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What is HABC about?
Across the planet, species are being lost 
or changing their ranges rapidly, leading 
to possibly major changes in ecosystem 
processes. People must adapt to such 
change, alongside other changes, and 
the ways they adapt affects ecosystems,  
biodiversity and human well-being. The 
project develops conceptual frameworks, 
and methods to understand how people 
are adapting, especially in societies that 
are highly dependent on biodiversity, to 
a) raise awareness of the topic; b) better 
predict outcomes of biodiversity change 
for ecosystem services and human well-
being, and c) provide researchers and 
policy makers with tools to research and 
support adaptation ‘from below.’ 

To conceptualise human 
adaptation to biodiversity 
change, we need to determine:
• What changes are affecting people,
• How people perceive and understand 

these changes (local knowledge 
systems), 

• How people value biological 
resources, ecosystem services, and 
change in these, 

• How biological resources and 
ecosystem services function as 
livelihood assets and are affected by 
such change, 

• How people respond to change, and 
what affects their ability to respond, 

• How people’s adaptation in turn 
affects ecosystems, biodiversity, and 
the services that these provide,

• How adaptation-ecosystem feedbacks 
in turn affect people’s well-being. 

Methods: 
Partners from anthropology, economics 
and ecology at Kent, SOAS, and Oxford 
teamed with ATREE in India and Rhodes 
University in South Africa. Frameworks 
and methods were developed with the 
support of literature reviews and a study 
was done to test these in India, investi-
gating adaptation among Soliga tribals 
and Lingayat farmers in the Male 
Madeshewara Hills, using invasives as a 
proxy for biodiversity change that alters 
eco-systems in unexpected ways.

Results: 
1. Change in biodiversity and 
ecosystem services with Lantana 
camara invasion. The impact on 
these ecosystems was substantial, 
including: dense growth replaces 
forest under-growth species and 
reduces people’s access and visibility 
of wildlife (leopards, tigers, bears, 
elephants). The subsequent rise in 
injuries and fatalities from human-
wildlife encounters leads to reduced 
forest use as people become 
frightened. In the context of other 
changes affecting livelihoods, Lantana 
has reduced the amount and 
accessibility of forest grasses, so it is 
difficult to graze cows. Cows are a 
sacred cultural resource providing 
milk, income from calves, loan 
collateral, funds for weddings, and 
long-term security. Access to other 
NTFPs (e.g. bamboo, broom grass, 
wild foods) has declined; further 
impacting income and traditional 
lifeways.
2. Adaptation – economic and 
cultural variants? Livelihood 
responses to multiple changes include 
increased off-farm wage labour, 
substituting Lantana for scarcer 
traditional NTFPs (for handicrafts, fuel, 
etc.), and pooling (cattle) and rationing 
(grazing) resources. People would be 
more impoverished if they hadn’t 
diversified their livelihoods and 
institutions.
People often explain the Lantana 
‘scourge’ as a devil or evil god that has 
come to the land from afar. But differ-
ences in Soliga and Lingayat adap-
tation strategies show that culture, 

knowledge, and values affect 
people’s responses. Attitudes 
toward the forest have been 
transformed in ways threaten the 
traditional knowledge that supports 
forest livelihoods and values.

Discussion: 
More rigorous interdisciplinary 
conceptual frameworks are being 
developed that assess the role of 
local knowledge systems in 
adaptation, and ways that cognition 
and knowledge inform local values 
and decisions. A novel livelisys-
tems asset approach is wedded 
with cultural cognitive and 
ecological approaches to 
understand ways that biological 
resources and ecosystem services 
function as ‘livelisystem’ assets. 
Work is ongoing around shorter-
term responses and longer-term 
adaptation strategies when people 
manage environmental, 
institutional, economic, and cultural 
change simultaneously. The study 
shows that ecological and 
economic impacts of change are 
easier to detect. In contrast, 
impacts on culture, knowledge, 
values, and attitudes, which are 
just as important, are not easy to 
document. How adaptive strategies 
feed back into change in 
biodiversity and in ecosystem 
services (e.g. by reducing forest 
grazing, combating the invasion on 
farm land, reducing bamboo 
exploitation, etc.) also remains to 
be explored.

To join HABC’s growing network of 
interested researchers and policy 
makers, and to follow advances in 
the project, see: http://habc.eu. Also 
see three other posters presented at 
this conference by P. Howard,  and T. 
Thornton


