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The 2013 Resilience Academy 
Provides Insight on Livelihood 
Resilience of the Vulnerable Poor 
amidst Global Environmental 
Change 
The 2013-2014 cohort of the Resilience Academy took 
place from the 15th to 21st of September in Savar, 
Bangladesh. The event was co-organized by the United 
Nations University-Institute for Environment and 
Human Security (UNU-EHS), the International Centre for 
Climate Change and Development (ICCCAD), and the 
Munich Re Foundation (MRF). 

The Academy brought together 25 researchers and 
practitioners from 15 countries, field facilitators from 
Bangladesh, two senior experts (Professor David Lewis 
from the London School of Economics, and Mr. Moises 
Benessene from Mozambique’s Department of 
Meteorology), as well as scholars from UNU-EHS and 
ICCCAD. Participants  addressed key issues around 
livelihood resilience, applying concepts to the world’s 
poorest and most vulnerable communities, who stand 
to lose the most in the course of global environmental 
change. 
 

2013 Resilience Academy Participants.  
All Photos Copyright © UNU-EHS. All rights reserved.  

 
The participants came to the topic of livelihood 
resilience amidst global transformations at a very high 
level --most participants had a PhD or the equivalent 
work experience-- and were selected from a pool of 
nearly 400 candidates. As such, the participants were 
eager to get to work developing this theme. The 
meetings were designed to focus the group around an 
“IPCC/UNFCCC impact model.” The idea was that the 
group would develop a tightly linked set of scientific 
papers on livelihood resilience (IPCC impact), and from 
this original scientific research, a set of policy  
recommendations on livelihood transformation could 
be distilled in the form of a UNU-EHS policy brief after 
the 2014 meeting (UNFCCC impact). These would come 
in time for the 2015 global policy window (as we move 
into the era beyond Kyoto Protocol, Hyogo Framework, 
and Sustainable Development Goals, as well as beyond 
the Barbados Programme of Action +20). 
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Highlights included a field excursion, which was 
designed to illustrate the dynamics that are affecting a 
quarter of Bangladesh’s population, who live within a 
meter of sea level, and are subject to cyclones, 
flooding, erosion and permanent displacement.  

Participants split into two groups: one visited a rural 
site (Telta Union, Jafarganj Upazila, Manikganj District) 
that is being affected by riverbank erosion, and the 
other group visited two urban sites populated by 
environmentally displaced migrants (Bhola Slum, 
Mirpur, Dhaka, and Balir Math Slum, DHOS, Dhaka).  

These visits were intended to be a pedagogical tool to 
focus the participants on the need for livelihood 
resilience through the course of major transformations. 
Other highlights were the sessions led by facilitators.  
Robin Bronen JD PhD, whose work on climate change 
and resettlement in Alaska has been featured in the 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Science, took 
the group through a social-ecological monitoring tool 
for helping affected communities participate in the 
production of scientific knowledge. Erik Wetter (an 
assistant professor at the Stockholm School of 
Economics, and co-founder of Flowminder) explained 
the use of Big Data techniques in learning about 
mobility and livelihood tipping points.  Frank Thomalla 
from the Stockholm Institute of the Environment led 
the group to think about policy windows, constraints 
and opportunities around livelihood resilience. Lastly, 
Tom Tanner led us through a session on “Resilience 
Thinking,” which included an original song.  

As of January 2014 the group has developed 1 position 
paper and 18 abstacts, which will be developed during 
the coming year. 

“In the past academies we only usually invited academia and this was variable but this time we 
want to invite practitioners, policy makers, decision makers and academia. This will help to better 
understand each other and to create awareness on each site. Finally we want to have policy briefs, 
policy relevant research and the papers should have impact in the decision making.”   
 
Thomas Loster,  
 
Chairman Munich Re-Foundation, Germany 
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Exploring Livelihood Resilience 
amidst global environmental 
change: Resilience Academy 2013-
2014  

Introduction: 

The goal of the Resilience Academy 2013-2014 was to 
contribute to the timely and imperative topic of 
livelihood resilience amidst global environmental 
change. Livelihoods 
are the framework 
upon which all of 
human life rests. All 
of the relationships 
and activities that 
make our lives 
meaningful are 
dependent on our 
livelihoods. The 
poorest people 
around the planet 
often directly rely 
on ecosystems 
services, like the provisioning of water and fertile soil, 
for proper functioning of their livelihood systems.  
 
Ecosystems services are part of a network that sustains 
livelihoods, but global environmental change can sever 
those ties, undermine livelihood systems, and propel  
poor households into poverty and marginality. In  
the worst cases, environmental stress can render 
spaces unfit for livelihoods. A place without the 
possibility of livelihoods is uninhabitable.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant Laura Olson 
 

Laura Olson a visiting research scholar from 
George Washington University’s Institute for 
Crisis Disaster and Risk Management (ICDRM) 
took part in the first Social Vulnerability Acad-
emy in 2006. This Resilience Academy is the 
second UNU academy she has taken part in. 
She refers to her first experience as transfor-
mational just as the academy theme that year. 

The expert group 
that was convened in 
2006 she explained, 
have become individ-
ual mentors to her 
since then.  The rela-
tionship with the 
people she met then 
has blossomed and 
turned into an in-
credible network. She 
hopes for similar out-
comes of this years 

academy. The field trip gave her a real chance 
to understand the actual challenges these peo-
ple are confronted with on a normal day basis. 
This experience delivers a necessary nexus  
between practice and theory to better be able 
to understand livelihoods she continues. The 
challenge is not just to think about these prob-
lems or to do research and report out on them, 
but to affect change.   

“One of the things that I have learned at the resilience academy is the importance in 
Bangladesh of demonstrating that in order to address some of the coming climate 
change issues we need to have good community level, grassroots action but I have also 
learned that it is not enough in itself we also need top-down action by government 
and by civil society in order to prepare for changes which are already happening.” 
 
David Lewis  
 
Professor of Social Policy and Development 
London School of Economics, UK 
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Is humanity equipped to deal 
with significant transitions in 
livelihood systems arising from 
global environmental change?  

In 2015, international policy frameworks for climate 
change, disaster risk reduction and international 
development come to a crossroads. The Hyogo 
Framework, the Kyoto Protocol and the Sustainable 
Development Goals will all be reevaluated. To ensure 
that new policy frameworks work together to meet the 
needs of the people who will be most at risk to new 
environmental threats during the coming century, 
livelihoods resilience must be at the centre of the 
debate.    
 
To maximize the scientific contribution and impact on 
policy and practice, and thereby achieve the goal of the  
Resilience Academy 2013-2014, we convened and 

designed a two-year workshop around four 
complimentary outputs with an eye to these post-2015 
frameworks. First we plan an academic summary paper 
on livelihood resilience; second, we we will convene a 
special issue in an academic journal on the topic of 
livelihood resilience; third, we plan extract lessons 
from these scientific papers and build a policy brief on 
livelihood transformation; and finally, we will produce 
an action-research agenda for livelihood resilience.  
In the Resilience Academy 2013, the meetings and 
activities were built to make progress toward the first 
two outputs.  During the course of the meetings, 
participants had an opportunity to reflect on livelihood 
resilience and identify a number of emergent themes, 
like spokes around the central hub. After themes were 
identified, then participants volunteered to become 
their “champions,” and we dedicated time to develop 
those themes into papers, with the champions as first 
authors.  This process gave birth to a strong central 
framing question, and a powerful set of themes.  

“Livelihood resilience is of critical importance because it is an essential part of protecting people’s human rights 
without livelihood resilience people are not going to be able to live in habitual places meaning homes that 
provide them with shelter, with adequate water and food. So livelihood resilience is human rights protections!” 
 
 
Robin Bronen 
 
 
Human Rights Attorney and Researcher. University of Alaska Fairbanks, USA and Alaska Institute for Justice, USA 
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What does a livelihood  
resilience approach bring to 
thinking and practice? 

The term “resilience“ has become universally deployed 
in research and practice around climate change 
adaptation, but has been critiqued conceptually for 
lacking normative guideposts. System resilience is often 
a framed as technical or management challenge to the 
proper functioning of ecosystems services, while 
leaving out important considerations about the context 
in which ecosystem services are claimed, governed and 
delimited.  
 
In fact, the most powerful and their livelihood systems 
are often resilient, as are states of poverty, marginality 
and exploitation.  
 
A focus on systems behavior deemphasizes vulnerable 
people and the ecologically-derived livelihoods they 

depend on. Resilience as it is commonly misapplied, like 
adaptation, shifts the burden onto vulnerable 
individuals and households, and focuses on their 
deficiencies, rather than the system structures that 
undermine resilience. 

 
Nevertheless, livelihood resilience is a powerful framing 
concept for judging the basic requirements of poor 
people in the midst of global environmental change. In 
the Resilience Academy 2013, we determined a number 
of themes that should be developed in order for this to 
happen: 
 

 Livelihood resilience can maintain a focus on 
human agency, and sustainable development 
imperative. A focus on the livelihoods of poor, 
marginalised and vulnerable communities 
explicitly contains a pro-poor perspective on the 
distribution of impacts of climate change. 

 

“We hope that we can plant a seed of collaboration here in Savar in Bangladesh 
so that people and institutions can refer to these initiatives and ensure that the 
work continue beyond the 5 years that are set for the Resilience Academy.”   
 
Ina Islam 
 
Assistant Director ICCCAD, Bangladesh 
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 Livelihood resilience can enhance our 
understanding of the social dimensions of social
-ecological systems, including the importance of 
place, culture and identity. 

 

 Livelihood resilience can reframe adaptation to 
climate change in terms of innovative or 
radically different livelihoods strategies as 
places become less productive or uninhabitable 
as a result of environmental stress. 

 

 Livelihood resilience can form the basis for 
socially-based (rather than natural hazard-
based) approaches to understanding and 
managing environmental impacts. These may 
include migration flows or livelihoods 
transitions, which are signs of climate-induced 
transformation. 

 
The shocks and stresses linked to climate change are 
already beginning to push viable livelihoods systems  

 
across thresholds, driving abrupt shifts in people’s 
livelihoods. Climate change is one of a constellation of 
stressors driving change, but is becoming stronger in 
the most vulnerable places, like Bangladesh. The IPCC 
AR5 warns of dangerous climate change, and examples 
already exist where impacts are beginning to occur. 
The most problematic effect of dangerous climate 
change is the damage to livelihood systems, which 
endanger the global poor. Livelihood resilience, as a 
principle, can establish a fundamental minimum for 
people experiencing the brunt of climate change. 

“I have gotten new knowledge and skills for policy analysis and that I will 
use to design programs and advise our members of the parliament better.“ 
 
Stephen Peter Amunau  
 
Climate Change Advisor, Parliamentary Forum on Climate Change, Uganda 
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Field excursion to illustrate 
the dynamics that are 
affecting a quarter of 
Bangladesh’s population 

“One of the contact 
tools that we 
wanted to use to 
root our high level 
contextual thinking 
was a field trip, an 
excursion to affected 
systems in 
Bangladesh“ - Dr. 
David Wrathall (UNU
-EHS), one of the 
Academy‘s orginisers 
explains.  

Participant Roger-Mark de Souza 
 
Roger-Mark de Souza is the Director of Popula-
tion, Environmental Change and Security at 
the Woodrow Wilson Centre in Washington 
DC, USA. Roger-Mark, originally from Trinidad 
and Tobago in the Caribbean, feels a reso-
nance with Bangladesh since these topics are 
also very important to Islands and Island na-

tions  around 
the world. He 
points out that 
both Bangla-
desh and Island 
nations are 
highly vulner-
able yet ex-
tremely resil-
ient. Looking at 
these questions 
through a liveli-
hood lens allows 
us to under-

stand in appreciative ways that we can pro-
vide people in the high vulnerable  areas of the 
world solutions for responding, to prospering 
and creating individual sustainable living situa-
tions both for themselves and for their 
children.   
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We decided to both visit rural communities and urban 
communities that have been shaped by these 
transformational processed that we are facing in the 
upcoming decades. One group went to a rural area, 
Telta Union in Jafarganj Upazila, Manikganj District, 
where the people are facing some catastrophic 
riverbank erosion thats making life and livelihoods 
impossible. The secound group visited Bhola slum, in 
Mirpur, Dhaka, a slum composed of people that have 
left an area that became less habitual and less 

productive as a consequence of the same type of 
environmental processes. It is important to be able to 
connect these two processes, a two sides of a single 
livelihood system and draw a line between them so 
that we can focus the discussion on these different 
kinds of livelihood pathways.  
 

Andrea Rivera, a young professor from the National 
Autonomous University of Honduras (UNAH), was 
struck by the experience of visiting the rural site Telta 
Union, Jafarganj Upazila in Manikganj District. “What 
was extraordinary about the field trip experience was 
the possibility to see the real-life problems that 
communities are facing with flooding for example and 
all the social issues connected to the climate impact. 
Despite all these constant challenges the people in the 
community had an extremely strong social connection 
where they even shared their limited resources not just 
with us but also within the community. This might be 
an indicator of strong resilience in this community she 
points out.“ 

“For me the highlight of the whole academy was the opportunity to actually see 
what these concepts that we have been talking about for the actual last five days 
mean to individuals that are facing extreme pressures on their own livelihoods.”   
 
Nicholas Cradock-Henry 
Researcher Landcare Research, New Zeeland  
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When visiting Telta Union in Jafarganj Upazila, 
Manikganj District, Dr. Koko Warner, (UNU-EHS) asked 
a man what the people in one of the choosen sites 
would need to secure their livelihoods: 
 
“People need fresh water to drink, proper food to eat, 
a clean residence to live in and money to be able to 
afford to pay for their childrens educational cost“, he 
answered her.  

Dr. Warner continued by asking  if the man could 
explain what the consequences of the riverbank 
erousion are. He explained that people losing their 
homes are forced to move to the other side of the 
village, but the effect on their life is not only material. 
In the end they lose their hopes and dreams, their 
ambitions—they loose track of where they are going in 
life!    

“When you think about some of the changes that are occurring right now as well as in the future a question 
comes up: Is humanity equipped to deal with these transitions and their impacts in livelihood systems? I 
think that’s one of the biggest questions that are driving our tendencies here at the resilience academy when 
we’re talking to each other. Do we have what we need? Do we know what we need to manage transitions? So 
you don’t get abrupt shifts that cause disruption but there are smoother and that’s a big challenge.“  
 
Koko Warner 
 
Head of Section—United Nations University —Institute for Environment and Human Security, Germany 


