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Introduction

Abstract
Climate change threatens to change the way we live
our lives in fundamental ways. Much has been said
about the impacts of climate change on Australia’s
neighbours in the Pacific, and how increases in
temperature, extreme weather events and changes
to crops and livestock availability will inevitably
impact the lives of all Australians. The engagement
of a climate justice lens enables us to consider
how climate change disproportionately impacts
certain communities and also how adaptation and
mitigation strategies require genuine participation
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples,
both in terms of drawing on traditional knowledges
that can contribute to climate change adaptation
strategies and developing new knowledge about the
impacts of climate change on groups who have been
marginalised in Australian society.
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Introduction

Part 1

Part 2

Part 3

Part 4

Part 1 of this report explores climate
change from a justice perspective.
With a focus on the experiences
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people in Australia, this
section outlines the factors leading
to vulnerability and what is meant
by adaptive capacity. It then sets
out the ways that communities and
individuals are using their capabilities,
knowledges and experience to seek
redress, advocate for their rights
and take a key role in developing
adaptation solutions.

Part 2 explores Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander concepts of health and
wellbeing and how climate change
specifically impacts the health and
wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples. It also explores
how adaptive capacity is strengthened
through caring for country activities
that concurrently promote a healthy
country and healthy people.

Part 3 focuses on food. It explores how
climate change is likely to exacerbate
existing injustices for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples in terms
of access to and production of food. It
explores how traditional knowledge
of food production is helping to build
adaptive capacity and mitigate the
worst impacts of climate change.

Part 4 focuses on models for
adaptation, and explores how
Indigenous knowledge systems are
vital to maintain ecosystems, adapt to
seasonal changes, respond to natural
disasters, and maintain cultural and
social networks. It also explores how
utilisation of traditional ecological
knowledge (TEK) enables adaptive
capacity to be strengthened.
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Indigenous knowledge structures
and TEK are crucial elements in
community led climate change
adaptation strategies, and policy
makers must consider national
strategies that address the need for
mutual respect, self-determination
and equitable participation in
decision making.

Introduction
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Introduction
The scientific evidence on global warming and its potentially disastrous impacts is now indisputable.
The threat posed by climate change challenges the way we live in a fundamental way. Australia is already
experiencing higher frequency and higher impact climate change related incidents and trends including
record-breaking temperatures, more frequent bushfires and flooding (Sturrock & Ferguson 2015).
However, not all communities experience the effects of climate
change equally. The richest countries and people in the world have
been using the most resources while the poorest use the least. Yet
it is those majority world communities who have contributed the
least who are disproportionately forced to adapt to and mitigate
the effects of climate change (Schlosberg & Collins 2014). Climate
justice is a discourse that explores this imbalance of climate
change impacts and has been important for people’s movements
in applying a justice theory to environmental activism. The study of
climate justice enables us to recognise the prevalence of inequity,
lack of recognition, disenfranchisement and exclusion inherent
in environmental injustice. More broadly climate justice explores
the undermining of basic needs, capabilities and functioning of
certain communities and individuals. The consistent demand from
countries and communities most affected by climate change is for
increased procedural justice, mutual respect, self-determination
and participation in the decision making process (Schlosberg &
Collins 2014).
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While there is growing evidence about the impacts of climate
change on Australia’s Pacific neighbours, or majority world
communities further afield, less has been articulated about
climate injustice as it is experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples. Vulnerability to climate change is intensified by
the social and economic disadvantage experienced as a result
of colonisation—forced dispossession from country, inadequate
housing and infrastructure, culturally inappropriate medical
services, limited employment opportunities, restricted access to
water and electricity, and inadequate infrastructure and washing
facilities (Green 2008; Green, King & Morrison 2009).
Climate change disproportionately affects the health of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples. A more nuanced understanding
of health and wellbeing emphasises concern for the whole person
and whole community and is quality of life focussed. Caring
for country projects that encourage community involvement
in applying traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) of natural

Introduction

resource management on their own lands can have co-benefits for
livelihoods, land and sea management, and health and wellbeing.
Climate change is also likely to exacerbate inequalities around
availability of and control over food in Australia. An understanding
of food sovereignty enables us to consider the rights of people
closest to the production and consumption of food. Many
communities are seeing value in tapping in to traditional
knowledges about food production and about caring for the land.
Food cooperatives and initiatives for food system planning within
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities are placing
power over food production, access and trade back with those
most impacted.

Vulnerability to climate
change is intensified by
the social and economic
disadvantage experienced as
a result of colonisation.
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Introduction

Part 1: Climate Justice
Climate justice recognises that not all communities experience the effects of climate change equally.
There is inherent injustice in the reality that poorer communities and Indigenous Peoples are particularly
vulnerable to the devastating impacts of climate change. In addition, communities most impacted are
also the least responsible for the unsustainable use of natural resources that has led to significant climate
change. Climate injustice is experienced in a context of multiple existing stresses as a result of colonisation,
discrimination and dispossession (Schlosberg & Collins 2014).
Notions of environmental justice emerged amongst activist and
Indigenous groups who recognised this discrepancy back in
the 1970s and 1980s. In 1991 the first National People of Color
Environmental Leadership Summit took place in Washington D.C.
This summit, attended by many activists and representatives
of African-American, Asian-American, Latino and Indigenous
communities, came together to develop a set of principles of
environmental justice. These principles incorporated Indigenous
concepts of the interconnectedness of human beings and nonhuman nature. They recognised the prevalence of distributive
inequity, lack of recognition, disenfranchisement, and exclusion
inherent in environmental injustice, and more broadly the
undermining of basic needs, capabilities and functioning of
communities and individuals. Reflecting this, the principles
demanded increased procedural justice, mutual respect, selfdetermination and participation in the decision-making process for
those communities most affected (Schlosberg & Collins 2014).
9 | Towards climate justice: Decolonising adaptation to climate change

Early movements for environmental justice recognised a concept of
‘environmental racism’. In relation to a 1987 report on Toxic Wastes
and Race produced by the United Church of Canada, the term
environmental racism was used to describe racial discrimination
inflicted through the processes of location of toxic waste sites, the
unequal manner in which environmental laws are enforced, and
the exclusion of people of colour1 from decision making. For many
movement groups, the ability for individuals and communities to
build capacity and facilitate community empowerment is threatened.
Many Indigenous leaders see environmental injustice as “a set of
conditions that remove or restrict the ability of individuals and
communities to function fully—conditions that undermine their
health, destroy economic and cultural livelihoods, or present
environmental threats” (Schlosberg & Carruthers 2010, p. 18).

1 Terminology used by Schlosberg and Carruthers
Part 1: Climate Justice

Those responsible for destruction of our
common home are among the wealthiest
and those most likely to bear the brunt of the
impacts are among the poorest.
Pope Francis

The Bali Principles of Climate Justice, adopted by representatives
of people’s movements and activist organisations in August
2002, built upon these earlier notions of environmental
justice, recognising that the impacts of climate change are
disproportionately felt by small island states, women, youth,
coastal peoples, local communities, Indigenous peoples, poor
people and the elderly. The Bali Principles (2002) also recognise
the right to be free from climate change and its related impacts
and other forms of ecological destruction. They also recognise
the rights of Indigenous peoples and affected communities to
represent and speak for themselves and play a leading role in
national and international processes to address climate change.
The Bali principles call for the recognition of a principle of
ecological debt that industrialised governments and transnational
corporations owe the rest of the world.
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Following on from the Bali Principles, the 2010 Cochabamba
World People’s Conference on Climate Change developed the
‘People’s Agreement’, which recognises the devastating and
most likely irreversible damage caused to Mother Earth by a
2oC increase in temperature. The Conference recognised that
the dominant, growth-based model of social and economic
organisation that has brought us to climate change “is based
on the submission and destruction of human beings and
nature”. The concerns raised include protection of Indigenous
peoples, notions of respect and recognition, the maintenance
of identity and integrity, the right to be free from pollution, the
role of historical responsibility and restorative justice, and
more transparent and open participatory governance processes
(Schlosberg & Collins 2014, p. 367).

Part 1: Climate Justice

The conference statement argues that humanity confronts a great
dilemma: to continue on the path of capitalism, depredation and
death, or to choose the path of harmony with nature and respect
for life. It says:
Emphasizing the need for urgent action to achieve this vision,
and with the support of peoples, movements and countries,
developed countries should commit to ambitious targets for
reducing emissions that permit the achievement of short-term
objectives, while maintaining our vision in favor of balance
in the Earth’s climate system, in agreement with the ultimate
objective of the Convention.
The “shared vision for long-term cooperative action” in climate
change negotiations should not be reduced to defining the limit
on temperature increases and the concentration of greenhouse
gases in the atmosphere, but must also incorporate in a
balanced and integral manner measures regarding capacity
building, production and consumption patterns, and other
essential factors such as the acknowledging of the Rights of
Mother Earth to establish harmony with nature.
Developed countries, as the main cause of climate change,
in assuming their historical responsibility, must recognize and
honor their climate debt in all of its dimensions as the basis
for a just, effective, and scientific solution to climate change
(People’s Agreement 2010).

in Australia’s Assembly Standing Committee resolved to adopt
the statement ‘For the Sake of the Planet and all Its People:
A Uniting Church in Australia Statement on Climate Change’
(Uniting Church in Australia 2006). This statement expresses a
climate justice sentiment:
It is increasingly the case that some humans consume the
earth’s resources whilst other humans pay the price. Australia
must acknowledge that it has a responsibility to reduce our
reliance on fossil fuels. As long as we remain prepared to abuse
the atmosphere and entire ecosystems for the sake of shortterm economic gain for a few, we undermine our own future.
In the recent papal encyclical entitled Laudato Si (2015), which is
addressed to all people, Pope Francis reiterates many of these
same views about the destruction of Mother Earth by humans,
the reckless consumerism of the rich, and the fact that it is the
poorest who live in areas most affected. His statement leaves no
doubt as to the inequality of climate change: those responsible
for destruction of our common home are among the wealthiest
and those most likely to bear the brunt of the impacts are among
the poorest. He speaks of the intergenerational debt all of us are
leaving to the next generation, and acknowledges that this concept
of responsibility towards future generations and care for the land
is embedded in the values of many Indigenous communities. Pope
Francis also notes that Indigenous communities should be principal
partners in discussions about their land.

The Uniting Church in Australia has had a concern for the
environment since its inception in 1977. In 2006 the Uniting Church
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Part 1: Climate Justice

At the Paris negotiations of the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in December 2015,
representatives from 48 countries made up a group of the least
developed nations (LDN) calling for action to ensure that the rise in
temperature does not go beyond 1.5oC Celsius (Burley 2015). An
increase of 2oC, as discussed by many other nations, would be
disastrous for small island communities, coastal communities, and
those communities whose livelihoods are reliant upon climatesensitive resources.
This climate justice lens provides a basis from which to explore the
experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians
in responding to the impacts of climate change. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples are telling the stories of these existing
inequalities and how they will be exacerbated by changes to climate.
As Aboriginal author Ellen van Neervan (2015) wrote just last year:
“because land and sea are inextricably linked with Indigenous
cultural identities, a changing climate threatens ceremony, hunting
practices, sacred sites, bush tucker and bush medicine, which in
turn affects law, home, health, education, livelihood and purpose”.
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Vulnerability
Vulnerability to the impacts of climate change is said to depend
on three factors: exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity
(Green, King & Morrison 2009; IPCC 2014). Expressed another
way, communities are more vulnerable if where or how they live
will expose them to more significant change (exposure), or if they
already experience multiple stressors that have reduced their
resilience to additional stressors and change (sensitivity), or if
the community has fewer human, natural, social and economic
resources at its disposal to enable it to adapt (adaptive capacity).
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians will be affected
by the changing climate differently and disproportionately to
other Australians (Van Neervan 2015). Communities will be
impacted differently depending on where they are geographically.
Vulnerability to climate change is intensified by the social and
economic disadvantage already experienced as a result of
colonisation: forced dispossession from country and active
suppression of cultural practices for more than two centuries
mean that adaptive capacity is lower and sensitivity higher. In
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities a history
of disconnection from land is exacerbated by inadequate
housing and infrastructure, culturally inappropriate medical
services, limited employment opportunities, restricted access
to water and electricity, and inadequate washing and sanitation
facilities. Chronic health and wellbeing issues, exemplified
in rates of mental distress, renal failure, diabetes and other

Part 1: Climate Justice
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Temperature increases will be felt by Indigenous communities
around the world (IPCC 2007). In the ‘top end’ of Australia, a
term for the area which covers the northern half of the Northern
Territory, scientists estimate that the number of very hot days will
increase and the number of cold days will decrease as a result
of climate change. The scale and frequency of tropical cyclones
will likely increase as well, and there will be more intense rainfall
events (Braaf 1999). In Alice Springs, the number of hot days (over
35oC) is expected to double from 90 days to up to 182 days per
year by 2070 (Green & Minchin 2014, p. 264).
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Often, where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people live
places them at immediate risk. The International Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) predicts that changes to infrastructure
and traditional way of life will be felt by Indigenous peoples.
Changes to water accessibility, erosion and other coastal hazards
will impact the infrastructure and livelihoods of small island
communities. Those societies living in coastal or river flood plains,
those whose livelihood is closely linked to climate-sensitive
resources, those prone to extreme weather events, and those
experiencing rapid urbanisation are all particularly vulnerable to
climate change impacts (IPCC 2007).

Where do Aboriginal people live?
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treatable diseases, are significantly higher than for the rest of the
population (Green 2008; Green & Ruddock 2008; Green King &
Morrison 2009).

Figure 1: Data on Aboriginal populations, taken from http://creativespirits.info
(Creative Spirits 2016)

Part 1: Climate Justice

Some Torres Strait islands are only a metre
or two above local mean sea levels, and they
already experience extreme weather events,
king tides and strong winds.
Climate change impacts are not limited to remote and rural areas.
And Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples do not only live in
remote areas. In urban and peri-urban (between urban and rural)
areas where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples live,
particularly the South-East coast, climate change is likely to have
significant social, economic and environmental impacts. There is an
increased risk of heatwaves, longer periods of drought, increased
risk of bushfire, flooding, and coastal erosion (Low-Choy 2013).

in the wet season and –35% in the dry season (Green & Ruddock
2008). One such island in the Torres Strait, Saibai, is already
facing significant sea water rises, and stronger king tides. Health
and community workers are concerned about these changes,
and the fact that many residents love the land and the island so
much that they would rather die there than be forced to relocate
(The Guardian 2015). People are hoping for a halt to these
changes so that they can stay on their beloved island.

Some Torres Strait islands are only a metre or two above local mean
sea levels, and they already experience extreme weather events,
king tides and strong winds. It is believed that temperatures will
increase by 1.3-1.4oC by 2050, rainfall will increase or decrease
by about 2%, and sea level will rise between 9 and 88 cm by 2100
(Green 2006). There is expected to be a greater risk of disease from
flooded rubbish tips and changing mosquito habitats. By 2070,
average temperatures in this region are projected to increase by
between 1 and 5oC. Rainfall patterns in this region are also likely to
become more extreme, with projected changes of between +17%

All these factors mean that sensitivity to risk is higher and
adaptive capacity is lower for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Australians. The multiple stressors of existing socio-economic
disadvantage, living in geographical areas most prone to extreme
weather events or the impacts of increased temperature, and
then these stresses exacerbated by having fewer economic
and technical resources with which to adapt make Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples particularly vulnerable to the
impacts of climate change.
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Part 1: Climate Justice

A capabilities approach
While a climate justice lens enables us to identify disadvantage,
vulnerability and inequality, it also recognises the rights of those
most affected by climate change to procedural justice, mutual
respect, self-determination and proper participation in decision
making that affects them. Climate justice recognises the wealth
of Indigenous knowledge that exists in relation to ecological
management, and the coping strategies that Indigenous peoples
have already developed in order to deal with climate stressors
over the thousands of years that they have managed the land
(IPMPCC 2011). A capabilities approach, or one that looks at what
resources people ought to have in a truly just world, is helpful in
this area of discussion.

The threats to the rights of
Indigenous peoples around
the world to their lands and
cultures have been a catalyst
for positive action.
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Sen and Nussbaum have developed a theory of justice that
focuses on the capabilities needed for people to function fully
in the lives they choose for themselves. The central idea is
that justice should not be simply considered on the basis of
the distribution of various goods, but rather how these goods
are transformed into the capacity for individuals to flourish
(Schlosberg & Carruthers 2010).
Sen (2005) focusses on the idea of capability as another way
of considering human rights and freedoms and argues that
capabilities are the opportunity to achieve what a person is able to
do or be. It is the intersection between having the resources to be
able to do or be what a person wishes, and having the permissions
or means to pursue those goals.

Part 1: Climate Justice

Nussbaum (2003) developed a list of the ten central human
capabilities which are considered necessary for a fully just
society. This includes being able to live a life of reasonable length,
enjoyment of bodily health, bodily integrity (freedom of movement
and freedom from sexual abuse), senses, imagination and thought,
emotions, practical reason (conscience and religious freedom)
affiliation (social interaction), being able to live with and show
concern for other species, play, and control over one’s environment.
Not dissimilar to some of the human rights encapsulated in the
various international agreements that Australia is a signatory to,
these central human capabilities can help us consider adaptation to
climate change impacts from a human rights perspective.
A capabilities approach is also considered particularly well
suited for understanding and analysing climate justice concerns
from an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspective
because it can be expanded to address the capabilities and
functioning of communities as well as individuals. The collective
experience of injustice is particularly important for Indigenous
communities (Schlosberg & Carruthers 2010) as it is assumed
that adaptation and the achievement of climate justice will also
be collective experiences.
The other reason for taking a capabilities approach is to consider
the strengths, assets and capacities that exist within a community,
which can be drawn on to respond to challenges. The IPCC (2007,
p. 14) describes the capacity to adapt as “dynamic and is influenced
by a society’s productive base, including natural and man-

16 | Towards climate justice: Decolonising adaptation to climate change

made capital assets, social networks and entitlements, human
capital and institutions, governance, national income, health
and technology”. The threats to the rights of Indigenous peoples
around the world to their lands and cultures have been a catalyst
for positive action. Some communities have been mobilised to fight
against companies, governments, policies, and other forces that
threaten to fragment, displace, assimilate or drive them towards
cultural disintegration. They draw upon existing social networks,
traditional knowledge, and other strengths and capacities in order
to progress these actions. Many of the Indigenous mobilisations
in recent decades have been focused on use of land and natural
resources, and the impacts of so-called development on native
communities, in addition to claims for land, autonomy and political
participation. Ultimately, concepts of climate justice must address
the fundamental capability of Indigenous communities to sustain
the lives and livelihoods they value (Schlosberg & Carruthers 2010).
The homeland movements, whereby communities return to their
original family place and self-manage the natural resources, is
one way that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are
reclaiming their ability to respond to the challenges they face,
whether socio-economic or climate related. Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples have “reclaimed ownership of around 20%
of Australia” and manage about a quarter of the country’s protected
conservation areas (Green & Minchin 2014, p. 263). The homelands
movement, and self-management of natural resources, is a strength
that can be drawn upon when exploring adaptive capacity.

Part 1: Climate Justice

Indigenous Knowledges
and Traditional Ecological
Knowledge (TEK)
TEK is a subset of Indigenous knowledges that have evolved by
adaptive processes and that are often handed down through
generations. This particular knowledge about the relationships
of living beings with one another and their environment can
help provide intergenerational observations of natural resource
phenomena as well as providing understandings about
traditional systems of natural resource management
(Alexander et al. 2011).
TEK is considered a knowledge-practise-belief system that
involves components of local observational knowledge of
species and environmental phenomena, components of practice
in the way people carry out natural resource management, and
the component of belief in terms of how people fit into or relate
to their eco-systems. Traditional knowledge is considered
holistic in outlook and adaptive by nature. It is often tested by
trial and error and passed on through the generations (Berkes
et al. 2000).
Any attempts to consider climate change adaptation in Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander communities or in consultation with
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples must take local
TEK into consideration. As Van Neernan (2015) says “many
communities have unique cultural resources and knowledge
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in managing climate, as well as experience in cooperatively
managing climate with neighbouring communities”.
The National Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility has
explored how TEK can inform community based adaptation
pathways (Leonard et al. 2013). The Indigenous Knowledge
Forum (2016) is engaged in a project to recognise and protect
Indigenous knowledge associated with natural resource
management. The aim is to develop a model for use in Aboriginal
communities throughout New South Wales.
Some traditional indicators of seasonal changes that Aboriginal
people relied on in the past have been significantly impacted
as a result of European agricultural expansion, mining activities
and climate change. These indicators historically determined
the arrival of weather events and the availability of plants and
animals. The traditional indicators must now be monitored and
assessed to judge whether they too have changed with climate
change events (Leonard et al. 2013).
The National Workshop on Indigenous Knowledge for Climate
Change Adaptation, held in Echuca in 2012, declared that
climate change adaptation programs should empower people
to identify and implement their own responses to climate
change. They also indicated that there needs to be improved
collaboration and connection between scientists and First
Nations People (Griggs et al. 2012).

Part 1: Climate Justice

“Aboriginal health”
means not just the physical
well-being of an individual
but refers to the social,
emotional and cultural
well-being of the whole
Community .
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Part 1: Climate Justice

Part 2: Health
Climate change is already having worrying impacts on human health. The gap in health outcomes
between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and other Australians that already exists due to colonisation,
dispossession and discrimination is likely to be significantly exacerbated by climate change. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander understandings of health and wellbeing give insights into the important connection
between health, culture and environmental management. Strategies that utilise traditional knowledges to
improve the health of the land also have co-benefits for the health and wellbeing of people.

A different way of looking at
health
The World Health Organisation understands health as the
physical, social and mental wellbeing of the individual, not just
the absence of disease (WHO). Yet Australian policy related to
health focusses more on the absence of disease. The Closing the
Gap report (2016) talks of the gap in life expectancy, mortality
rates, deaths from circulatory disease such as heart disease and
stroke, and rates of immunisation.
In 1979, a definition of Aboriginal Health was articulated by the
National Aboriginal and Islander Health Organisation (now called
the National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation)
“Aboriginal health” means not just the physical well-being of
an individual but refers to the social, emotional and cultural
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well-being of the whole Community in which each individual is
able to achieve their full potential as a human being, thereby
bringing about the total well-being of their Community. It is a
whole-of-life view and includes the cyclical concept of lifedeath-life. (NACCHO 2016)
This is the commonly used definition amongst Aboriginal
Controlled Health Organisations where people are concerned
with “quality of life”, and the social, emotional and cultural wellbeing of the whole community. This notion of social and emotional
well-being includes mental health and also acknowledges
factors beyond the individual such as cultural identification,
spirituality and the wider community (Jorm et al. 2012). This
more inclusive and nuanced understanding of health will be
particularly important when understanding and enhancing the
adaptive capacity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
as well as considerations of possible means of adaptation to and
mitigation of climate change (Green & Minchin 2014).
Part 2: Health

Health and injustice
The Closing the Gap report (2016) highlights disease as one area
where the health disparities between Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander and other Australians are startling. Higher rates of
chronic disease and hospitalisation, higher rates of disability or
long term health conditions, and a 12 year gap in life expectancy
appear regularly in literature as examples of the health gap
(Green & Minchin 2014; Jorm et al. 2012). The Australian Institute
of Health and Welfare (AIHW 2015, p. 80) notes that 24% of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians over 15 years
of age assessed their own health as being fair or poor. This is a
rate twice that of non-Indigenous Australians. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples are also more likely to experience
respiratory diseases, cardiovascular diseases, diabetes and
chronic kidney disease.
There are also discrepancies in health outcomes according to
the Aboriginal definition of health and wellbeing. For example,
high levels of chronic and infectious diseases have been shown
to affect both individual and community wellbeing and reduce
resilience to new health risks in Aboriginal communities (Braaf
1999). There are higher rates of serious mental health disorders
and mental health problems associated with social disadvantage
(Hunter 2007). Rates of suicide, hospitalisation for mental health
disorders, attendance at emergency departments and contact
with public community health services are approximately two or
three times the corresponding rate for the general population.
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Rates of psychological distress are between 50% higher and 3
times higher for Indigenous adults than non-Indigenous adults
(Jorm et al. 2012, p. 119).
Social and economic factors play a significant part in determining
health outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
(AIHW 2015). In fact, gaps in indicators of health and wellbeing
are widely understood as being attributable to the impacts of
colonisation, dispossession, racism and discriminatory policies
(Anderson, Baum & Bentley 2004). King, Smith and Gracey (2009)
also show that the social determinants of poor health include
factors such as low income, lack of education, low rates of
employment, poor living conditions, limited social support and lack
of access to health services. A history of disconnection from land
is exacerbated by inadequate housing and infrastructure, culturally
inappropriate medical services, limited employment opportunities,
restricted access to water and electricity, and inadequate washing
and sanitation facilities (Green 2008; Green & Ruddock 2008; Green,
King & Morrison 2009).
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The Australian Human Rights Commission has outlined the links
between perceptions of control over one’s environment and
indicators of chronic stress. The Social Justice Commissioner said
“It is now generally accepted that an individual’s perceived lack
of control over their lives can contribute to a burden of chronic,
unhealthy stress contributing to mental health issues, violence and
substance abuse” (Calma 2007).

Health impacts of climate
change on Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander communities
Climate change acts as a multiple stressor for communities
already impacted by social and economic disadvantage as a result
of colonisation, dispossession and discrimination. It is expected
that climate change will exacerbate existing health injustices and
disparities between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and
other Australians (Green et al. 2009).
Direct effects of climate change from extreme weather events
such as heatwaves, bushfires, floods and cyclones will also have
implications for physical health. In Alice Springs, the number of
hot days (over 35oC) is expected to double and this will most likely
impact Aboriginal people because they already experience higher
levels of cardiovascular and respiratory disease. There are also
localised risks such as diarrhoea and malnutrition that are likely
to become worse in places like Alice Springs where temperatures

21 | Towards climate justice: Decolonising adaptation to climate change

will be hotter (Green & Minchin 2014). Climate extremes such as
heatwaves can impact vulnerable populations and affect the costs
of and demand for health care services. The extreme weather
events that some Torres Strait islands already experience such
as king tides and strong winds are likely to increase in frequency
and severity. The social and economic disadvantage that already
exists will reduce people’s ability to cope and capacity to adapt
(Green 2006).
Indirect health effects of climate change will include those
from vector-borne diseases (those transmitted by flies, ticks,
cockroaches, mites and mosquitoes) and changes to water quality
and air quality. Vector-borne diseases are particularly prevalent
in the Top End (northern half of the Northern Territory) during the
wet season when conditions are hot and humid. Flies can spread
scabies and other diseases. Mosquitos are currently vectors
for Australian encephalitis and endemic polyarthritis. Waterborne diseases such as giardia and shigella are common among
Aboriginal children in the Top End. Both can be spread easily from
infected people to others, by eating infected food and drinking
untreated water. Already overcrowded housing conditions, poor
sanitation and poor housing materials create breeding grounds for
infectious disease. Climate changes will likely create conditions
suitable to new vectors or diseases (like malaria), or which expand
distributions of existing vectors, and so will expose an already
vulnerable population to further risks (Braaf 1999).
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Climate change is expected
to affect social, economic and
environmental aspects of life in
urban and peri-urban Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander
communities.

The anticipated social, mental health and wellbeing impacts as
a result of disasters and extreme weather events brought on
by climate change are likely to be numerous for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples living throughout Australia. Extreme
weather events have already led to experiences of loss, disruption
and displacement. There are also likely to be accumulated
mental health impacts of repeated exposure to natural disasters.
Acute traumatic stress is one psychosocial response recorded
amongst communities affected by disaster. It is also the poorest
communities that tend to have the weakest services and
infrastructure and so are most strongly impacted. Research
conducted into communities affected by Hurricane Katrina in the
USA showed higher rates of post-traumatic stress, depression,
domestic violence and significantly higher rates of suicide than the
rest of the population. This was attributed to the displacement,
unstable housing and lack of access to support services and
employment as a result of the hurricane (Fritze 2008).
Climate change is likely to have health impacts on urban as well
as rural communities. Indeed, climate change is likely to have
the greatest impact on city dwellers, particularly those in lowand middle-income nations around the world, and will include
increased incidents of food-borne disease, vector-borne disease
and water-borne disease in these areas (Barata et al. 2011). Climate
change is expected to affect social, economic and environmental
aspects of life in urban and peri-urban Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities. The quality of life is expected to diminish and
community and environmental assets will be lost (Low-Choy 2013).
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For cultures that integrate relationships with
the natural system and with other humans,
climate stresses have a compounded impact
on health, both individually and collectively.

For cultures that integrate relationships with the natural system and
with other humans, climate stresses have a compounded impact
on health, both individually and collectively. Threats to native lands
are equally seen as threats to people, cultural practices and beliefs.
The ability of communities to reproduce the traditions they have
practiced for many generations is also threatened. A climate justice
framework recognises that a set of unjust conditions can remove or
restrict the ability of individuals and communities to function fully.
These conditions undermine health, destroy economic and cultural
livelihoods, and present general environmental threats (Schlosberg
& Carruthers 2010). Traditional owners living in remote areas are
likely to face increased psychological, physiological, economic
and spiritual stress as it becomes more difficult to look after their
country (Green, King & Morrison 2009).
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Utilising community capabilities
The homeland movements, whereby people return to their original
family place and self-manage the natural resources, is one way
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are reclaiming
their ability to respond to the challenges they face, whether
socio-economic or climate related. Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people have reclaimed ownership of around 20% of
Australia (Green & Minchin 2014, p. 264).
People’s connection to land, or ‘country’, is increasingly being
understood as important in an Aboriginal concept of health
(Green & Minchin 2014). There is also evidence that Indigenous
environmental management practices such as natural resource
management have multiple social, economic and health cobenefits (Green & Minchin 2014). There are also co-benefits of
strengthening connections between people and place, and of

Part 2: Health

developing strategies to build resilience (Green & Webb 2015).
It is through exploration of some of these strategies and
management practices, that an understanding of appropriate
adaptation and management strategies for Australia more widely
might be formed.
Studies have shown that association with and caring for
ancestral lands is a key determinant of improved health. A
study by McDermott et al. (1998) indicated that those living
on homelands had lower rates of diabetes, cardiovascular risk
factors, hospitalisation and death compared with those in more
centralised communities.
Adding to this growing understanding about the health benefits of
connection to country, a number of ‘Caring for Country’ projects
have been established. Caring for Country projects are activities
that connect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
with their ancestral lands through application of TEK to build
sustainable livelihoods and engage in land and sea management.
Health screening following involvement in these projects found
that caring for country was associated with significantly lower
levels of psychological distress. Partly this was attributed to the
increase in physical activity associated with caring for country
projects, and partly due to the social and emotional wellbeing
benefits. The biodiversity impacts were also found to be beneficial
(Berry et al. 2010).

‘Culture Camps’ for their young people for a number of years.
The women elders believe that through reconnecting with culture,
the health of the country and the well-being of young people
will improve.
As health impacts of climate change affect increasing numbers
of people, it will be important to draw on and give recognition
to Indigenous knowledges. Strategies that encourage a return
to homelands, caring for country and teaching culture can have
positive impacts on health and wellbeing of people and the land.

Studies have shown that
association with and caring
for ancestral lands is a key
determinant of improved health.

The Kapululangu Aboriginal Women’s Association (2015) located
in Balgo, a small town north of Alice Springs, has been running
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Part 3: Food
Food is another area where climate change is likely to compound existing injustice and wealth disparities.
Indigenous people around the world are noticing links between destructive environmental policies and the
widespread hunger, malnutrition and diet-related disease associated with limited access to food (Norgaard,
Reed & Van Horn 2011). As a result of colonisation and the subsequent establishment of missions,
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples no longer have the same level of control over the food they
eat and how they eat it than they did pre-1788. This is having a detrimental effect on diet-related health
and other aspects of life. Initiatives that draw on knowledge of the land and traditional methods of food
production provide insights into how climate-related food challenges could be addressed in Australia.

Food and injustice
There is enough food globally to feed everyone. The Food and
Agriculture Organisation data tells us that the world’s agriculture
production exceeds the food need of our current population, and
that on a per capita basis food availability is actually increasing
(FAO 2012). The problem is that food is not distributed equitably,
leaving the majority of the world’s people hungry while the few
wealthiest people in the world live in relative opulence, throwing
away millions of tonnes of fresh food every year.
Indigenous peoples, peasant farmers, landless people, women
farmers, migrants and agricultural workers around the world are
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mobilising around this injustice. They have lost the right and ability
to attain their own food due to colonisation by settlers or large food
corporations, and the failure of national systems to retain skills and
traditions that once ensured food security for all.
One example of this systemic failure is the experience of the Karuk
people in North America, who had survived for tens of thousands
of years off the land and then became hungry as a result of racism
and environmental injustice. Karuk traditional land management
practices have been damaged, wealth has been transferred to
non-Indigenous hands, and the environment has been degraded. In
particular, it is believed that genocide, lack of recognition of land
occupancy and title, and forced assimilation have contributed
to the hunger of the Karuk people. Failure to recognise Karuk
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traditional management practises, land tenure, and fishing rights
have all contributed (Norgaard, Reed & Van Horn 2011).
In Australia, the situation is incredibly similar. As a result of
missionary and colonial influences and the gradual migration
from rural to urban areas, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities have been progressively moving from predominantly
hunter-gatherer lifestyles to more sedentary European lifestyles.
While the diets and lifestyles of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples differed greatly across the country, there has been a
noticeable overall shift from a varied, nutrient dense diet to a high
energy diet that is higher in fat and refined sugars. This change
has had a significant negative impact on health and wellbeing
(National Health and Medical Research Council 2000; Bussey 2013).
The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey
found that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander rates for diabetes/
high sugar levels were between three and five times higher than
the comparable rates for other Australians in all age groups from
25 years and over. They were also three times as likely as other
Australians to have diabetes/high sugar levels (Australian Bureau of
Statistics 2013).
Many remote Aboriginal communities are accessing far more store
bought food and far less traditionally collected or locally produced
food (Brindlecombe et al. 2013). Outback stores are limited in the
variety and nutrition levels of the food that is available, plus prices
are more expensive due to transport costs. Thus further limits are
placed on access to healthy food. While Aboriginal communities
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in remote areas are able to access some traditional foods through
hunting, fishing and harvesting, they are still shown to be 28% more
likely to run out of food (Bussey 2013).
Aboriginal people in cities and towns also report higher rates of
food insecurity than other Australians, as a result of relying more
on store bought food and limited access to locally grown, fresh
food. This is mainly due to limited access to transport, storage and
cooking facilities (Rosier 2011; Browne 2009). As a result, Aborginal
Australians have lower levels of nutrition than other Australians.
Specific nutrition-related health issues such as Type 2 diabetes,
cardiovascular disease and renal disease that disproportionately
impact Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are all linked
to a poor diet (NHMRC 2000; Brimblecombe et al. 2013). It is well
known that there are links internationally between race, class and
insufficient nutrition and lifestyle-related disease (Morales 2011).

A food sovereignty lens
An important lens for considering these issues is food
sovereignty, which considers the way food is grown, processed,
distributed and traded, and how the benefits of the world’s food
systems are shared (Windfuhr & Jonsen 2005). Food sovereignty
considers the right to produce one’s own food, whereas food
security only looks at access to sufficient, safe and healthy food.
The idea is that citizenship is claimed and people’s rights are
realised through the actions of farmers and farming
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communities. The concept of food sovereignty is closely linked
to self-determination (Andree et al. 2014).

Food sovereignty recognises
that the right to food is often
denied or restricted when
control of supply rests with
those with the greatest power.

Often the benefits of food production are inequitably distributed.
Food sovereignty recognises that the right to food is often
denied or restricted when control of supply rests with those
with the greatest power. In 2002, the People’s Food Sovereignty
Network defined food sovereignty this way:
Food Sovereignty is the right of peoples to define their own
food and agriculture; to protect and regulate domestic
agricultural production and trade in order to achieve
sustainable development objectives; to determine the extent
to which they want to be self-reliant; to restrict the dumping
of products in their markets; and to provide local fisheriesbased communities the priority in managing the use of and
the rights to aquatic resources. Food Sovereignty does not
negate trade, but rather it promotes the formulation of
trade policies and practices that serve the rights of peoples
to food and to safe, healthy and ecologically sustainable
production (Windfuhr & Jonsen 2005, p. 11).
The Nyeleni Declaration, made in 2007, is a statement from
over 500 farmers from more than 80 countries representing
fisher folk, Indigenous peoples, family farmers, rural workers,
migrants, pastoralists, forest communities, women, youth,
consumers, and rural and urban people. It sets out the right of
peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced
through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their
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right to define their own food and agriculture systems. It puts
the aspirations and needs of those who produce, distribute and
consume food at the heart of food systems and policies rather
than the demands of markets and corporations. It says of
food sovereignty:
It defends the interests and inclusion of the next generation.
It offers a strategy to resist and dismantle the current corporate
trade and food regime, and directions for food, farming,
pastoral and fisheries systems determined by local producers
and users. Food sovereignty prioritises local and national
economies and markets and empowers peasant and family
farmer-driven agriculture, artisanal-fishing, pastoralist-led
grazing, and food production, distribution and consumption
based on environmental, social and economic sustainability.
Food sovereignty promotes transparent trade that guarantees
just incomes to all peoples as well as the rights of consumers
to control their food and nutrition. It ensures that the rights to
use and manage lands, territories, waters, seeds, livestock and
biodiversity are in the hands of those of us who produce food.
Food sovereignty implies new social relations free of oppression
and inequality between men and women, peoples, racial
groups, social and economic classes and generations
(Nyeleni Declaration 2007).

available for community gardens, for example, are depriving
citizens who have limited land of the right to grow their own food,
thus making them increasingly reliant upon rich landowners and
agricultural corporations. Movements that seek to take back the
right to garden must grapple with the power that the industrial food
system exerts (Winne 2010).
Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Australia are
aware of this tendency, noting that access to domestic agricultural
production and trade have become increasingly limited since
colonisation, as has access to water, land, livestock breeds and
seeds (Windfuhr & Jonsen 2005). Degradation of agricultural land
and fishing waters due to urbanisation and increases in population
size have also impacted access to food (Windfuhr & Jonsen 2005).
More recently, mining and coal seam gas companies have further
undermined food sovereignty. For example, the Redbank Copper
Mine leaked poisonous chemicals into the region’s creeks and
waterways and the McArthur River Mine, resulting in hundreds of
lead-poisoned cattle (Kerins 2015).

Food sovereignty has been a useful framework for Indigenous
peoples around the world to consider their right to food. At the
community level, local jurisdictions where land is not made
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Climate change and food
According to the IPCC, rising temperatures and the increased
variability of rainfall that is expected under climate change will
have an impact on the availability of food and viability of agriculture
production in Australia (Collette 2014).
It has been predicted that climate change will have impacts on food
production and food security globally. Changes in temperature and
conditions will change land suitability and crop yields. Temperature
rise might also bring additional pests. Increased incidents of
extreme weather events such as flood and drought will also destroy
crops and animals (Schmidhuber & Tubiello 2007) and have negative
impacts on crop yields, production and costs (IPCC 2014). Shifts
in rainfall will also make previously productive land infertile and
cause erosion and desertification (AHRC 2008). The abundance
and availability of marine and freshwater aquatic species will also
change. There will be an impact on crop yields as temperatures rise
to 30oC. Smallholder agricultural practices will also be impacted
by increases in climate shocks, and the extent to which people’s
practices can adapt to changes will determine their success in
surviving (IPCC 2001).

Marilyn, a Kuku Nyungkal woman, has noticed the seasons getting
progressively hotter each year. She has observed that food is
disappearing and the rising temperatures are stifling the plant and
animal life in the Nyungkal bubu which is driving animals to higher
altitudes and transforming previously flowing streams into more
billabong-like pools of stagnant water (Castillo 2009).
Yidumduma Bill Harney, who grew up in the bush has also noticed
changes in his land. What he refers to as the “supermarket in
the bush” has been affected by climate change, drought, flood,
earthquake, and globalisation. He explains that all their bush food
has been destroyed. The “knock ‘em down rain” (really heavy rains
following the monsoons) used to come every year up to about the
1940s and 1950s. “In those days”, he said, “the rivers were full,
everything was neat”, and there were “lots of different plants”. Back
in about 1955 the drought came and there was hardly any rain, and
the river and billabongs were no longer full. Bill observed that “you
don’t see the grass knocked down these days” and “the rainmakers
are all dead and gone now” (Changing Land 1 2013).

Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are already
noticing changes in their environment that have had an impact
on food. Van Neervan (2015) reports that “the Murrumbur people
from Kakadu are noticing the effect of salt-water intrusion on the
availability of traditional foods. Balanced country is particularly
important to sustaining populations of magpie geese in Kakadu”.
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Adaptation and traditional
knowledge
Traditional knowledge is being overlooked by governments and
policymakers in strategies for adaptation to climate change, and
yet there is a wealth of knowledge and expertise that could be
drawn from. Evidence from first-hand accounts, and the study
of plants’ fire history suggests that the natural environment in
Australia prior to 1788 was managed quite deliberately. Fire was
used to care for the land, and numbers of animals and edible
plants were controlled as needed through the careful use of food
and water, and knowledge of the seasons (Gammage 2011).
Many communities are seeing value in tapping into these
knowledges and taking the initiative to develop their own
adaptation and mitigation plans. The National Climate Resilience
and Adaptation Strategy 2015 (Department of Environment 2015)
indicates that a number of initiatives have been developed to
support farmers’ resilience to climate change and CSIRO has
conducted research into climate resilient crop management.
The report highlights work that has been done looking at how
vulnerable communities cope with climate change and there is a
disaster risk management plan. Yet almost no mention is made
in the National Climate Resilience and Adaptation Strategy of
the specific situation facing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples: the ways in which colonisation and dispossession have
changed the control over food, the loss of traditional knowledge
about food production and management, and what will be done
about it.
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There are a number of positive initiatives communities have
established to counter the threats to food sovereignty which
are exacerbated by climate change. One example is the Mullum
Mullum Indigenous Gathering Place (MMIGP), an Aboriginal owned
organisation in the eastern metropolitan region of Melbourne
that was established in 2006 to address the food security needs
identified by the Aboriginal community. MMIGP established the
food bank program which supports around 20 Aboriginal families
every fortnight. Operating as a food cooperative, the organisation
ensures the supply of fresh healthy food. Each fortnight, the co-op
volunteers make a morning trip to pick up fresh produce, including
fruits, vegetables and dairy goods from the Second Bite warehouse
in Melbourne. The fortnightly box of fresh food has supplemented
family diets and encouraged people to try new foods they have
never tasted before. People volunteer their time to the project,
which means they do not feel any shame walking in empty handed
(Browne et al. 2009).
The Bulgarr Ngaru Medical Aboriginal Corporation (BNMAC) has
developed a fruit and vegetable program for local residents.
Recognising that poor nutrition appeared to be a significant
problem in many local Aboriginal communities, the BNMAC fruit
and vegetable program involves the provision of a weekly $40 box
of subsidised fruit and vegetables with an individual contribution
of five dollars. Cooking classes, nutrition education and preventive
health activities are offered to participants with individual
consultations by dietitians also available. The program currently
has funding for 50 families with a waiting list of eligible families due
to funding constraints (Browne et al. 2009).
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Food security is a challenge for remote
communities where store bought food has
taken over from locally produced food, and
access to healthy food is reduced.

Food security is a challenge for remote communities where store
bought food has taken over from locally produced food, and
access to healthy food is reduced. Brimblecombe et al. (2015)
have developed a participatory decision making approach to food
system planning, taking into account the food security constraints
that exist for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.
Developed with the participation of stakeholders from food-related
service providers, government, non-government organisations
and community leaders the process identified a number of areas
where the food system could be improved in four Aboriginal
communities in coastal north, desert and inland contexts. These
included changes to law and regulations relating to use of
traditional food, more leadership training and capacity building of
community leaders, social efforts to increase community support
for healthy eating, skills and training in cooking and nutrition, a
school breakfast program, reliable water supply, activities that
incorporate care and management of the land, and improvements
to the transport and delivery infrastructure affecting food supply
(Brimblecombe et al. 2015).
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One example of such a system working is the Eingana Community
Gardens (2015). This project exercises the right to garden, and
enables solidarity by bringing communities together to design, build
and tend a garden that incorporates traditional bush tucker and a
vegetable patch at the local pre-school. Members of the community
are involved every step of the way and education about nutrition
and health is woven into the program.
While these grassroots actions that localise production and return
a small fraction of power from corporations to communities are
to be commended, many global food movements are calling for
transformation of food systems on a larger scale. Globally, peasant
movements have been calling for changes to who has ownership of
agricultural land. They are also calling for recognition and credit for
local food producers, fair markets and the right to dignified rural
livelihoods (Holt-Gimenez 2011).
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Part 4: Indigenous modelling for
adaptive capacity
At the heart of climate injustice is the threat to native lands. Climate injustice is expressed by Indigenous
leaders as “a set of conditions that remove or restrict the ability of individuals and communities to function
fully—conditions that undermine their health, destroy economic and cultural livelihoods, or present
general environmental threats” (Schlosberg & Carruthers 2010, p. 18). These conditions are brought about
by dispossession, colonisation, discrimination and political exclusion. Indigenous activists see these
threats to their native lands as not just assaults against their communities, but also as an undermining of
cultural practises and beliefs. It is the ability of communities to reproduce those traditions and stand up
against these assaults that will be key to addressing climate injustice (Schlosberg & Carruthers 2010).
The focus for many climate justice movements is building
community capabilities and empowerment, as well as seeking
recognition, respect, autonomy and participation in the political
decision making process. Indigenous peoples around the world are
recognising the ecological knowledge of their ancestors and tying
their struggles for rights and recognition directly to resource, land,
and environmental claims (Schlosberg & Carruthers 2010).
These understandings about addressing climate injustice go hand
in hand with understandings about responding to climate change.
A research project conducted by Low-Choy et al. (2013) examined
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literature related to the impacts of climate change on urban and
peri-urban Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians and
revealed among other things that climate change adaptation
mechanisms need to be determined collaboratively. Community
based approaches are most likely to build individual and collective
adaptive capacity.
While many climate justice advocates and policy makers recognise
the need for urgent action to respond to a changing climate here
in Australia, it has been highlighted that “there are few who look
to Indigenous knowledges for solutions” (Van Neervan 2015).

Part 4: Indigenous modelling for adaptive capacity

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities in Australia are
using the ecological knowledge of their ancestors in their struggles
for rights and recognition and in work being done to improve
adaptive capacity and strengthen participation and influence on
traditional lands.
Kaurna philosopher Uncle Lewis O’Brien notes the knowledge of the
Pitjantjatjara people and says they:
...knew in 2008 the River Murray would flood in 2010. The
Pitjantjatjara knowledge wouldn’t have stopped the flooding,
but it could have reduced the flood damage by way of more
time being available to take precautions. And if Indigenous
environmental knowledge was more readily available they
would have been forewarned and let the water go from the
Wivenhoe Dam and this would have reduced the damage to the
flooded areas of Queensland. (Van Neervan 2015)
Uncle Lewis O’Brien also talks about his Aunty Vera, who
commented 40 years ago about the disappearance of frogs. He
notes that it is only now that the universities are talking about
frogs going missing. (Van Neervan 2015)
The Yorta Yorta people have used the deep knowledge they
have of their lands to involve young people and elders in the
mapping of climate changes with a view to improving adaptation
decisions that affect Yorta Yorta and the wider community. This
has increased the knowledge and capacity of the Yorta Yorta to
engage in effective natural resource management and decisionmaking (Griggs et al. 2013).
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The Miriwoong people inhabit the Keep River area in the Northern
Territory. Between 2009 and 2013 a project sought to develop a
climate change adaptation methodology that was participatory
and ethnographic. The project incorporated TEK of weather with
observations of change and produced the Miriwoong Seasonal
Calendar as the outcome of its work. During the course of
developing this project, people increasingly helped facilitate
meetings, led discussions and developed focus group topics. The
project noted that individual capacity was being developed and
the community as a whole had an increased awareness of the
vulnerability of their country to impacts of climate change. Further
research has the potential to create increased capacity to adapt
to future impacts from climate change (Leonard 2015).
TEK has, until recently, been seen as at odds with ‘western
science’ but a number of studies indicate the benefits of linking
Indigenous knowledge with western scientific technique. One
example of collaboration between western science and traditional
knowledge for improved adaptation to climate change is the
Kooma lands in far western Queensland. The Kooma people
reclaimed ownership of their traditional lands in 2000 and have
been working to restore the land to a state of greater ecological
balance. In addition to conducting wildlife surveys and restoring
old water holes, they engaged Engineers without Borders to
support them in a project to install solar panels on the property.
This was in order to decrease their reliance upon the grid, save
money, and therefore provide greater self-reliance for the
community (Engineers without Borders 2009).
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The West Arnhem Land Fire Abatement project (WALFA) has
applied traditional land management practices to the reduction
of greenhouse-gas emissions from bushfires. The early dry season
burning practices reduce wildfires and protect and conserve the
environmental and cultural values of the region (Australian Human
Rights Commission 2007).
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Indigenous knowledges are important in addressing climate change,
as well as in addressing the injustice inherent in systems that
disadvantage certain communities and people. Policy needs to
recognise the TEK that exists in this country if strategies to adapt
to climate change are expected to be effective.

Part 4: Indigenous modelling for adaptive capacity

Conclusion
Climate change is having a negative impact on all Australians, but it is impacting Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples differently and disproportionately. Numerous personal accounts outline the
changes to health and wellbeing, and to the right to food, and highlight the injustice inherent in the
structures that have already placed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples at a disadvantage.
A climate justice lens has enabled an exploration of how affected
communities are demanding procedural justice, mutual respect,
self-determination and participation in decision making processes.
A capabilities framework has enabled the exploration of Indigenous
knowledges and such an understanding is the key to climate change
adaptation and mitigation strategies.
Aboriginal concepts of health incorporate notions of mental,
spiritual and emotional wellbeing as well as physical health, and
include a holistic notion of connection to land, spirituality and
culture. Therefore, impacts to the land and environment as a result
of climate change must be viewed alongside impacts to people and
communities. The existing health and wellbeing disparities between
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and other Australians are so
because of the compounding factors of existing health burdens and
social and economic disadvantage as well as location.
In order to address these challenges, communities are drawing on
thousands of years of TEK about climate and about maintaining
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a healthy country. ‘Caring for country’ projects on traditional
homelands are utilising traditional natural resource management
practises to care for country, and using the teaching of culture as
a way of improving the mental and physical health of the younger
generations. In these cases, there are demonstrated co-benefits of
climate change adaptation and caring for country in terms of mental
and physical health.
Already inadequate access to sufficient food for healthy livelihoods
is under threat for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities
as a result of climate change. Communities that are already more
vulnerable to extreme weather events and changes in temperature
because of their location or reliance upon weather-dependant crops
and limited access to nutritious foods, are now experiencing further
stressors as temperatures rise and rainfall patterns change.
Communities are drawing on their strengths—traditional knowledge
of the land and weather, strong family networks and the ability to
self-organise. Examples of projects to improve food production and

Conclusion

dietary knowledge through the use of traditional knowledge and
community networks are a demonstration of adaptive capacity.
Furthermore, there are numerous examples of traditional knowledge
being used to respond to climate change. Traditional fire abatement
practices minimise bushfire damage and the teaching of traditional
knowledge of weather patterns through development of a seasonal
calendar are some ways to prepare communities for adaptation to
climate change.
Yet, despite traditional knowledges being utilised and communities
organising at the local level, the knowledge that has informed
climate change adaptation at the community level is absent
in government policies and strategies and representation of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in government-led
policy consultations is rare.
There are a number of comments and recommendations arising
from this paper:

•• Climate change multiplies stressors already present in

disadvantaged communities such as historical disadvantage
as a result of colonisation, dispossession and discrimination.

•• Policy development in Australia should recognise the

•• Policy makers must seek meaningful input, engagement

and participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples in decisions and activities that affect them.

•• Adaptive capacity to climate change, and community health
and wellbeing, could be improved if Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples had enhanced access to ‘country’.

•• Those with the most power—settlers and big corporations—
are making decisions about land and the environment, while
those living on the land or most reliant upon it for their
livelihoods suffer the consequences of these decisions
(most often made on the basis of what is profitable).

•• Initiatives that return power over food production, access
and trade back to those most impacted can improve
nutrition awareness and community capacity.

•• Collaborative approaches to climate change adaptation that
build in traditional knowledge can enhance cultural identity
and have co-benefits for Australia’s environmental policy.

•• Those initiatives that are community-led or that involve

meaningful participation of community members and leaders
will have the most successful and durable outcomes.

systemic problems of colonisation, dispossession and
discrimination that underlie the disadvantage experienced
by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.
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