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Introduction
Å Indigenous or traditional knowledge, has over the years played significant roles in solving

problems,includingclimatechange.

Å Indigenouspeople:

ï livecloseto the naturalresources,andhaveimmenseknowledgeof their micro-environment

ï observethe activitiesaroundthem andare first to identify anychangesandadaptto them.

ï Understandvery well changesin time and seasonsthrough their traditional knowledge. E.g.
Appearanceof certainbirds,matingof certain animals,or the flowering of certain plantsare
all important signals

Å Classicexample: how indigenouscommunitiesescapedthe 26th December2004
ǘǎǳƴŀƳƛΩǎwrath dueto their traditional knowledge.

ï Unlikethoseattracted to the shorelineby the unusualspectacleof fish floppingon a seafloor
exposedby the ǎŜŀΩǎwithdrawal, indigenouscommunitiesof India, Indonesiaand¢ƘŀƛƭŀƴŘΩǎ
coastsandIslandsall knewto headrapidlyinlandto avoidthe destructiveforceof the sea

ï Theirvillageswere destroyed,but the inhabitantsescapedunscathed.

ï 80,000Simeuluepeoplemovedbeyondthe reachof the tsunami. Only7 died.

ï UNSasakawaAwardfor DisasterReductionto the Simeuluepeoples



Introduction
Å Traditionalknowledgehasplayeda significantrole in !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎadaptationefforts, in

the face of low technologybut still traditional knowledgeis usually neglectedin
academic,policyandpublicdiscourseson climatechangeandadaptation.

Å Farmersand other natural resourcedependentcommunitiesin Ghanahave been
coping quite well with changes in climate through traditional knowledge and
practicesalthoughthe countryhasno climatechangeadaptationpolicy

Å Overthe last40 years,Ghanahasrecordedtemperatureriseof about 1oC aswell as
reductions in rainfall and runoff of approximately 20% and 30% respectively.
Accordingto the IPCC(2007), a medium-high emissionscenariowould seeannual
meansurfaceair temperaturesin Africaincreasingbetween3oCand4oCby 2080.

Å Theability to, andfor how longonecancopeor adaptto thesechangesdependson
the resourcesavailableandindigenous/traditionalknowledgeisa major resource

Å Thispaperlooksat useof traditional knowledgeto copewith climatechangein rural
Ghana.



Methodology
Å Study Area 

ï Offin River basin in the Ashanti Region of Ghana, with a moist semi-deciduous forest and a semi 
humid tropical climate.

ï The communities are rural and predominantly subsistence crop farmers with some also into cocoa 
farming. Agriculture in this region, like most parts of Ghana, is rain-dependent

ï About 90 percent of the communities covered have no pipe-borne water, and depend on rainfall and 
the rivers/streams for their water needs. 

Å Data Collection
ï The study was carried out in 2007 in twenty (20) communities in the Offin River basin using 

Interviews, questionnaires, observations and focus group discussions (FGD) 

ï Four  FGDs were held in four communities and Questionnaires administered in all the communities, 
mainly  to identify current observed climate changes and impacts of such changes particularly on 
local livelihoods; the resources available to them , and the extents to which these resources help the 
people live and cope with the impacts of climate change. 

ï Only people who are forty years and above were included. 

ï Through the focus group discussions and questionnaire administration, individuals were selected for 
in-depth interviews.

ï In-depth interviews were conducted mainly with local farmers; traditional leaders and opinion 
leaders who were usually old, well respected and involved in decision making and administration of 
the communities, and importantly had remarkable knowledge in changes occurring in their 
environment. 



Findings 
Local knowledge and perception of Climate change

Å Indigenous people may not understand the science of climate change but they rightly 
observe and feel its effects. Their responses corroborated Gyampoh et. al., (2007) which 
recorded reduction in mean annual rainfall of 22.2% and a mean surface temperature 
rise of 1.3oC % in the Offin  basin from 1961to 2006.

Å Some respondents demonstrated appreciable knowledge of global climate changes, 
including things happening in the polar regions

Å Some of the indigenous people, although admitting the changes around them, 
attributed it to other factors other than climate change, such as a sinful generation, 
wrath of God, signs of the end of life, etc.

Å Though majority of the people believed that they have contributed to the current 
changes and can do something about it, others felt it was an act of God and hence 
nothing they can do about it.



Climate change and Livelihoods

ÅMain climate-related hazards identified by the communities as 
affecting them currently are;  
ï prolonged inadequate rainfalls / droghts

ï extreme heat 

Å Important livelihood resources identified by the communities are:
ï Natural Resources - Forest products, River Offin and Land

ï Human resources - Indigenous knowledge, agricultural skills/training, water 
management skills/training

ï Financial Resources - Remittances, Savings from sale of farm produce

ï Physical Resources - Wells, bridges, roads

ï Social Resources - Local Community based organizations, Local Governance 
Institutions



Effects of climate change

ÅProlongedinadequaterainfallor droughts
Å Affectsthe quantityandflow of water in riversandstreams

Å Wellsdry up in duringthe dry season

Å People,especiallychildrenandwomen,spendmore time lookingfor water

Å Water in RiverOffin gathersin poolsandqualityof water deteriorates

Å Water relateddiseaseslike bilharziaand diarhoeaareoften reported

Å Landhardens,developcracks,soilbecomesdry anddoesnot supportcrops

Å Cropfailure dueto no rainsandalteredrainfallpattern

Å Financialresourcesarespenton replantingfailedfarms,buyingsachetwater

Å Wild firesor bushfiresincrease,especiallyfrom Novemberto March

ÅExtremeheat
Å Heatrelateddiseasessuchasshingles,malariaandother skindebilitations

Å More financialresourcesspenton medicaltreatment

Å Wilting anddryingof crops

Å Generaluncomfortablefeeling



Coping strategies
Å Inadequate rainfalls, reduced water quantity and quality

ï Rainwater harvesting

ïWater rationing

ï Traditional norms, forbidden days, taboos, bye-laws, etc

ï Construction of wells and boreholes

ï Tree planting programmes and water protection awareness campaigns

ï Purchasing sachet water for drinking

Å Crop failure and loss of income

ï Indigenous knowledge in weather prediction, agriculture

ï Replanting of failed farms

ï Remittances from relations and personal savings

ï Petty trading

Å Diseases

ï Herbal or traditional medicine

ï Clinics



Challenges to coping strategies

ïThe type of houses and the roofing system does not support efficient 
rainwater harvesting.

ïRespect for traditional authority is not absolute and still declining as 
communities become more cosmopolitan or heterogeneous. 

ïReligion, mainly Christianity, has undermined traditional authority and 
their directives on forbidden day and taboos are seen as pagan/fetish and 
not adhered to

ïCommunal nature of the communities is breaking down and people now 
think more of themselves

ïFarmers are no longer able to predict onset of rains very well

ïNational policies, e.g. tree tenure

ï Integration of scientific and indigenous knowledge



The Way Forward
Å There must be a healthy relationship between scientific knowledge and 

traditional or indigenous knowledge especially in developing countries where 
technology for prediction and modeling is least developed.

Å How indigenous people cope with climate change using traditional knowledge 
should be studied, supported and integrated into scientific knowledge for  it 
has several advantages:

ï Less expensive compared to bringing in aid to salvage catastrophes and disasters 

ï άLƳǇƻǊǘƛƴƎέ ŀŘŀǇǘƛǾŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ άǘƻǇ-Řƻǿƴέ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ƛǎ 
difficult to implement due to several factors including cultural or social acceptability, 
financial and institutional constraints

ï Whereas models and records of precipitation mainly focus on changing amounts of 
precipitation with climate change, knowledge of indigenous people also emphasize changes 
in the regularity, length, intensity, and timing of precipitation. 

ï Technology is usually less developed in the rural areas; lack of electricity, etc.



Conclusion

Å Indigenous people have been confronted with changing environments for millennia 
and have developed a wide array of coping strategies, and their traditional 
knowledge and practice provides an important basis for facing the even greater 
challenges of climate change. 

Å While indigenous communities will undoubtedly need much support to adapt to 
climate change, they also have much expertise to offer on coping through 
traditional time-tested mechanisms. 

Å The Moken, Urok Lawai, Ong and Simeulue surprised the world with their 
resourceful and life-saving response to the destructive force of the Indian Ocean 
tsunami. 

Å There is much to learn from indigenous, traditional knowledge and community-
based approaches to coping with climate change.


