DISCUSSION BRIEF

Integrating ecosystem- and community-based adaptation:
Lessons from Model Forests in Latin America
Adaptation to climate change is crucial for many developing
countries, particularly in rural communities, where poverty and
dependence on climate-sensitive natural resources combine to
create severe vulnerability. In these contexts, two approaches to
adaptation have emerged that aim to meet these communities’
specific needs and build their capacity to adapt:

ecosystem- and community-based approaches, and to identify
successful strategies that could potentially be scaled up and out.3

The Model Forests approach

EcoAdapt’s work was anchored in Model Forests in each of
the landscapes. First developed in the 1990s, the Model Forests
approach aims to address the communities’ social, cultural and
economic needs while ensuring the long-term sustainability of
large landscapes in which forests are an important feature.4

• Ecosystem-based adaptation focuses on protecting and
strengthening biodiversity and ecosystem services as a key
adaptation strategy. The emphasis is thus on ensuring the
sustainable management, conservation and restoration of
ecosystems that people depend on.

Model Forests are broad-based initiatives covering forests,
farms, protected areas, rivers and towns. In EcoAdapt, scientists
and civil society organizations working in the Model Forests
collaborated to explore water governance issues in the context
of local development and in the face of climate variability and
change. Using a bottom-up process, the project facilitated the
co-generation and sharing of knowledge among scientists and
diverse stakeholders operating across scales and policy areas.

• Community-based adaptation puts community members at
the centre of adaptation planning, enabling them to identify
their own needs, set priorities, and find solutions based on
their own knowledge and capacities. A key focus here is to
empower communities to adapt.1
Each of these approaches has valuable benefits, but very often
they are used in isolation: one or the other, even though both
have elements that are crucial to rural communities. Thus, in
recent years, there has been growing interest in integrating the
two.2 This briefing note describes lessons learned from the integration of both approaches in the EcoAdapt project.

In all three sites, ecosystem-based adaptation strategies have
been implemented alongside processes with a community-based
adaptation component. The pilot activities chosen were tailored
to each context – there is no “one size fits all” – and the timeframes and scales also varied. Table 1 offers some examples.
Table 1: Integrating ecosystem- and community-based
adaptation in EcoAdapt5

EcoAdapt has been a five-year, EU-funded action research
project co-led by CIRAD, a French agricultural research and
international cooperation organization, and CATIE, the Tropical
Agricultural Research and Higher Education Center, with seven
partners. Launched in January 2011, it aimed to develop longterm climate adaptation strategies for water resources that can
gain wide social acceptance.

Ecosystem-based
adaptation
• Ecological restoration:
slope protection through
medicinal crop species,
protection of water sources
• Improved irrigation
and drainage systems,
construction of gates
in water channels for
irrigation
• Establishment of forest
belts that act as natural
windbreaks
• Rainwater harvesting
• Creation of a watershed
protected area
• Use and commercialization
of wild resources and nontimber forest products

The project focuses on three forest-rich Latin American
landscapes: the Chiquitania in Bolivia, Jujuy in Argentina,
and Araucarias del Alto Malleco in Chile. Our goal is to invite
further dialogue about the benefits and challenges of integrating

Community-based adaptation
• Co-production of knowledge on water
governance and ecosystems with a range of
multiple actors
• Participatory socio-institutional network analysis
• Screening of adaptation options based on local
priorities and needs, and ‘social’ validation of
options
• Establishment of local leadership groups
for improved governance at the municipal
level (e.g. creation of watershed committees,
task force groups for improved watershed
governance)
• Introduction of improved cookstoves made with
local materials
• Improvement of water supply for vulnerable
community groups through wells and water
pumps
• Strengthening capacity for dialogue and conflict
resolution around water resources management
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What are the benefits of integrating both
approaches?

Knowledge-sharing between scientists and stakeholders in the
Chiquitano Model Forest.

Community ownership: Directly involving community members in the adaptation planning process, drawing on local knowledge, and strengthening local leadership groups have all helped
build local ownership of the adaptation processes. This will also
make the strategies more sustainable over time (e.g. farmers’
cooperatives in Jujuy), especially because local actors have been
involved since the beginning of the project.
Linking people and nature: The integration of both approaches
has highlighted the interconnections between different socioecological systems.6 This has raised the environmental aware-

ness of community members and other local actors, leading
them to value ecosystems more highly, building knowledge and
enhancing adaptive capacity.
Seeing the big picture: Where community-based adaptation
highlights local issues and concerns, the ecosystem perspective
links them with processes and changes taking place on a larger
scale. This is particularly relevant where actions or impacts in
one place affect resources and ecosystem services in another
– such as when poor watershed management leads to water
scarcity or poor water quality downstream.
Clarifying different perspectives: Differences in concepts,
perspectives and terminology can hinder communication among
different actors. Bringing people together to share their perspectives and knowledge can help build a shared understanding
of the issues and identify common interests. Furthermore, by
tackling ecosystems functions, goods and services together, this
approach helps to provide a holistic view of problems and solutions, including the multiple actors and institutional collaborations needed for successful adaptation.

What have been the challenges in achieving
more systemic solutions?

Waning motivation: Keeping everyone motivated throughout the adaptation process, especially at the community level,
remains difficult. Limited technical capacity and knowledge
among key local actors contributes to this problem. Sustained
engagement is crucial, however, because the pilot actions only
address a fraction of the problems faced by these communities,
sectors and ecosystems.
Effective and inclusive participation is still challenging: For
example, in Bolivia, cattle ranchers have shown little interest in
participating in the adaptation planning process. This is particularly problematic because cattle ranchers are seen as the main
contributors to the loss of ecosystem functions and services.
They are also the actors with highest economic and territorial
influence in the Chiquitania region.
Weak and often-changing public sector: The public sector is not always well positioned to contribute to adaptation
processes, and turnover in government agencies can be high,
which is a particular concern with officials who play key roles
as change agents. Lack of transparency, cronyism, and corruption are also common problems, and they affect the credibility
of adaptation processes.
Power imbalances and mismatch between scales: A frequent
mismatch between different governance layers, affects the interplay between them. This is characterized by a diverse landscape
of actors with different mandates across geographic scales, and
is experienced in many countries around the world, but more
notably in developing countries.
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Balancing long-term with short-term needs: Communities
and governments often prioritize their more immediate needs,
but strengthening ecosystems and adapting to climate change
both generally involve longer time frames. The larger the scale
we work at, the more challenging is to resolve these conflicts, as
there are more actors – and interests – involved.

What else is needed for successful adaptation
up-scaling and out-scaling?

Linking ecosystem- and community-based approaches requires
adopting a socio-ecological systems approach to adaptation
to climate change. This means that not only the role of communities, institutions, and human rights and needs have to be
taken into account, but also ecosystem functions, goods and
services. Through EcoAdapt, we have used the Model Forests
as platforms to build partnerships between scientists and civil
society to co-produce knowledge around ecosystem services
and water governance.
Successful adaptation also requires securing finance, establishing supportive public policies, and integrating adaptation
in resource planning processes. When these complementary
processes are in place, they can reinforce one another and make
adaptation decision-making more efficient and effective. Finally,
it is important to develop accessible tools, support teams and
networks to empower local actors. Approaches such as farmer
field schools and “training of trainers” could facilitate up-scaling
and replication of these actions elsewhere.

Endnotes
1

To learn more about ecosystem-based adaptation, see: https://www.
weadapt.org/knowledge-base/ecosystem-based-adaptation. For resources
on community-based adaptation, see: https://www.weadapt.org/knowledgebase/global-initiative-on-community-based-adaptation-gicba.

2

See, e.g., Girot, P., Ehrhart, C., Oglethorpe, J. (2012). Integrating Community
and Ecosystem-Based Approaches in Climate Change Adaptation Responses.
Ecosystems & Livelihoods Adaptation Network (ELAN). http://www.careclimatechange.org/files/adaptation/ELAN_IntegratedApproach_150412.pdf.

3

The insights presented here are based on discussions at the MedForum
workshop in Palencia, Spain, on 12–16 October 2015. See: http://www.seiinternational.org/news-and-media/3263.

4
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