Nature-Culture in EbA and CbA 

Many practitioners and experts explained their overall agreement to the notion that “[…] if 

you do, IF you do EbA properly, it's the same as CbA. And if you do CbA properly, it's the same 

as EbA” (interview Reid 2016) by referring to the link between nature and culture. Saleemul 

Huq for instance argued in an interview:  

I regard both as simply different doors through which you enter to the same place. 

One has the word EbA on it, the other one has the word CbA on it. When you enter 

the door, you come into the same room. So, effectively, you’re talking about an 

ecosystem in which people live. 

Others even referred to the ‘community’ as being part of an ecosystem (interviews Kamp 

2016; Singh 2016), and explained that both CbA and EbA eventually simply were ways to live 

with and in the natural environment (interview Staff GIZ Bangladesh 2016). Particularly 

practitioners from development organizations that also have an environmental focus made 

such emphasis. Among these was Kevin T. Kamp, who is Deputy Chief of Party at the US-

development organization Winrock International and who is involved in the Climate Resilient 

Ecosystems and Livelihoods project in Bangladesh (Winrock International 2016). Furthermore, 

Vijaya P. Singh, Assistant Country Director in the Energy, Environment, Climate & Disaster Risk 

Management Unit of the United Nations Development Programme in Nepal (business card), 

argued along these lines. Finally, the staff members from the Bangladesh-office of the 

Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), a German organization with focus on 

sustainable development (GIZ 2016), need to be mentioned in this context. 

 

Many of the interviewees described the separation of EbA and CbA as artificial, and claimed 

that it was not wise to keep this segregation alive if one wanted to create sustainable 

adaptation measures (interviews Huq 2016; Project staff GIZ Vietnam 2016; Reid 2016; Singh 

2016). Mozaharul Alam, Regional Climate Change Coordinator for Asia and the Pacific Region 

at the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP 2016), argued that it was time to move 

past this strong emphasis on keeping intervention types separate where focus should actually 
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be on the issues that unite them. Hannah Reid, Consulting Researcher at the International 

Institute for Environment and Development, who as part of her career has worked both in 

academia and spent a lot of time on the ground (interview Reid 2016), argued in similar 

manner: She pointed out that practitioners and institutions alike needed to think about EbA 

and CbA, nature and society or adaptation and development more holistically. 

 

In more general terms, hence, practitioners and experts majorly perceived EbA and CbA as 

belonging together. They often explained this synergy by referring to the connection between 

nature and society. Bringing in nature-culture conceptualizations from William Cronon, it can 

be deduced that the interviewees did not understand nature as only existing away from 

human beings. They disagreed with the notion that our environments necessarily get 

destroyed by human intervention, as many environmentalists used to claim (Fall 2010: 1996). 

Instead, multiple interlocutors argued along Cronon’s (1996) notion that answers to climate-

related problems lie within rather than outside of connections between nature and society. 

Hence, excluding people was part of the problem rather than the solution (see also Jones 

2009b: 309). A staff member from the GIZ in Bangladesh for instance expressed: “We all know 

by now that there is no point in building a fence around a forest to keep people out. Someone 

will always go in, and in order to make the whole thing sustainable, […] we have to use our 

environments in a sustainable manner.”  

 

Not only Cronon’s notions, but also ideas typical for new ecology-approaches could be found 

in the interviewees’ statements. Many acknowledged that human beings naturally enter the 

open spheres of ecological systems, and that they can also create positive and non-destructive 

change in their mutual living-together with the environment (Jones 2009b: 316). This became 

for instance visible when Huq elaborated on ‘people who live in ecosystems’. Also Sarder 

Shafiqul Alam, who is Senior Research Coordinator at ICCCAD (ICCCAD 2016) and has done a 

lot of action research as part of his career (interview Alam 2016b), argued along these lines. 

He explained that “[…] natural resources, and people, they are related, positively related” and 

stated that “[…] as a community, you have to adapt using the environment, or making use of 

ecosystems, it's a natural process.” Vijaya Singh contended that  

[…] using the ecosystem as an approach, I think we are neither compromising on 

the role of the community, nor are we trying to mix it with something, because it's 
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quite natural. […] [W]e cannot say that the community is not a part of the 

ecosystem and that the community-based approach is different. 

It was striking how explicitly and frequently many of the interviewees referred to the link 

between nature and society when explaining why EbA and CbA needed to be understood as 

belonging together. In his elaborations on sustainability as a buzzword, Ian Scoones (2007: 

591) argues that emphasizing the connection between environment and development, hence 

between the natural and the social, has become a trend since the 1990s. One could thus argue 

that the interviewees’ referral to nature-society is mainly shaped by the fact that the 

organizations they work for are following these trends in their agendas. However, all 

interlocutors appeared to be pointing towards nature-culture connections due the 

professional experiences they had gained, and thus out of conviction rather than out of 

fashion-reasons. They generally seemed to envision positive change as promoted in new 

ecology-approaches, namely through the bottom-up, locally oriented and sustainable 

management of ecosystems, which human beings are naturally tied to (Zimmerer 1994; 

Norton 1996). 

 

Furthermore, the concept from new ecology that ecosystems exist in a state of constant 

instability and fluctuation (Zimmerer 1994: 108) became visible in some of the interviews. 

Hannah Reid from the IIED for instance expressed that “[…] ecosystems and the biodiversity 

that [people] rely on are changing” through both human interference and climatic changes, 

rather than being stable and predictable. Sarder Shafiqul Alam agreed to this point. As such, 

it can be deduced that many statements made by the people talked to fit well with 

elaborations from new ecology.  

 

A highly interesting point made by the staff from the GIZ in Bangladesh was that the intimate 

and inevitable relationship between nature and society became particularly visible in densely 

populated countries like Bangladesh. Here, they argued, humans always resided extremely 

close to the natural resources needed, despite urban living conditions. These interviewees 

thus described people as always being in close interaction with the environment. This point is 

again in line with Cronon’s (1996: 85) suggestions of idealizing nature around us rather than 

‘out there’. His concept of nature as existing in our immediate surroundings (Op. cit.) also 

became visible in CBA10’s theme Enhancing urban community resilience. It was obvious that 
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the linking of locally and often also environmentally oriented adaptation with urban contexts 

remained a relatively new concept and hence a challenging theme for the conference and the 

session facilitators (fieldnotes from participant observation). This was true both in terms of 

selecting suitable field sites and relating the individual sessions to the topic (ibid.). The 

conference theme however reveals that the urban is seen as an important space for 

adaptation. This again indicates that many adaptation practitioners and experts agree with 

Cronon’s (1996: 89) definition of what is needed to create sustainability. The scholar argues 

that in order to live sustainably, we have to realize that ‘home’ is where we make our living, 

and that this space is natural and needs to be taken care of no matter where it is situated. 

That such an understanding of the natural is required and realistic became obvious during the 

field trips: Whether we visited slum areas around Dhaka where naturally existing basins 

depicted buffer zones against flooding, or went to see urban garden projects which positively 

influence urban heat islands (see Annex 2 for program of field visits), the importance of 

people’s immediate environments for their everyday living was conspicuous (fieldnotes from 

field visits).  

 

On an overall note, it can therefore be deduced that when looking at EbA and CbA, there exists 

a difference between the relationship of nature and culture as presented in the literature, and 

practical perceptions of this issue. EbA and CbA in the literature are debated as two individual 

approaches, with one representing the natural, and the other one the societal realm of 

adaptation (Girot et al. 2012; Rahman 2014). EbA is discussed as more of a natural science 

approach, whilst CbA is seen as a locally and socially oriented, and generally less scientific 

adaptation measure (Colls et al. 2009; Ensor 2011; Girot et al. 2012; Heltberg et al. 2012). By 

discussing EbA and CbA in these rather separate terms, the literature keeps the Western 

division of nature and culture as depicted in this thesis’ theory chapter alive. In practice, 

however, many interviewees emphasized EbA’s and CbA’s, and thus nature’s and culture’s 

connectedness, and sometimes even intertwinement. Their descriptions are closely related to 

new ecology-depictions of ‘people’s place in landscape’ (Adams 1996: 172), where nature-

culture relationships con- rather than destruct. Saleemul Huq’s portrayal of the “[…] natural 

and people together” or Sarder Shafiqul Alam’s elaborations on bottom-up management and 

the positive utilization of resources at local scale prove this point. Additionally, rather than 

understanding wilderness and nature as being the best where people are not, the 
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interlocutors expressed inclusive perceptions of how to create a sustainable being on earth, 

as promoted by Cronon. 

 

Similar Challenges 

The practitioners and experts also described EbA and CbA, and thus nature and society, as 

belonging together when they discussed the challenges the two approaches are facing. Many 

interviewees agreed that, as they took on the perspective “[…] that EbA and CbA should be 

the same thing, then that means that I automatically assume that it's the same problems for 

both of them” (interview Reid 2016). The major challenge they identified for both EbA and 

CbA related to the issue of scale. Particularly those interlocutors working in both academia 

and practice emphasized that what was needed to effectively tackle climate change was both 

a horizontal as well as a vertical, the policy level influencing enlargement of the approaches 

(interviews Alam 2016a; Huq 2016; Project staff GIZ Vietnam 2016; Reid 2016; Singh 2016). 

Saleemul Huq from ICCCAD and IIED summarized the dilemma as the following: “At local scale, 

bigger scale, national scale, global scale. At all those scales, we are losing the battle [against 

climate change]. […] And so, to me, that is the biggest problem. And it’s not EbA versus CbA, 

it’s both, both are losing. They are only scratching the surface.” However, Hannah Reid raised 

the question whether aforementioned expansion was actually possible without losing the 

bottom-up notions as well as the context-specificity needed in EbA and CbA. During a session 

on EbA, this issue was fiercely debated. Many of the practitioners working with local 

adaptation and development critically wondered whether using the term scale in relation to 

something so context-dependent as EbA and CbA did not actually remove the ideas and values 

lying at the heart of these approaches (Annex 3-Session 9; fieldnotes from participant 

observation). Throughout an interview, Reid explained that only very few cases of successful 

upscaling are known in the field, and that these are facing a variety of challenges as part of 

their efforts. Such challenges arose for instance when governments had to work cross-

sectoral. Upscaling thus poses a challenge to both EbA and CbA.  

 

The tensions arising in the practical debate about whether or not EbA and CbA can and should 

be scaled up clearly mirror the dilemmas in new ecology. Here, many scholars argue that the 

establishment of large-scale management principles and theories is useless due to the ever-

changing character of ecosystems (Norton 1996: 51f.). They therefore promote small-scale 
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management approaches that make use of local knowledge (Zimmerer 1994: 109). In similar 

vein, practitioners contend that EbA and CbA cannot be scaled up due to the highly localized 

and context-specific knowledge needed for the approaches. On the other hand, many experts 

claim that climate change can only be tackled when bottom-up and environmentally oriented 

approaches are brought to a bigger scale in number and on a policy/institutional level. Bryan 

Norton’s (1996) argument on upscaling can be added to this context: Upscaling is thus not 

only needed to create more as well as more institutionally anchored adaptation activities. 

Also, it will allow people to understand the bigger system of change in nature, and themselves 

as part of it. Only such understanding will enable them to distinguish positive (for instance 

through EbA and CbA initiated) change from negative (for instance climate change-related) 

change, which in turn will make them act more sustainably (ibid.). One thus needs to find ways 

to scale EbA and CbA up without endangering the approaches’ core character traits – being 

bottom-up, people- and environment-centered – to make them effective in the future (ibid.). 

The parallels between the possibilities and challenges new ecology as an approach is facing, 

and the debates experienced as part of this thesis’ data gathering process were striking. As 

such, drawing from the field of new ecology could provide both a helpful frame for convincing 

others of the necessity to enlarge the scale of EbA and CbA, and possibly also inspiration for 

how to generate such sustainable upscaling.  

 

Old Wine in a New Bottle? 

When asked why, if EbA and CbA essentially were the same, the approaches even existed 

separately, many of the practitioners explained that nothing new was being done, but that 

simply new labels were put on old approaches. They furthermore pointed out that new 

terminology had always been introduced in development and environmental work. A staff 

member from the GIZ in Bangladesh for instance concluded:  

[…] there is nothing new in either of the concepts. Basically, it is just doing what’s 

already done, or it’s continuing a natural evolution. […] I happened to have 

attended one of those [courses on EbA], and then discovered, yeah, I’m sorry, but 

that’s already what we were taught twenty years ago in university.  

 

Almost all interviewees agreed that the activities taking place on the ground, may they be 

called EbA or CbA, were highly similar to what used to be done in development and 
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environmental work in the past (interviews Alam 2016a; Huq 2016; Kamp 2016; Project staff 

GIZ Vietnam 2016; Reid 2016; Staff GIZ Bangladesh 2016; Ullah 2016). Vijaya Singh from the 

UNDP admitted: “The activities are not new, because planting trees is not new. Growing seeds 

in a nursery is not new. We are doing the same thing.” Similar observations can be made in 

regards to depictions of what defines an EbA- and a CbA project in the literature: Many 

development professionals would agree that the diversification of agriculture or the use of 

participatory management strategies (Colls et al. 2009; Magee 2013) do not actually depict 

new ways of development or environmental work. The question thus arises why new 

terminology is being introduced for already existing approaches. The interlocutors named 

multiple reasons for this phenomenon. The one most commonly referred to, and the one also 

most fiercely discussed during CBA10 (fieldnotes from participant observation), was 

summarized felicitously by a staff member from the GIZ in Bangladesh: 

It’s this kind of constant re-discovering of what is important. Right now, I think 

what is very much driving though is […] the strong expectation with the donors, 

be it organizations or let’s say nations, and with the receiving countries, that there 

will be a huge amount of money flowing to climate-related type of things. […] But 

what stamp you put on [a project] depends very much on what the trends are, and 

where the money is coming from (similar points were made during interviews with 

Huq 2016; Kamp 2016; Project staff GIZ Vietnam 2016; Reid 2016; Ullah 2016).  

 

Hence, the change of terminology in general, and the application of the terms EbA and CbA, 

in particular, is seen as more related to trends in development and adaptation. These are in 

turn connected to where funding is provided, rather than to an actual engagement with what 

defines the approaches. Zooming in from this general change of terminology to the merging 

of nature and culture, Signe Howell (2013: 159) critically observes a related phenomenon. She 

argues that the lack of change in understandings of the nature/culture dichotomy partly stems 

from the condition that boundaries between the two entities often only get blurred to receive 

funding, not out of actual conviction. This distorted the actual meaning and utility of this 

synchrony (Op. cit.). Applying Howell’s point to the context of this thesis, a slightly different 

conclusion can be drawn: Many practitioners agreed that a variety of problematic issues 

existed in the context of using EbA and CbA as buzzwords. However, their point was not that 
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the approaches are artificially merged in order to receive funding, but rather, that they are 

artificially kept separate for this purpose:  

Nothing is diverging here. The whole thing [EbA and CbA] has rather been 

artificially thought apart, and has maybe also been artificially separated in order 

to acquire funding. […] If you can get money with that, then that’s in itself not 

problematic. It only gets problematic when you then try to keep this artificial 

separation viable [in the implementation], and when you also try to keep it on the 

agendas of the ministries (interviews Staff GIZ Bangladesh 2016; also Huq 2016). 

 

In similar manner, the project staff from the GIZ in Vietnam argued that applying a pre-made, 

artificially separating and eventually activity-limiting template due to trend- and funding-

reasons was dangerous: “What can we do where, which methods can we utilize where? 

Instead of just applying the ready-made model EbA and then everything is great, and every 

other method is wrong – I don’t think that works.” Howell’s critique on nature and society as 

buzzwords hence still holds in this context. However, by describing the artificial separation 

rather than merging of EbA and CbA as the problem, the practitioners’ assessment fits much 

better with Howell’s (2013) core argument that the segregation of nature and society is 

hindering the successful implementation of development work, rather than with the particular 

one she is making on funding. This phenomenon is highly interesting, as it makes visible once 

again how many of the practitioners and experts already understand EbA and CbA, and thus 

nature and society, as belonging together to a critical degree.  

 

Returning to the overall issue of changing terminology, many development practitioners also 

made the point that adjusting terminology for funding and presenting old measures as 

something new was in itself not problematic, if the work done still generated positive changes 

for local people and their environments. Even though a staff member from the GIZ in 

Bangladesh remarked that using terminology in accordance with financial opportunities could 

generate wrong expectations and lead to a loss of transparency (see also Rist 2007), many 

interviewees still agreed that the end would justify the means. A staff member from a 

development organization for instance described the issue in the following manner: 

So, call it what you want! […] I mean, I am on a project […], and because it says 

climate resilient [in it], the funding comes from a climate fund […]. The reality is, 
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it’s a project that has been ongoing for two decades, and it’s about community 

management of ecosystems. It’s not about climate. We hardly do anything about 

climate. […] So, you know, if it’s about skill and knowing the flavor of the day, ok, 

good, we know the flavor of the day, and we will ensure that we’re putting the 

right toppings on the ice cream cone, if that’s what it takes to sell it.  

 

This point appears highly surprising at first, as one would imagine that what a project is called 

both reflects its main objectives and to a certain extent defines what is done on the ground. 

The above quote, in combination with statements from other interviewees, seems to refute 

this conclusion. Furthermore, critical voices from scholars engaged in buzzword-debates 

quickly come to mind, scrutinizing particularly development work as being full of empty 

phrases, with development in itself eventually being nothing more but a buzzword (Rist 2007). 

Philip Ireland assesses in this context that development workers often focus less on what a 

term actually entails, but more on utilizing language “[…] to suit their ends” (Ireland 2012: 

106). He warns that such tendencies create the risk of “[…] repeating well-critiqued patterns 

in development” (ibid.). Returning to the above quote, however, the interviewee continued: 

“But at the end of the day, […] I’m not concerned of what you call it, as long as I understand 

how to get there [to the solution], and I got tools that help me along the way.” In addition to 

the just named critical points, one hence also needs to deduce that development workers put 

a lot of emphasis on creating improvements for humans and potentially also their 

environments, rather than letting their achievements be limited by terminology. 

Nevertheless, the issue debated here shows that more work needs to be done to move 

theoretical project terminology and practical achievements closer together.  

 

In sum, it can be stated that in the context of EbA and CbA, development practitioners did not 

necessarily see the shifting of terminology for funding or in accordance with trends as a 

problem, as long as this did not hinder the successful realization of a project. The latter often 

demanded that EbA and CbA, and thus nature and culture, needed to be equally considered 

in a project. This point makes clear one more time how important the integration of EbA and 

CbA, of nature and society appears to be for many of the practitioners.  
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It is about Human Adaptation 

Another reason brought forward by many interviewees as to why EbA and CbA cannot (for 

many) or should not (for all) be separated was that eventually, both EbA and CbA constituted 

forms of human adaptation to climate change (interviews Alam 2016a; Project staff GIZ 

Vietnam 2016; Reid 2016; Singh 2016). This point was reinforced during the conference, where 

both field visits and sessions dealt with different forms of human adaptation, resilience and 

vulnerability reduction (fieldnotes from field visits and participant observation). That focus in 

both EbA and CbA is eventually on the human is quite an interesting point, as a similar 

argument is made in the literature as to why EbA is an anthropocentric, and not an 

environmental approach (Sierra-Correa & Cantera Kintz 2015: 387). Here, hence, literature 

and practice seem to overlap to a certain extent. In the literature, however, aforementioned 

argument is not used to make the point that EbA and CbA are inseparable from each other. It 

is more to say that EbA does not tap into the old ‘environmentalist trap’ of excluding human 

beings for the sake of nature conservation (Fall 2010: 1996; Sierra-Correa & Cantera Kintz 

2015). The same argument is thus used for different purposes in theory and practice.  

 

One possible conclusion from the above is that the gap between how EbA and CbA are 

understood in theory and practice can be proven once again, as the practitioners use the same 

argument for entirely different purposes than the literature. However, one could also deduce 

another, more critical point: The interviewees make the argument “[…] that the whole 

ecosystem-based adaptation is for the benefit of the community, because ultimately, our goal 

is that we learn to make the community resilient” (interviews Singh 2016; also Alam 2016b; 

Huq 2016; Project staff GIZ Vietnam 2016). Based on this perception, one could question 

whether the practitioners have actually understood nature and society as intertwined, or 

whether they eventually still only focus on humanity’s well-being. However, all the 

interviewees who made the point that EbA and CbA are similar because of both approaches 

focusing on human adaptation also argued along Sarder Shafiqul Alam’s (ICCCAD) lines. The 

latter concluded that “[…] human beings are dependent on natural resources”, and that 

human adaptation is best possible with the help of ecosystem services (also interview Project 

staff GIZ Vietnam 2016). The interlocutors hence still saw human adaptation and human 

existence as being closely connected to and dependent on natural environments. As such, 

they were not making the point that nature finally does not matter. Nevertheless, their take 
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on EbA and CbA as human adaptation indicates that the interviewees’ understanding of nature 

and culture as belonging together might not be as unconfined as a first glance suggests. 

Therefore, it is necessary to take a closer look at some of the points made during interviews 

and informal conversations. This shall be done in the now following section.  

 

4.2 The Closer Look: Separating Histories 

The fact that the interlocutors could argue for the link between EbA and CbA in terms of 

nature-culture relationships is most probably connected to the circumstance that, even 

though many people talked to now see the approaches as closely related, they described them 

as originally stemming from different ideological backgrounds. A staff member from the GIZ 

in Bangladesh summarized:  

[…] the only thing where I would say there is actually a difference between the 

two, is where they are initially coming from. And I would say with community-

based adaptation, it was much more, let’s say poverty, sort-of rural development 

type of organizations- and projects-driven, whilst the EbA concept was much more 

from the […] natural resource management type of organizations-driven. 

Hence, many interviewees argued that EbA evolved out of green, conservationist perspectives 

on adaptation, and as such used to place ecosystem and biodiversity adaptation before human 

adaptation. CbA, on the other hand, constituted an approach inspired by work in the field of 

international development (interviews Alam 2016a; Alam 2016b; Reid 2016; Singh 2016; Staff 

GIZ Bangladesh 2016; Ullah 2016). Positioning the approaches in the realm of sciences, some 

of the interviewees, such as  Mohammad Rahmat Ullah, Assistant Project Officer within the 

field of Ecosystem Improvement and Livelihood at the International Union for Conservation 

of Nature in Bangladesh (IUCN 2016), described EbA as rooted in the natural sciences, and CbA 

as having a background in the social sciences (also interview Alam 2016a). The above 

depictions fit well with the ones in the literature, where EbA is also often described as a 

perspective traditionally shaped by environmental ideologies, and CbA as being more 

influenced by social and developmental views (Forsyth 2013; Girot et al. 2012; Rahman 2014). 

Moving away from the overall impression of EbA and CbA as one, some interlocutors like 

Hannah Reid critically argued that such differentiation was sometimes still visible in practice 

today, particularly on an institutional level, but that it has been dwindling in recent years. In 

regards to EbA, she for instance pointed out:  
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And often, organizations with an environmental focus tend to give it lip service 

with a view to sort-of ticking that community box, ticking the social box, and I think 

we've seen a little bit of that with ecosystem-based adaptation, as well. I think 

some of the environmental organizations have been a little bit opportunistic, and 

seen it as a way to get climate change funding, as a way to position themselves in 

the climate change negotiations. But the emphasis has very much primarily been 

on helping ecosystems and biodiversity for themselves, and not for the purpose of 

helping communities adapt. […] There's quite a sectoral divide between the 

different agencies that deal with different things, so, it's understandable. And the 

donor agencies reinforced that. […] [But] I think the global arena is changing a little 

bit and pushing us to think a little bit more holistically about how we tackle some 

of these problems in a slightly less blinkered, focused, sectoral way. It's 

encouraging us to try and think about bigger pictures and what activities on the 

ground could address all of these major international initiatives.  

 

The IIED-researcher not only indicates here that there still sometimes exists a divide between 

EbA and CbA on the basis of separated understandings of nature and society, the general focus 

on human adaptation notwithstanding. Also, she argues that institutional structures in 

development and adaptation keep this divide alive. This is quite an interesting point, as it 

becomes clear from it that an individual’s understanding of how nature and society relate to 

each other are dependent on how organizations and donor institutions present and deal with 

this relationship. Hence, what is potentially needed is more effort on organizational- and 

donor-levels to overcome what is left of the divide between nature and society. According to 

Reid, this process has already started, but still needs more attention in the future.  

 

Another conference participant described in an informal conversation how EbA in Uganda was 

still often driven by conservationist and thus exclusionist ideas. This, he stated, resulted in 

people not understanding the value of the environments they got excluded from. He argued 

for a more integrative promotion of EbA and CbA, as letting people be part of their natural 

environment and its management was the only way to make them understand nature’s 

intrinsic value and thus, to live more sustainably. Mozaharul Alam from UNEP described that 

the issue of how much focus needed to lie on conservation and ecosystem management was 
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viably debated in EbA, but that this discussion was evolving towards more integrated and 

socially inclusive understandings of what the EbA approach should entail. This tendency is 

often not sufficiently elaborated upon in the literature (Girot et al. 2012). Here, the 

approaches are still often discussed in separate terms, and not enough credit is yet given to 

the fact that EbA projects are now often seen to resemble community-based adaptation 

projects in their utilization of locally directed, participatory methods (see IIED 2016a for an 

example of where this is done). Simultaneously, the circumstance that many practitioners 

perceive CbA projects to only function sustainably when making use of environmentally based 

solutions deserves further attention (for instance interview Alam 2016b). However, the 

literature more and more emphasizes that EbA projects, for instance, contribute to a no 

regrets3 approach to climate change (Mensah et al. 2012: 6). The reason for this is that EbA 

projects can provide for benefits on cultural, social and economic levels by improving 

educational possibilities or diversifying livelihood opportunities (Colls et al. 2009: 2; Doswald 

et al. 2014: 185; Naumann et al. 2013). Such lines of argumentation might constitute the 

starting point for a more integrative approach to EbA and CbA in the literature.  

 

It needs to be made clear that not all interviewees agreed on the issue of EbA and CbA 

stemming from different ideological backgrounds: Whilst many argued in line with this point, 

some saw the origins of both EbA and CbA in human adaptation, and thus did not understand 

them as separately shaped by environmental or developmental standpoints (interview Project 

staff GIZ Vietnam 2016). 

 

In sum, it can be deduced that when leaving the overall level of assessment and zooming in 

on specific statements of interviewees and conference participants, the general picture of EbA 

and CbA as one gets slightly distorted: Most of the interlocutors saw a certain level of 

traditional conceptual differentiation between EbA and CbA as underlying the approaches. All 

people talked to agreed that this separation was rather restrictive than useful in practical 

work, and many described it as slowly disappearing due to this reason. However, individual 

statements from conference participants on organizational and practitioners’ procedures 

proved that this process has not yet been completed. Looking at this issue in nature-culture 

                                                           
3 “”No-regret” measures are activities that yield benefits even in the absence of climate change” (Climate-
ADAPT 2016). 
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terms, many of the practitioners and experts talked to overall perceived EbA and CbA as only 

functioning as one, due to the understanding that nature and society cannot be separated 

from one another if a sustainable being on this planet is striven for. Taking a closer look, 

however, one finds that an entire merging of nature and culture as perceived by experts and 

practitioners is still lacking. Rather, a transition towards nature-culture understandings still 

seems to be ongoing. This point first appeared surprising: After all people talked to had clearly 

stated that EbA and CbA should not or even cannot be separated from each other, the 

argument that they sometimes still are disconnected seemed confusing at first glance. 

Eventually, however, the phenomenon can be explained, which shall be done in the following 

paragraph.  

 

Directional Perspectives 

This thesis argues that practitioners understand EbA and CbA as belonging together due to 

the important and positive linking of nature and culture as described in new ecology and by 

Cronon. Yet, many of them still appear to perceive of the approaches as having a directional 

component in regard to the merging due to the roots of EbA’s and CbA’s evolvement: EbA is 

still rather perceived as integrating human beings into nature, whilst in CbA, humans are seen 

to embrace nature. This is true in relation to the people talked to, but particularly also in 

regards to those the interviewees talked about. One could now argue that change is always 

related to the dimension of time, and that the transition from seeing the approaches as 

separate – keeping in mind their backgrounds of evolvement – to seeing them as one has 

simply not been completed entirely yet, but will in the future. Alternatively, however, one 

might say that the academic, cultural and organizational background of the people working 

within the fields of adaptation and development is still strongly shaping the direction in which 

they see nature and society in a symbiosis, and is thus to a certain extent reinforcing the 

origins of the two approaches in this directional dimension. A rather extreme conclusion from 

this would be that the transition towards nature-society in practical terms can first be moved 

further forward when modern Western systems of knowledge (which development and 

adaptation institutions are part of) exist outside of the dichotomous relationship between 

nature and culture. Many scholars however claim that they do not at this point in history 

(Jones 2009b: 309). No matter how much we practically understand the relationship between 

EbA and CbA, between nature and culture as intertwined, our ontological and epistemological 
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backgrounds cannot but be shaped by the institutions of knowledge we are part of. These 

institutions still exist majorily within the modern divide, rather than the merging of nature and 

culture (ibid.). That this was also true in regards to the people talked to, and not only in 

relation to the ones the interlocutors referred to, became visible in multiple interviewee 

statements (for instance interviews Kamp 2016; Singh 2016). The following by Saleemul Huq 

summarizes the issue well: “What they mean, is ecosystems with people in them. And then, 

there is an interaction between the two. And for me, it’s the other way around, it’s about 

people who live in ecosystems.” Returning to Hannah Reid’s argument that we are being 

encouraged “[…] to try and think about bigger pictures and what activities on the ground could 

address all of these major international initiatives”, however, the prospect exists that 

institutional changes, at least on a donor- and organizational level, might be underway.  

 

This thesis argues in line with Signe Howell (2013: 160) that the connection between nature 

and society with the benefits such symbiosis entails needs to be more strongly established. 

Only by doing so can directional takes on nature-culture be overcome. It is not claimed here 

that the in the Western knowledge system shaped dichotomy of nature and society can easily 

be replaced. However, this thesis still perceives it as realistic that just named dichotomy can 

be influenced, and furthermore, that the transition towards nature-culture can be moved 

forward simultaneously within and outside of these institutions. To achieve this, the more 

active promotion of middle-ground theoretical frameworks from within the nature-culture 

paradigm needs to take place. This should be done particularly in academia and institutions, 

but also still among practitioners. In order to substantiate these claims, it is at this point 

necessary to elaborate in more depth on other dichotomous debates the interlocutors raised 

during conversations on EbA and CbA. This shall be done in the now following sub-chapters.  

 

4.3 The Broader Debate  

As indicated in the research question and further elaborated upon in this thesis’ introductory 

chapter, discussions on how EbA and CbA relate to each other are strongly shaped by broader 

dichotomous debates from the field of adaptation and development. This sub-chapter 

assesses which greater debates the practitioners and experts draw from in this context, and 

elaborates upon the standpoints the interlocutors took on in regards to these debates. 

Thereby, it answers WQ3 and shifts attention from the part of the research question that 
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focuses on EbA and CbA to the elements that describe greater debates linked to the EbA-CbA 

discussion. 

 

Adaptation and Development - An Important Unity? 

Many of the development practitioners first brought up the earlier mentioned argument that 

there was nothing new about the way things were being done in relation to EbA and CbA, but 

then moved it to a different level, namely that of adaptation and development. They hence 

pointed out that EbA and CbA needed to be understood as one approach, that both 

approaches did not really represent anything new, and that the same was actually also true 

for adaptation. The staff from the GIZ in Bangladesh for instance claimed that “[…] it’s now 

called adaptation, but we were already doing this for a long time” (also interview Kamp 2016). 

Development practitioners and those working in both academia and practice alike agreed that 

adaptation activities performed on the ground did not distinguish themselves much from what 

has formerly been done as development (interviews Alam 2016a; Huq 2016; Project staff GIZ 

Vietnam 2016; Reid 2016; Singh 2016; Staff GIZ Bangladesh 2016). Hannah Reid (IIED) 

acknowledged that “[a] lot of tackling climate change is not new, and it really does need to 

build on DRR [disaster risk reduction] and development activities better.” This issue also 

became visible during the field trips in Dhaka, where traditional development organizations 

were implementing many of the projects that we visited. Furthermore, the activities we saw 

often resolved around livelihood improvements, waste management or education, measures 

which have also been carried out as part of development projects in the past (Annex 2; 

fieldnotes from field visits and informal conversations during field visits).  

 

Reid’s appeal of adaptation having to build more on development is closely related to many 

of the demands made in the literature, where scholars essentially argue that the separation 

of adaptation and development is not useful (Adger et al. 2003; Huq & Reid 2004; Ireland 

2011). The interviewees working in both academia and practice clearly shared this 

understanding. They agreed with Vijaya Singh’s (UNDP) statement that adaptation and 

development in the context of developing countries needed to function hand in hand and 

should therefore be dealt with intersubjectively. Sarder Shafiqul Alam from ICCCAD concluded 

that “[…] the best form of development is good adaptation. If a development system is in its 

best form, then the disaster cannot hamper much” (interview Alam 2016b). He was joined in 
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this claim by many other professionals, who pointed out that sustainable development was 

only possible when taking adaptation measures into account, and vice versa (interviews Alam 

2016a; Alam 2016b; Huq 2016; Project staff GIZ Vietnam 2016; Singh 2016). This issue was 

also agreed upon during a session on community participation, where both the session chair 

and the session speakers made clear that separating adaptation and development was neither 

useful nor actually possible in practical terms (Annex 3-Session 2; fieldnotes from participant 

observation). Particularly among experts working in both academia and practice, there thus 

appears to exist a consensus on the need to work cooperatively with adaptation and 

development (Huq & Reid 2004; interviews Alam 2016a; Huq 2016; Reid 2016; Singh 2016).  

 

Disagreements 

The great potential of perceiving of adaptation and development as belonging together 

notwithstanding, some of the literature also points out that not seeing the need to think in 

terms of climate change in development work due to the impression of doing ‘what has always 

been done’ can be problematic. Scholars like Shardul Agrawala (2004) or Philip Ireland (2012) 

for instance warn that no extra efforts might be made to include the in adaptation work 

needed long-term perspective, or to strategically address climate change in development 

work. This could mean that an absorption rather than an actual integration of climate change 

into development would take place (Adger et al. 2003; Agrawala 2004; Ireland 2012). Some of 

the conference participants voiced a similar critique. Particularly practitioners coming from 

the field of adaptation clearly did see practical differences between the two approaches. They 

perceived of many development projects, as is also discussed in the literature on buzzwords, 

as simply utilizing climate change adaptation terminology as in-terminology (Cornwall 2007: 

472) to receive funding. Thereby, they argued, money would both be misspent and the 

meaning of adaptation distorted (Annex 3-Session 11C; fieldnotes from participant 

observation). They raised the question whether projects addressing natural climate 

phenomena which have been occurring for thousands of years should be termed climate 

change adaptation projects, and many agreed that they should not. However, according to 

them, this was precisely what many development organizations were doing (ibid.).  

 

Some adaptation practitioners furthermore stated that the intention to address climate 

change issues as well as the transformative character of adaptation, the trying of something 
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new under changing conditions, was something that distinguished adaptation from 

development work (Annex 3-Session 2; Annex 3-Session 11C; fieldnotes from participant 

observation). The issue of intentionality is also brought forward in the literature on 

differentiations between adaptation and development (Huq & Reid 2004: 19). That some of 

the adaptation practitioners perceived of adaptation as having a transformative character 

proves once again that the concept is undergoing a shift away from continuity-oriented 

depictions (Zimmerer 1994: 112), towards more process-oriented notions (Heltberg et al. 

2012: 151; Pelling 2011). In this context, multiple experts also argued that migration needed 

to be understood as a viable adaptation measure in the future (for instance interviews Huq 

2016; Reid 2016), thereby arguing in line with some of the literature (Heltberg et al. 2012; 

Pelling 2011). That certain participants perceived of adaptation as having a transformative 

character which development work lacks is surprising, since such an understanding does not 

go along many of the scholarly debates on this issue. What separates adaptation from 

development in practice is hence not entirely identical with scholarly depictions on the topic.  

 

Another conference participant pointed out that one needed to apply climate science when 

conducting a climate change adaptation project. If such science-references were missing, a 

project could not be termed an adaptation project (Annex 3-Session 11C; fieldnotes from 

participant observation). This is a highly interesting point, as it relates back to the modern 

differentiation between natural and social sciences, which divides nature and society from 

each other. It can therefore be deduced that particularly adaptation practitioners perceived 

of adaptation as being a more (natural) scientific approach, whilst development was a social 

way of dealing with vulnerabilities. Thereby, divisions between nature and society are actually 

kept viable on a practical level, proving once again that a transition towards perceiving of 

nature and society as one has not been completed yet. The nature-culture debate is as such 

also related to adaptation-development discussions, and not only to the EbA/CbA nexus. It 

was striking how many conference participants, as opposed to the group of experts named 

above, were still not convinced of the two frameworks necessarily belonging together. As part 

of the conference, the impression was gained that there still exists a great need to continue 

the dialogue on this issue, and thus the dialogue on nature-society linkages (fieldnotes from 

participant observation).   
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The critical debate of how adaptation and development relate to each other, however, was 

not only led by adaptation proponents. Also some of the development practitioners 

commented critically on adaptation wrongly overtaking what is supposed to be development. 

A staff member from the GIZ in Bangladesh for instance argued, just like adaptation 

practitioners above, that many of the problems now depicted as relating to climate change 

had actually been existing for a long time. The reason for this, however, was that they were 

man-made, and not just natural phenomena, as the adaptation proponents had argued. 

Terming and approaching these problems as climate issues was plain wrong, but many 

adaptation practitioners continued to do so. This was done because climate change was high 

on international agendas, and adaptation terminology was thus important to apply in order 

to receive funding.  

 

Development and adaptation practitioners were hence using a similar argument (namely that 

not everything should be termed climate change or adaptation) to criticize the respective 

other. As different from the adaptation practitioners, however, the development workers 

made the point that adaptation measures covered rather than solved underlying political and 

socio-economic issues. One conference participant pointed out that it was problematic if 

adaptation activities now managed to protect people from flooding, but the local population 

would still die from hunger (informal conversation during conference). Another staff member 

from the GIZ in Bangladesh added that we needed to work more holistically on adaptation 

instead of only focusing on climate change-related issues. This, according to the literature, is 

something many CbA projects are already working towards (Forsyth 2013: 440). David Lewis 

discusses the just described issue of climate change as a covering trend-discourse in multiple 

of his publications. The Bangladesh-expert warns that too much focus on climate change might 

“[…] obscure other deep-rooted causes of insecurity and the policy efforts being made to 

address these problems” (Lewis 2010: 124). The selective attention on climate change thus 

falsely shifted the emphasis away from the highly needed work on socio-political dimensions 

of vulnerability (Op. cit.). That there is no way around such more all-encompassing measures 

for adaptation as pointed out by Lewis and the development practitioners became clear during 

the field visits: Many of the adaptation projects looked at were not only directly addressing 

climate change-related issues, but were also working on women empowerment, the creation 
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of jobs or the establishment of shared community facilities (Annex 2; fieldnotes from field 

visits).  

 

Besides Lewis’ elaborations, the development practitioners’ critique echoes well with political 

ecology-perceptions, where it is often denounced that power and political influence existing 

at local, regional and international scale are not sufficiently considered in society-nature 

relationships (Adger et al. 2005; Wisner et al. 2004). Also, Cloke’s and Jones’ concern 

expressed in relation to the dwelling perspective that “[o]ne person's inclusive local idyll will 

be another's ambivalence, and yet another's exclusion” (2001: 661) is well-applicable here. 

With the above quote, the scholars were pointing out that unequal and shifting local societal 

structures needed to be accounted for more strongly in dwelling. Utilizing this point in the 

given context, one could argue that in adaptation, more focus needed to be on addressing 

issues of underlying local (and international) societal power dynamics. The points made by the 

development practitioners thus match with a multiplicity of the literature related to this 

thesis’ topic.  

 

In sum, the buzzword-debate on adaptation and development appears to be less vehemently 

led in theory than among practitioners. Even though many experts agreed upon adaptation 

and development belonging together, a lot of the practitioners from the respective fields 

perceived of adaptation and development as two realms, whose labeling could easily be 

applied as negative buzzwords. Adaptation and development are thus actually more 

coherently understood as linked in the literature than this seems to be the case in practice. 

Since EbA and CbA are connected to debates on adaptation and development, and both again 

relate to the nature-culture paradigm, the following can be deduced: When overall assessing 

the relationship between EbA and CbA, practitioners perceive nature and society as more 

closely interlinked than theory. However, this tendency cannot be sustained when looking at 

the naturally following debate on adaptation and development. This point proves once again 

that more work needs to be done not only on a theoretical, but also on a practical level to 

overcome negative buzzword-understandings that eventually separate nature from society.     
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Academia and Practice – A Gap to be Overcome 

Returning to the group of people who perceived of adaptation and development as belonging 

together, another highly interesting point these interviewees made needs to be outlined:  

They clearly agreed that activities on the ground were very much like what had been done in 

the past (interviews Alam 2016a; Huq 2016; Reid 2016; Singh 2016). Simultaneously, however, 

many of these interviewees pointed out that climate change adaptation was new on a 

conceptual level. In consonance with the literature (Agrawala 2004; Huq & Reid 2004), they 

depicted adaptation projects as strategically having a long-term and climate-oriented 

perspective, aspects which they did not see as necessarily present in the context of 

development work (interviews Alam 2016a; Huq 2016; Project staff GIZ Vietnam 2016; Reid 

2016; Singh 2016). As such, and as in line with the literature, these interlocutors understood 

adaptation as building on development, as adding extra dimensions to its work (Adger et al. 

2003: 191; interviews Alam 2016a; Huq 2016; Project staff GIZ Vietnam 2016; Reid 2016; Singh 

2016). Interviewees like Hannah Reid from the IIED, Vijaya Singh from the UNDP, or Saleemul 

Huq from ICCCAD and the IIED acknowledged that such ameliorations were taking place on a 

strategic, rather academic level. They agreed that the introduction of new, adaptation-related 

terminology in regards to something that actually appears to be well-known on the ground 

could be bothersome in terms of practical work. Hannah Reid for instance concluded: 

I think a lot of practitioners find it quite frustrating, because they're having to roll 

out new models, and they're having to fill in new log frames, […] and actually, they 

know what they're doing, they know how to help local people, and why do they 

now have to do this whole new thing called adaptation that, you know, at the end 

of the day, is working at a household level in a similar way as a development 

project works.  

 

The experts identified that there existed a gap between academia and practice in adaptation 

and development work, particularly in terms of understanding that the notion of adaptation 

itself could not be separated from development, but at the same time was more than doing 

business as usual. Also development practitioners perceived of the disconnect between 

experience and conceptualization, and depicted it for instance in the following manner:  
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The scientific community […] they love to sit there in the lab and understand. […] 

For me, […] it doesn’t matter what color the cat is, as long as it catches mice. And 

so, if you presented me with a problem, I would say, ok, well, this is how I would 

approach that problem, then you can put a label on it, you want to call it this one, 

you want to call it that one, that’s fine with me, but I’m not going to become too 

worried about what it’s called. I’m not going to write a paper on it, I am just trying 

to do it, to improve the life of somebody, and at the same time conserve or make 

sustainable or improve an ecosystem, that has value to somebody. […] How do I 

decide where to give and take? And that give and take isn’t decided of the 

university, it is decided in the community. And it’s decided in the home of every 

individual.  

 

For someone working in development academia, such statement might sound harsh, since 

academia’s aspiration in so many ways is to improve development in practice. Saleemul Huq, 

who is involved in both academia and practice, confirmed this point when he argued that “[…] 

the purpose of the research is not to get the journal article, the purpose of the research is to 

change something. It is to make something happen.” Hence, getting to know that many 

practitioners see academic work as taking place quite far away from experienced realities and 

challenges on the ground is not easy to accept. One might now critically argue that this 

disconnect could just as much be based on a lack of interest for the academic world on the 

side of the practitioners as it might be on an actual lack of integration of theory and practice. 

However, even if this was true, the question would arise how such a disinterest could come 

about, and whether something needed to be done about it. No matter the origin of the 

academia-practice-gap in adaptation-development, it needs to be concluded here that due to 

this experienced disconnect, practitioners could only to a limited degree relate to the 

achievements academia generates. These are for instance the provision of mental models for 

practical work (interview Huq 2016), or the breaking down of a concept to feasible entities, 

“[…] helping us define what we mean by things and really collecting evidence on whether 

approaches work or not” (interview Reid 2016). Some of the interviewees working both within 

academia and practice, such as Hannah Reid, therefore concluded that  

[…] you need people who can translate between what the practitioners know the 

situation is on the ground, and you know those highfalutin academic discussions. 
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You need people who can cross those two bridges. […] Scientists do need to get 

better at working with people on the ground, […] but I don't think that that means 

that we don't need the science. Because if we don't have the science, then we're 

never getting really strong evidence, and I think we need to make sure every 

decision we make is based on evidence.  

 

4.4 EbA and CbA – A Way Forward 

Translation might thus constitute a tool to bridge the gap between academia and practice in 

adaptation and development, in general, and between theory and practice in EbA and CbA as 

identified throughout this analysis, more specifically. However, this final section of the 

analytical discussion suggests another approach to this problem, indicating a way forward for 

the field of adaptation and development. Thereby, WQ4, which partly has been answered 

throughout the prior sub-chapters of the analytical discussion, will be answered in its entirety. 

In addition to having answered the first part of the research question, this analytical discussion 

will then also have elaborated upon both broader practical and theoretical debates related to 

the EbA/CbA nexus.  

 

In its line of argumentation, the concluding section of this analytical discussion follows in many 

ways that of Signe Howell. The scholar points out that the artificial separation of nature and 

society in REDD+ projects results in the lack of effective and sustainable project 

implementation (Howell 2013: 162). She discusses how theoretical perceptions from the 

nature-culture paradigm are hardly ever drawn upon to pinpoint the problem of the 

conceptual disconnect between nature and society, or to argue against this separation (Op. 

cit.: 160). Howell is thereby hinting at the fact that such utilization could actually help 

overcome this hindering dichotomy.  

 

In line with this point, this thesis argues that applying perspectives from the nature-culture 

paradigm that advocate for symbiotic models of nature and society could provide the bridging 

tool that is urgently needed to re-link academia and practice. By actively and purposefully 

promoting and applying synergetic nature-culture conceptualizations in adaptation and 

development theory and practice, and more specifically in the context of EbA and CbA, 

frameworks and models could be shaped which are coherently understood in theory and by 
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practitioners. This, in turn, would bring academia and practical work closer together and make 

their respective individual functioning and interactions with each other more effective and 

sustainable. Simultaneously, by coherently promoting symbiotic models of nature-culture on 

all levels, the transition towards understanding society and its environments as one could be 

pushed forward, a step which this thesis perceives as urgently needed to create more effective 

and sustainable work in adaptation-development (Op. cit.: 162). It is argued here that such 

active application of nature-culture needs to take place particularly on a theoretical level 

(including Western institutions of knowledge), but also still among practitioners (Op. cit.: 154). 

This is due to the fact that yet too much focus is on understanding particularly adaptation and 

development as negatively utilized buzzwords, and EbA and CbA as having a directional 

dimension. This thesis strongly agrees with Howell that perceiving of nature and society as 

separate is both erroneous and dangerous (Op. cit.: 147): It goes against the understandings 

of the people one aims to work with in development and adaptation work, and stylizes nature 

as being where humanity is not (Op. cit.: 153). This, in turn, leads to ineffective measures 

addressing climate change and human vulnerability being taken (Op. cit.: 162). 

 

This thesis suggests that a more critical stance towards debates that perpetuate the division 

of the two entities in theory and practice needs to be taken on (Op. cit.: 160). Questions such 

as why practitioners still sometimes understand adaptation and development as buzzwords 

in negative terms, and how this negative understanding could be overcome, need to be 

addressed more strongly. Additionally, practitioners and academics alike need to investigate 

in more depth how institutionally shaped ontologies and epistemologies on nature and culture 

could be informed towards more symbiotic understandings of the two entities. Only by doing 

so can locally and environmentally oriented adaptation approaches generate actual change 

for human beings and the environments surrounding them (Op. cit.: 162).  

 

A Second Step 

As opposed to Howell’s (2013: 155) experiences, however, the people talked to for this thesis 

did establish the link between nature and society as a core reason for why EbA and CbA cannot 

and should not be dealt with as separate approaches. Hence, it needs to be stated that the 

path towards understanding nature and society as one has already been entered in practice. 

However, it is also argued here that a lot of work still needs to be done in this regard, and that 
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an active striving towards nature-culture understandings in line with dwelling would 

constitute a highly useful guideline in this context. New ecology-frameworks as described in 

the literature are also perceived as greatly advantageous here. However, they appear to 

maintain the directional dimension from the environment to human beings on a theoretical 

level (hence not necessarily as found throughout this thesis’ data gathering process, but in the 

theory), which has been criticized in this analytical discussion. In dwelling, there exists no 

entering of human beings into nature, or no nature embracing human beings any more, but 

rather a being in the world, a constant modelling and re-modelling of the human and the non-

human through time and space (Ingold 2002). As such, dwelling perspectives do not actually 

privilege the social, but depict it as shaping and being shaped by its surroundings (Jones 2009a: 

272). It is precisely this resolution of direction that we need to strive for, in order to achieve 

an actual merging of EbA and CbA, of adaptation and development and of academia and 

practice. Thereby, we could create more effective and sustainable ways to both adapt to 

climate change and to tackle what creates the phenomenon in the first place, namely our 

unsustainable being on earth. If we actually understood nature-society relationships more in 

terms of dwelling perspectives, we would perceive nature as ‘our home’ “[…] for which we 

take responsibility, the place we try to sustain so we can pass on what is best in it” (Cronon 

1996: 89). However, we do not seem to completely have overcome building-notions of people 

building on and entering into nature (Ingold 2002: 178ff.) when we try to exclude people from 

environments (as a conference participant described in regards to EbA in Uganda), or when 

we refer to nature-culture relationships in directional manners. Also, none of the people 

talked to expressed an understanding of landscapes that would fit with dwelling-ideas: Here, 

our environments are perceived as shaping, shaped and re-shaping landscapes, which come 

about through our social spending of time in them (Op. cit.). Such a perspective, however, 

could be extremely useful to understand and work with nature-society relationships in more 

effective and sustainable ways.  

 

Doing More 

Yet, we do not only need to strive towards dwelling, but also have to overcome its weaknesses 

as depicted by Cloke and Jones (2001: 657-661). Some of the development practitioners are 

already doing so in regards to the scholars’ argument that we need to adjust dwelling 

perspectives that romanticize stable, authentic nature to include more modern, industrial and 
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socially unstable understandings of it (ibid.). This became clear when staff members from the 

GIZ in Bangladesh pointed out that the close relationship between nature and society was 

particularly visible in densely populated developing countries, where a constantly changing, 

relatively poor society resided in urban contexts and yet still lived in close interaction with its 

natural surroundings. That our dwelling on earth is hence not only related to a stable, 

authentic place in nature ‘out there’, but takes place all the time, everywhere and with 

everyone (Cloke & Jones: 657-661; see also Cronon 1996) seems to be an idea some of the 

practitioners have already internalized. Thereby, they once again prove that first steps 

towards nature-culture have already been taken. However, more work still needs to be done 

in this regard, just as much as we also still need to address local and global dimensions of 

power, contestation and inequality more strongly. The latter point is often demanded by 

scholars from dwelling- and political ecology perspectives (Adger et al. 2005; Jones 2009a: 

269; Wisner et al. 2004), and was addressed by many of the interviewees. 

 

When including these additional layers, this thesis argues that thinking about nature and 

society, and thus about development and adaptation, and about EbA and CbA in terms of 

dwelling perspectives in theory and practice would constitute a promising starting point to 

reconnect academia and practitioners. Furthermore, it would make our work in the field of 

adaptation and development more effective and sustainable by moving the transition towards 

nature-culture forward. This is due to the fact that in this thesis and in line with Howell (2013), 

the separation between nature and society is perceived as artificial and counterproductive 

when it comes to working with and tackling climate change at any place in this world.  
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5. Conclusion 

This chapter concludes on the outcomes from the analytical discussion above, thereby 

concisely answering this thesis’ research question. The thesis found that on an overall level, 

many of the experts, practitioners and conference participants understood EbA and CbA as 

naturally and normatively belonging together, and regularly even as inseparably intertwined. 

They often argued for this synergy in terms of nature-culture interlinkages, on the background 

that EbA was perceived as originally rooting in environmental perspectives, and CbA as 

stemming from social studies and development work. Here, a clear difference from the 

literature could be identified, in which EbA and CbA are still predominantly discussed in 

separate and thus nature/culture terms. Overall, hence, an understanding of nature and 

culture as intertwined entities prevails on a practical level, a tendency which is still to a large 

extent lacking in theoretical considerations on the two approaches. 

 

Many of the participants advocated for the belonging-together of EbA and CbA in manners 

that echo well with new ecology approaches. As part of these, our environments are 

understood as open, ever-changing systems into which human beings naturally enter, and 

which can be positively affected by local, bottom-up management approaches. Furthermore, 

the interlocutors argued in line with William Cronon’s notion of nature being where we are, 

and as needing to be lived within instead of apart from. Zooming in on more detailed 

elaborations, however, the process towards understanding EbA and CbA, and thus nature and 

society, as one cannot be considered as finished, but rather as an ongoing transition, in which 

institutional ontological and epistemological backgrounds are still bringing a directional 

perspective to the nature-culture nexus. That this process has not been completed yet became 

even more visible when looking at the closely related debate on adaptation and development. 

Here, scholarly agreement on the belonging-together of adaptation and development, and 

thereby also of nature and society, appeared to be greater than the practical one. Many 

practitioners understood adaptation and development, a lot more than EbA and CbA, as 

negative buzzwords utilized by the respective other field to receive funding. Thereby, people 

argued, the terms’ meanings got distorted and underlying issues covered rather than solved.  

 

Furthermore, the interviewees indicated that there existed a gap between academia and 

practice in the field of adaptation and development, more general, and in regards to how the 
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relationship between adaptation and development is understood. As part of this thesis, a 

cognate gap was also found in regards to EbA and CbA. The experts interviewed argued that 

adaptation activities on the ground looked like what used to be done in the past – a point 

many practitioners made – but that climate change adaptation was new on a conceptual level. 

They acknowledged that a stronger bridging between theory and practice was needed. 

 

It is argued in this thesis that such bridging tools can be found in the more active promotion 

and application of theoretical considerations on nature and culture as one. This needs to be 

done particularly on a theoretical level, but also in practice. By doing so, frameworks and 

models could be shaped which are coherently understood in theory and by practitioners, 

moving the two realms closer together. It is suggested here that the dwelling perspective 

constitutes a useful point of orientation in this regard. This is because dwelling removes 

directional linkages between nature and society by depicting them as equally shaping each 

other through processes of being in the world. Furthermore, this thesis argues that the 

application of nature and culture as one could constitute the step needed to push the already 

started transition towards nature-society forward. In line with Signe Howell, this progress is 

perceived as indispensable if we are to make our work in the field of adaptation and 

development more effective and sustainable, as the separation of nature and society is 

artificial and counterproductive when it comes to working with and tackling climate change 

on this planet.   
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6. Perspectives – Further Research Potential 

6.1 Nature-Culture in a Local Perspective 

This chapter provides suggestions for how to extend on the work done in the thesis at hand. 

The first proposal that shall be made in this regard relates to this thesis’ nature-culture debate: 

Focus has here been on how practitioners and experts understand the relationship between 

EbA and CbA, as well as which broader debates they link the approaches to. A logical next step 

would be, as is also done by Howell (2013), to take these issues to a more local level. It would 

be highly interesting to explore how local groupings understand the different approaches, and 

how these perceptions relate to nature-culture. The literature often claims that nature and 

society are recognized as a symbiotic entity in local developing country contexts (see for 

instance Howell 2013: 162). If so, how exactly do local populations perceive of this unity, and 

could it be deduced that their perspectives have influenced how practitioners understand 

nature-culture relationships? Do local groups understand time and space in similar terms as 

Ingold (2002) depicts them in his elaborations on dwelling, a perspective this thesis argues we 

should be striving towards? Addressing these and similar questions would widen our horizon 

as to how nature and society can be conceptualized as one, and how we can live and work 

more sustainably with our environments.  

 

6.2 Resilience 

I think, you know, at the most simple level, […] communities are having to cope 

with disasters, climate change impacts, poverty, and they don't separate these 

things out at the household level. And we need to work out how to help them cope 

with all of those things (interview Reid 2016).  

 

The above quote sums up the complexity that working within the realm of adaptation-

development entails. What became visible throughout this thesis is that it is never sufficient 

to think and approach an issue within just named field one-sidedly. Only holistic perspectives 

on adaptation and development, including nature and society, political and socio-economic, 

local and global as well as scientific and practical factors, can help us tackle vulnerability – 

climate- and otherwise related – in a sustainable manner. Such holistic thinking also needs to 

take place on a conceptual level, rather than only in practical terms. Therefore, including 

further concepts and approaches in the debate started in this thesis constitutes interesting 
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research potential for future studies. One such concept is that of resilience. Resilience is 

depicted as “[t]he capacity of a system, community or society potentially exposed to hazards 

to adapt, by resisting or changing in order to reach and maintain an acceptable level of 

functioning and structure” (UNISDR 2005: 4).  

 

Looking at this definition, it becomes clear that resilience is a rather all-encompassing term, 

which holds the potential of tackling the complexities in the field of adaptation and 

development in a more holistic manner (interview Reid 2016). As such, focusing on resilience 

in the context of just named complexities would constitute a natural extension of the work 

done in this research. At the same time, however, the term resilience entails a lot of challenges 

due to its all-encompassing character traits. Hannah Reid acknowledged that resilience is a 

highly vague term, holding the risk of people “[…] arguing about semantics and what it means, 

and then, in different contexts, it means different things.” This tendency has been criticized 

by multiple interviewees (interviews Huq 2016; Kamp 2016; Reid 2016; Staff GIZ Bangladesh 

2016). What meanings does the term resilience entail, and how applicable is it in regards to 

human beings? How could resilience help to bridge the gap between nature and society in 

adaptation and development work? How do dwelling perspectives as promoted in this thesis 

relate to resilience, and what does this relationship reveal about resilience’s ability to 

strengthen nature-culture synergies? These and other questions constitute compelling and 

important starting points for further assessments of trends and tendencies in the field of 

adaptation and development.4  

 

  

                                                           
4 For an interesting application of the concept of resilience in connection with ethnographic work, see 
Skrydstrup 2009. 
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8. Annex 

8.1 Annex 1 – Interview Guide 

1. Introduce yourself 

2. Introduce your research 

3. Informed consent:  

a. You can withdraw from this interview at any point 

b. If you have any questions or something is not clear, please don’t hesitate to ask 

c. You can always let me know if things are said off the record 

d. Do you agree to quotes from this interview being used, and would you like to 

read them before publication of my thesis? 

e. Is it ok to use your name and the name of your organization as part of this 

thesis, or would you prefer that this information is not being revealed? 

 

Remember follow-up questions! 

1. Could you tell me a little bit about yourself, your job position and how you know about 

EbA and CbA? 

 

2. If you were to define the two concepts briefly, what would you say is EbA and what is 

CbA? 

a. What would you say is supposed to be the major outcome of a CbA project and 

of an EbA project? 

 

3. What are in your opinion the major differences between EbA and CbA? 

 

4. What are the major similarities between the two approaches?  

 

5. Which approach sells better/has a better reputation these days and why? 

 

6. “The artificial separation between community-based and ecosystem-based approaches 

to adaptation is misleading, as in practice, ecological concerns are often at the heart of 

efforts by local community organisations” (Ecosystems and Livelihoods Adaptation 

Network 2012). Do you agree with this statement?  

a. Why, or why not? 

b. Would you term and describe EbA in itself as a new approach, or rather a 

development of CbA, and why? 

c. Would you say that CbA and EbA are based on different epistemologies and 

different professional vocabulary? Why, or why not? 
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7. In practice, EbA and CbA approaches are often blurred, and mixed into each other. This 

can mean that a project which for instance has been started as a CbA project  

a. either officially has some EbA elements  

b. is described as being EbA, even though the term is not officially being used 

anywhere. 

Do you think this is problematic? 
a. Why? 

b. Why not? 

 

8. Both EbA and CbA are in the literature criticized for having their own pitfalls. In the 

literature on EbA, these are often a lack of knowledge about costs and benefits of EbA, 

the general limits of ecosystems to provide for adaptation, and the lack of funding. 

Regarding CbA, these pitfalls relate to wrong or artificial understandings of 

communities as homogenous groups, the question of who actually gets to participate 

how in CbA projects, and the problem of upscaling. 

a. From your knowledge and experience, what are the major challenges EbA is 

facing? 

b. From your knowledge and experience, what are the major challenges CbA is 

facing? 

c. Would you say that the two approaches face a majority of similar challenges? 

i. Why? 

ii. Why not? 

 

9. Why do you think that there is a constant need for new terms, concepts and approaches 

within the field of international development, even though this might mean that what 

has already existed is being re-framed, and approaches get blurrier rather than clearer 

in their depiction? 

 

Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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8.2 Annex 2 – Fieldwork Documents 

Full Program 
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The Care Program 
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The Save the Children Program 
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8.3 Annex 3 – Conference Program 

This documentation depicts only a brief overview over the conference program. The in-depth 

conference proceedings can be found under http://pubs.iied.org/G04061.html. 
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