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Sustainable adaptation: Targeting the 

linkages between poverty and vulnerability

1. Risks to current ways of securing well-being

2. The adaptive capacity of the poor

3. The causes of vulnerability of the poor



Vulnerability

ÅLikelihood of harm as a result of social or 

environmental shocks or stressors

ÅClosely related to the dynamic social, 

economic, political, institutional, technological 

and environmental conditions that 

characterize a particular context



Three key dimensions of vulnerability

1. Risk ïany added risk to current ways of securing 

well-being resulting from climate change

Å Increased temperatures, sea-level rise, decreased or 

increased precipitation, changes in frequency and 

intensity of storms, changing growing seasons, altered 

drought and flood patterns, glacier lake outbursts

Å threat to lives, health, infrastructure, economic acitivities



2. Adaptive capacity ïThe particular 

strategies of poor people for coping or 

adapting in the face of climate stresses 

Examples of coping strategies

Å Diversifying production 

ï grow sweet potato leaves in 
the river bed during drought 
(poorer farmers)

ï pump irrigating crops (richer 
farmers)

Å Plant crops on floodplains as 
well as higher altitude land

Å Eat forest fruits and tubers
Å Rely on remittances from 

family members 
Å Casual employment
Å Artisanal work
Å Informal trade
Å Business/baking bread
Å Selling local brew

Å Sell charcoal, building material 

and firewood

Å Sell livestock and poultry 

Å Social networks, borrow money or 

food from kin/neighbours

Å Sell land and farm tools

Å Rely on food aid



3. Social and environmental processes that 

exacerbate risks and limit adaptive capacity

ÅLocal strategies are not sufficient 

ÅPeople may be vulnerable due to societal changes, 

such as conflict, exclusion from important natural 

resources, or the spread of HIV/AIDS

ïFor example, social vulnerability 

is increasing in some areas, 

so that very small 

meteorological events 

can now have severe 

impacts on people



Poverty

ÅLack of opportunities for people to meet 

economic, social and other standards of well-

being (OECD 2001)

ÅCapacity to

ïEarn an income and meet material needs

ïSpeak up for oneself and have rights

ïMaintain health and basic education

ïMaintain a sense of social and cultural affiliation



The relationship between poverty and vulnerability

òé[P]overty and vulnerability do not coincide in the 
same way in all cases. People experiencing 

vulnerability are not necessarily poor; and 

amongs the poor, there may be varying levels 

and patterns of vulnerability ïdepending on the 

multitude of dynamic processes through which 

individuals and households respond to changes 

in the environment, adopt and adjust strategies, 

and reconfigure their relative well-beingò 

(Coetzee, 2002, p.5).



Conceptual overview of vulnerability-poverty 

linkages and sustainable adaptation measures



Measures that specifically target the 

interface between poverty and vulnerability :

Three pronged approach

1. Risk reduction (climate forecast information, disaster 
management, drought resistant agriculture, etc)

2. Strengthening adaptive capacity (diverse livelihoods, social 
capital, financial and technological capacity)

3. Targeting the causes of vulnerability (economic, social, 
political) 

Å Sustainable because they:  
ï address environmental change (climate change) in a socially 

equitable manner, 

ï contribute to the reduction of poverty

ï use environmentally friendly solutions where possible 



From your own context, can you think of:

1. Processes such as societal changes,

2. and specific factors and conditions 

that make poor people vulnerable to climate 

stress



Three-pronged approach exemplified (Kenya)


