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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

This initiative is a follow-up project from the The Risk Interpretation and Action Fellows 
Seminar, which was held in December, 2013, in New Zealand. This seminar was coordinated 
by the WSS Fellows program of the International Social Science Council (ISSC), the RIA 
working group of the Integrated Research on Disaster Risk (IRDR) program, the IRDR 
International Center of Excellence Taipei, the International START Secretariat and the Royal 
Society of New Zealand.  
 
The RIA working group of the IRDR aims to improve our understanding of how individuals and 
groups make decisions when confronted with risk, by integrating a range of academic 
disciplines to address key questions and problems. Twenty-five early career researchers from 
around the world were selected to review the RIA framework under the theme of ‘decision-
making under conditions of uncertainty’, and develop novel theoretical approaches to respond 
to and improve this framework. Six working groups emerged during the seminar: 1. The 
assessment of water-related risks in megacities; 2. Rethinking risk communication; 3. The 
embodiment of uncertainty; 4. Communication in resettlement and reconstruction phases; 5. 
Inter-relating indigenous knowledge and disaster risk reduction; and 6. Multi-scale policy 
implementation for natural hazard risk reduction.  
 
The indigenous peoples and disaster risk reduction project aims to advance the formation of 
an international network and community of practice of indigenous and non-indigenous 
scholars, to inter-relate indigenous knowledge into decision and policy--‐making related to 

natural and human ‐made hazards and disasters. The initial group involved in this initiative 
includes researchers, faculty and indigenous persons working in New Zealand, Brazil, South 
Africa, Nigeria, United States and China.  
 
This report documents the main activities developed by project participants, which have 
involved: a) joint participation in events; b) organization of webinars; c) organization of an 
international workshop at University of Florida, with participation of students, faculty and 
Seminole leaders; d) Developing a video-documentary documenting the knowledge and 
cultural exchange between project participants and Seminole leaders in Florida; e) Developing 
a website for sharing information, building a community of practice and expanding the 
network; and f) Collectively preparing an academic paper for submission to the “International 
Journal on Disaster Risk Reduction”.  
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BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION 

 

 This initiative is a follow-up project from the Risk Interpretation and Action Fellows 

Seminar, undertaken in New Zealand in December, 2013. This seminar was coordinated by 

the WSS Fellows program of the International Social Science Council (ISSC), the RIA working 

group of the Integrated Research on Disaster Risk (IRDR) program, the IRDR International 

Center of Excellence Taipei, the International START Secretariat and the Royal Society of New 

Zealand (RIA Fellows 2014).  

According to the report on this seminar prepared by the RIA Fellows (RIA Fellows 

2014), the RIA working group of the IRDR aims to improve our understanding of how 

individuals and groups make decisions when confronted with risk, by integrating a range of 

academic disciplines to address key unanswered questions relating to (IRDR, 2012; 2013):  a) 

How can risk reduction policies and practices be generalized across hazards or to combinations 

of hazards, as well as across cultures? b)  How much emphasis should be placed on risk 

forecasting versus communication? c)  Why and when do local citizens’ evaluations of risk 

diverge from scientific forecasts? d)  How do people’s decisions, perhaps due to social norms 

and perceived or actual constraints on their freedom of choice, diverge from their evaluations 

of such risks? e) Within policy and planning, what priority is given to protection and restoration 

of existing infrastructure, rather than redesign for greater resilience or prevention?  

According to IRDR’s Strategic Plan (2013-2017), RIA focuses on four priority areas: 

1. Decision-making for uncertainty; 

2. Early warning systems; 

3. Adaptive management and resilience; and 

4. Individual perceptions and risk behaviour. 

A series of RIA workshops and meetings in 2011 led to a position paper by Eiser et al. 

(2012) that specifies the kind of research that needs to be conducted to address the above 

questions, and outlines a conceptual framework to understand risk interpretation and 

responses to natural hazards. The paper brings forth a number of key elements from the study 
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of human behavior and decision-making, including: 1. the definition of risk; 2. the definition of 

uncertainty; 3. characterizing previous research on risk in interpretation and decision-making; 

4. individual decision-making under uncertainty, beyond ‘rational choice’; 5. heuristics; 6. 

Decisions from experience; 7. learning; 8. trust in others; and 9. complexity, scale and social 

context. It concludes that the judgements underlying risk interpretation and action are not 

merely personal, but also interpersonal, and that while the literature behind these concepts is 

varied and extensive, it is not well integrated. More research that explores the interactions 

between human actors, social groups and natural hazards is required (Eiser et al. 2012). 

Twenty-five early career researchers from around the world were selected to review the 

RIA framework under the theme of ‘decision-making under conditions of uncertainty’, and 

develop novel theoretical approaches to respond to and improve this framework (Figure 1). Six 

working groups emerged during the seminar (Figure 2):  

1. The assessment of water-related risks in megacities;  

2. Rethinking risk communication; 

3. The embodiment of uncertainty;  

4. Communication in resettlement and reconstruction phases;  

5. The integration of indigenous knowledge in disaster risk reduction; and  

6. Multi-scale policy implementation for natural hazard risk reduction. 

The six working groups that emerged from this seminar developed specific research 

agendas based on their reflections on the RIA framework. These research agendas have a 

number of overlapping and interconnecting principles to address the issues linking risk 

interpretation and action (see Figure 1). Although these research agendas do not include all of 

the topics that could be addressed or stimulated by the RIA framework (Eiser et al. 2012), the 

outcomes below do reflect the thinking, knowledge exchange, and learning processes that 

took place among the fellows during the seminar, and the emergent themes that they view as 

critical, unaddressed in the current literature, and/or that link to their own research.   
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Figure 1. World Social Science Fellows, IRDR researchers, faculty and Maori 
collaborators of the Risk Interpretation and Action Seminar held in Wellington, 
New Zealand in December of 2013.  

 

 

Figure 2. The six working groups of the ISSC IRDR WSS RIA Fellows, as 
formed in December 2013, and their interconnected principles. Source: RIA 
Fellows (2014).   
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In a world facing increased uncertainty and risk from hazards and climate change, 

Indigenous Peoples are among the most vulnerable groups. Nevertheless, Indigenous 

communities around the world hold relevant knowledge to be applied in disaster risk reduction 

(DRR) research, initiatives and policies.  

We define indigenous knowledge as diverse bodies of social practices, beliefs, norms 

and perspectives that pertain to self-recognized cultural groups that share membership to a 

nation, society or tribe (Ellen and Harris 2000). These include cultural, symbolic, technological 

knowledge, natural resource management practices, beliefs and worldviews which are 

adaptive, context-specific and embedded in language and symbols (Berkes et al. 2000; 

Athayde et al. 2009). Indigenous knowledge is non-academic by nature. Academics, departing 

from a western science standpoint, have classified “indigenous knowledge” (IK) into domains, 

attempting to translate non-disciplinary lived knowledge into disciplinary discrete categories 

such as ecological knowledge, technological knowledge, crop knowledge and others. Brosius 

(2006) argues that, historically, scientists have greatly focused attention on ecological 

knowledge while ignoring other domains, as if they were separated in the local context of IK 

and its applications for environmental management. 

There is widespread recognition that Indigenous knowledge systems (IK) are vital 

components of environmental management, biodiversity conservation and sustainability 

(Gadgil et al. 1993; Berkes et al. 2000; Posey and Balick 2006; Heckenberger et al. 2007; Maffi 

and Woodley, 2010). According to Mercer et al. (2010) there has also been increased 

recognition of the importance of IK for coping with and adapting to environmental hazards and 

disasters (see also Cronin et al. 2004 a, 2004b; Dekens, 2007a, 2007b; Shaw et al. 2008). 

Nonetheless, practical and conceptual articulations or bridges between Indigenous peoples, 

scientists, politicians and society at large in knowledge production, sharing and integration are 

often poorly developed (Mercer et al., 2010, Raymond et al., 2010, Bohensky and Maru 2011). 

The gap between policy-makers, scientists, practitioners and indigenous peoples is large: it 

reflects a lack of effective communication and coordination among these actors, related to 

misunderstanding, power imbalances and essential differences in epistemological orientations 

(Agrawal 2002).  
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Sustainability challenges require new forms of knowledge production and integration 

within and beyond scientific disciplinary fields, oriented towards solving societal problems 

(Martens 2006, Lang et al. 2012). A key aspect of this engaged knowledge field is the 

involvement of actors outside academia into the research process, creating a shared 

understanding of social-ecological systems and disasters and exploring innovative approaches 

for producing knowledge that is relevant, credible and legitimate to local communities, 

scientists, practitioners and decision-makers (Gibbons et al. 1994, Reid et al. 2008, Lang et al. 

2012). Questions of who defines the agenda for research, ethics, power differentials in 

knowledge production and appropriation, ownership and identity of the research project and 

the political and financial dimensions of the research process and outcomes need to be asked 

and shared among researchers, practitioners, communities and policy-makers (Edwards et al. 

2008; Smith 2012).   

Approaching risk interpretation and action in different contexts and across diverse 

cultures deserves further synthesis and evaluation. This group’s research will review, analyze 

and aid the integration of IK into DRR. We propose to develop a multi-scale and multi-actor 

framework drawing from literature review as well as from experiences and challenges faced by 

indigenous peoples in China, New Zealand, Brazil, US and Nigeria (Figure 3). Such a 

framework should be flexible and respectful of local knowledge, practices, values, beliefs and 

approaches to risk, reflecting the specificities and dynamics that are flourishing among, and 

within, Indigenous communities (see Shaw et al., 2008 for a compilation of best practices and 

experiences on DRR in the Asia-Pacific region).  

Connecting, fostering exchange of ideas and experience, and facilitating training among 

representatives of indigenous communities who face natural, industrial and climate change-

related hazards is also a main goal of this collaborative work. The project has enabled 

connections of research approaching diverse nuances of risk perception and risk interpretation 

among Indigenous communities in different countries and contexts, as well as their creative 

responses or risk action. While researching these issues, it is important to step away from 

scientific knowledge conceptualizations of risks, in order to embrace the fact that risk might be 

interpreted and enacted differently across Indigenous communities, and the fact that their 
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subsequent responses and strategic adoptions may enable better risk actions for other 

communities (Shaw et al., 2008, Mercer 2010, Mercer et al., 2010).  In this preliminary report, 

we present the main activities developed by the IK and DRR group to date, as well as next 

steps planned toward the completion of the group paper and framework.  

 

 

Figure 3. Case-studies and geographic areas involved in the “Indigenous Peoples and Disaster 

Risk Reduction” project.  
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MAIN ACTIVITIES 

 

This report presents the main activities developed under the IK and DRR follow-up 

project to date. These activities include:  

 Participation in events; 

 Sharing knowledge and case-study research outcomes through on-line webinars; 

 Organization of an International Workshop in Florida, with participation of UF Faculty, 

researchers and students; 

 Production of a Video-documentary on IK and DRR, with participation by Seminole 

leaders in Florida 

 Development of a website to foster network development and membership to the 

indigenous knowledge and disaster risk reduction theme 

 Development of an academic paper presenting our exploratory framework and an 

integrated analysis of the diverse case-studies included in this initiative.  

Starting on July of 2014, the research team had on-line planning meetings and started to 

conduct literature review on indigenous knowledge and disaster risk reduction, sharing a folder 

with readings and literature which will also be made available in the group’s website to be 

designed and launched with the funds provided by this seed grant.  

The case-studies under development by each scholar involved in the project are (Figure 2): 

 New Zealand: earthquakes, Maori people and urban resilience. 

 China: landslides, climate change and indigenous peoples in Tibet. 

 Brazil: hydroelectric dam construction (human-made hazard), climate change and 
Amazonian indigenous peoples. 

 International study evaluating OFDA’s DRR programs across the Greater Horn of Africa, 
East and Southeast Asia and Central America. 

 Nigeria: flood events and rural development in Nigeria. 

 United Stated: Seminole indigenous groups’ knowledge, perspectives and management 
of hurricanes.  
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PARTICIPATION IN EVENTS 

 

Two researchers participated in the 2nd IRDR Conference, under the theme “Integrated 

Disaster Risk Science: A Tool for Sustainability”, from 7 – 9 June 2014 in Beijing, China. The 

Conference placed emphasis on the importance of science as a tool to address hazard risks 

and issues of sustainable development. Lun Yin and Simon Lambert presented at this 

conference, sharing preliminary insights across five countries and showing approaches for 

synthesising relevant data and information from the groups’ case studies in New Zealand, 

Brazil, Benin, Nigeria, and China, each dealing with a different hazard and disaster risk.  

The presentation, entitled ‘Integrating Indigenous Knowledge into Decision and 

Policy-Making for Disaster Risk Reduction’ was in an important session on Indigenous 

and Vulnerable Populations. Simon and Lun had a receptive audience to the group’s position, 

that in a world of increasing uncertainty and risk from hazards and climate change, Indigenous 

Peoples may be among the most vulnerable groups but nevertheless hold unique and 

invaluable Indigenous Knowledge applicable to disaster risk reduction and climate change 

adaptation. A discussion following the presentation explored the complexities around framing 

particular societies and communities as ‘Indigenous’ and the ethical issues of working with 

Indigenous collectives.  

The opportunity to present to highly motivated and professional scholars contributed to the 

projects stated outcomes of enabling an ongoing network necessary to continue this valuable 

research. Key themes addressed in the wider conference highlighted the shortfall on how 

science shapes decision-making concerning hazards and disasters. While addressing this will 

require inclusive approaches to integrate research and policy-making across all hazards and 

geographic regions, it is vital for the Indigenous Peoples that they are empowered to 

participate in this debate, and with a multi-scale engagement. In fact an Indigenous 

perspective could be argued for each of the themes presented over the three days, with the 

session on water and disasters giving a particularly chilling warning to the seriousness of some 

of risks associated with climate change and ongoing resource depletion environmental 

degradation and urbanisation, all of which impact significantly on Indigenous communities. 

http://www.irdrinternational.org/conference-2014/
http://www.irdrinternational.org/conference-2014/
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 In addition to participation in these events, the researchers involved in this project have 

presented their own research and case-studies linked to the project in other academic and 

non-academic events and seminars nationally and internationally.   

 

WEBINARS 

 

Project researchers and participants organized webinars and have compiled information 

about the featured case-studies, to enable cross-site learning and envision common points for 

the design of a comprehensive framework that can be applied internationally, but which would 

still remain sensitive to context specific issues. The webinars were recorded and can be 

accessed by clicking on the links below.  

 

Webinar 1) “Indigenous Urban Disasters: The experience of Maori in the Canterbury 

Earthquakes 2010-2012”. By: Dr. Simon Lambert, Lincoln University, New Zealand, October 

30, 2014.  http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p36j8ej7ntx/ 

Webinar 2) “Rural and Urban Dilemmas:  Copping with disasters in the aftermath of 

2012 flood in Nigeria.” By: Dr. Victor Ogbonnaya Okorie, Obafemi Awolowo University, 

Nigeria. December 15, 2014. http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p65xsygnkuf/ 

Webinar 3) “Building Resilience under a Changing Climate: Lessons Learned from an 

evaluation of the USAID OFDA’s Disaster Risk Reduction programs.” By: Dr. Marie-

Ange Baudoin, University of Cape Town, South Africa. December 18, 2014. 

http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p26qdxr4j91/ 

Webinar 4) “Negotiating Risk: Indigenous Peoples, Transdisciplinary Research and 

Hydroelectric Dam Development in the Amazon”. By Dr. Simone Athayde, University of 

Florida, February 17, 2015. http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p71hj90lfau/ 

 

  

https://mail.ufl.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=dUZYBn7l_Ea2beEPScEjjRKZjLb_4NEIrtq6z3BTgV3JgBuCmEa9aJMCXvVKONAIuy9g0RwsM0U.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fufifas.adobeconnect.com%2fp36j8ej7ntx%2f
http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p65xsygnkuf/
http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p26qdxr4j91/
http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p71hj90lfau/
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INTERNATIONAL WORKSHOP: INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE AND GLOBAL CHALLENGES: 

TRANSDISCIPLINARY DIALOGUES ON RISK INTERPRETATION AND ACTION FOR DISASTER 

RISK REDUCTION 

 

This four-day workshop was held at University of Florida, Gainesville, US, from January 25 

to 30, 2015, and was organized by PI Simone Athayde and Project Collaborator and UF Faculty 

Jynessa Dutka-Gianelli. Two of the project’s Co-PIs participated in this workshop: Simon 

Lambert, from Lincoln University in New Zeland, and Victor Okorie from Obafemi Awolowo 

University in Nigeria. Unfortunately, Marie-Ange Baudoin had to cancel her trip for professional 

reasons, and Lun Yin could not travel due to personal commitments.  

The main objective of the workshop was to promote international and cross-cultural 

knowledge and experience exchange on indigenous knowledge systems and disaster risk 

reduction understanding, policy-making and governance. The workshop involved different 

activities at University of Florida, such as (see Workshop agenda on Appendix II):  

 Meetings and connections with UF Faculty and researchers: Dr. Mark Hostetler 

(Associate Professor, Wildlife Ecology and Conservation); Dr. Philip Williams (Director, 

Center for Latin American Studies), Dr. Bette Loiselle (Director, TCD Program) and Dr. 

Marianne Schmink (Emeritus Professor of Anthropology); Dr. Anthony Oliver-Smith 

(Emeritus Professor of Anthropology); and Dr. Abe Goldman (Director, Center for 

African Studies).  

 Public workshop, with sharing of case-studies by PI and Co-PIs, as well as interaction 

with UF students and faculty;   

 Fieldtrip aimed at fostering learning and knowledge exchange with Seminole leaders in 

Tampa and Lakeland. Students and project visitors had the opportunity to learn about 

Seminole traditional knowledge and approaches to hurricane management in Florida; 

 Meeting to discuss framework, paper and next steps for the group.  

The workshop included the participation of ten students enrolled in the “Interdisciplinary 

Research and Practice for Social-environmental Management” class, who had the opportunity 

to review and learn about the main themes and approaches related to indigenous knowledge 

and disaster risk management in a global perspective. The students posted comments on the 
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class blog, helped organize the workshop and wrote reports documenting the workshop and 

main highlights and learning points. They also had the opportunity to interact with Seminole 

leaders during the fieldtrip to Lakeland and Tampa. Reports prepared by the students on the 

public workshop and fieldtrip to connect with Seminole leaders can be found in Appendix II.  

The workshop opened to the public held at UF on January 28 included participation of 

35 people, represented by researchers, faculty and students from different disciplinary fields 

and departments across UF (Figure 4). Nineteen people (54.2%) completed the evaluation 

form given to participants. The workshop was rated excellent by 63% and good by 37% of 

participants. The majority of participants (around 80%) stated that they felt comfortable or 

very comfortable in participating in transdisciplinary network about indigenous knowledge and 

disaster risk reduction.  

People suggested that the workshop could have lasted longer, and that in future 

events, we should leave more time for discussion. One participant commented that the 

workshop “Brought together many elements formerly disparate concepts or factors; very 

important question regarding sharing experience between groups, cultural exchange”. 

 

The main outcomes of the week-long workshop were: 

 Advanced the development of a global framework and drafting of a collective policy-

paper on the subject to be written by participants;  

 Involved University of Florida faculty and students, WSS fellows, IRDR community, 

Amazon Dams Network and other related groups and initiatives in this important 

debate; 

 Advanced the formation of an international and transdisciplinary network on IK and 

DRR involving non-indigenous and indigenous representatives and knowledge holders; 

 Promoted knowledge exchange between participants and Florida Seminole 

representatives.  
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Figure 4. Group of students, researchers and participants of the International 

Workshop on Indigenous Knowledge and Disaster Risk Reduction at University of 

Florida. Gainesville, FL, January 28, 2015.  

 

 
Figure 5. Fieldtrip to the Seminole area in Lakeland, involving students and 

project participants. Knowledge and cultural exchange among participants and 

Seminole leaders. Lakeland, FL, January 19, 2015.   
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EDUCATIONAL VIDEO-DOCUMENTARY 

 

 A video-documentary named “Learning from the Ancestors”: Dialogues between 

Indigenous Peoples and Disaster Risk Reduction” was co-produced by project PI Athayde and 

Florida indigenous collaborators Marcus Briggs-Cloud, Herbert Jim, Tawna Little, Naomi 

Sherwood and Paul Simmons.  Co-PIs Lambert and Okorie and collaborating researcher 

Jynessa Dutka-Gianelli also contributed for the development of the video.  

The video is a short documentary targeted to the general public, openly shared in the 

internet, discussing key aspects of indigenous people’s perspectives and approaches to 

disasters, with a focus on Seminole groups and Hurricanes in Florida. The video is organized 

around three main stages of disaster risk reduction (understanding disasters, preparing for 

disasters, coping with and learning from disasters), bringing indigenous perspectives and 

approaches to each one of these stages. The video also promotes awareness around social-

environmental justice issues, related to lack of recognition of indigenous peoples’ 

epistemologies and rights over ancestral lands and natural resources, as well as the need for 

establishing inclusive, multicultural and transdisciplinary approaches to disaster risk reduction 

in multiple scales and across borders.  

The video was edited by “Jellyfish Smack Productions” in Florida 

(http://www.jellyfishsmack.com/documentary.html). Jellyfish is an award-winning 

documentary production house focused on “telling socially relevant stories with integrity, 

creativity and style. 

 

The video is available on VIMEO and can be accessed at: 

https://vimeo.com/138904196 

WEBSITE 

 

The project’s website is available at: http://indigenousknowledgenetwork.org.  In this website, 

we share the webinars and products that resulted from the project, such as this report, the 

video, participants’ publications and other materials of interest. We hope that the website will 

also be a platform for involving other indigenous and non-indigenous persons in this initiative 

and network after the project ends.  

  

http://www.jellyfishsmack.com/documentary.html
http://indigenousknowledgenetwork.org/
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ACADEMIC PAPER 

 

“Every disaster is a storyteller” [Victor O. Okorie] 

 The group of researchers involved in the project is collectively working on an academic 

paper, which aims to present an exploratory framework to guide and foster transdisciplinary 

dialogue and research on indigenous, academic and practical knowledge systems towards 

disaster risk reduction (DRR) in a global scale. This is an insight paper to be submitted to the 

International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction. We plan to finalize and submit the manuscript 

to the journal by the end of July of 2015.  

The case-studies explored in the paper involve Maori indigenous communities in New 

Zealand (earthquakes); Yudja or Juruna and Kayapo communities in the Brazilian Amazon 

(hydroelectric dams, representing human-made hazards); rural communities in Nigeria 

(flooding); and Seminole indigenous groups in Florida, United States (hurricanes).  

The main questions explored in our group paper are: 

 How do urban Indigenous communities respond to a disaster and what are the 

implications of these responses to DRR? 

 How are DRR programs conceived and applied? How do they integrate local 

communities, knowledge and practices?  

 What lessons can be learned from the 2012 flood vis-à-vis its three phases (pre, 

during and post)? 

 What relevant paradigms for disaster and risk reduction have emerged in the 

affected areas? 

The framework adapts the three phases of disaster management, adding a fourth 

transversal phase or element related to framing, understanding and fostering dialogue across 

knowledge systems. It uses indigenous symbols to represent each of the stages in disaster risk 

management and distinguishes common and contrasting features of disaster risk reduction 

across diverse regions, cultures and types of disasters.  

The framework can be applied to foster dialogue and guide research and policy-making 

involving indigenous peoples in DRR, recognizing limitations and power issues in coordinating 

different knowledge systems, and respecting indigenous peoples’ self-determination, 

worldviews and concerns.  
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Some of the main conclusions and follow-up issues emerging from our group effort and 

case-studies around the world approaching indigenous knowledge and disaster risk reduction 

are: 

 Epistemological and conceptual abyss between academic, indigenous and management 

knowledge and practices. Need to change attitudes toward understanding otherness 

and leveling the battle field to inform inclusive and productive engagement.  

 Indigenous Peoples who have urbanised and are distant or otherwise disconnected from 

their traditional territories, possess little or only fragmented IK and have no or limited 

access to cultural institutions are vulnerable in the event of a disaster even in a highly 

developed country like New Zealand. (Lambert) 

 The involvement of laypeople in the process of producing, propagating and 

implementing   knowledge about disaster is central to the successful of any disaster and 

risk reduction efforts. Such involvement may take many forms such as ideas, fund, and 

moral support amongst others. Frameworks that incorporate these forms of 

participation give the grassroots a sense of belonging and ownership. (Okorie)   

 Local communities need to be involved in DRR programs funded by the international 

community. Risk mitigation is not only about the science of risk prediction; it is mainly 

about communication and knowledge sharing among scientists, stakeholders and 

indigenous people. Limitations for effective participation of communities in decision-

making processes (time, funding, understanding). (Baudoin)  

 Lack of good baseline data to inform predictive and long-time understanding and 

management of impacts (disciplinary approach, lack of good baseline datasets, baseline 

datasets do not represent indigenous perspectives, etc).  (EIA deficient). (Athayde) 

 Fragmentation, overlapping and conflicts in policies that inform DRR and CCA decisions 

and actions. Vulnerability of indigenous communities to changes in governance 

structures and policies. (Athayde) 

 

Keywords: disaster risk reduction, natural and human-made disasters, transdisciplinary 

research, indigenous knowledge systems 

 

* A draft for this paper is available upon request.  
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EVALUATION 

 

 The project has been a valuable experience, enabling cross-cultural, inter and 

transdisciplinary knowledge exchange among researchers working with natural and human-

made disasters in South America, North America, Africa, New Zealand and China. The different 

time zones and distance among the participants has been a great obstacle in achieving the 

project’s objectives. During the workshop in Florida, we discussed the importance of face-to-

face interactions and exchanges to enable our coordination of efforts towards building 

common frameworks and contribute to address critical gaps such as indigenous peoples’ 

participation in decision and policy-making towards disaster risk reduction across the globe.  

 Project researchers were unable to have a collective meeting during the project due to 

personal and professional reasons, which limited the reach of the activities developed, with 

much of the work concentrated in the hands of few people.  

 It was challenging for the group to work on an academic paper before the face-to-face 

meeting in Florida, given the fact that the case-studies to be included in the paper are fairly 

different, with different theoretical frameworks, methods and objectives. In this context, the 

meeting of two participants in Beijing followed by the Florida workshop helped the group to 

find a common theoretical framework to focus the group paper, around transdisciplinary 

research, participation and social-environmental justice involving indigenous peoples and rural 

communities across diverse world regions facing common challenges related to disaster and 

risk management.  

The workshop in Florida was the main group activity of the project, in which the 

interaction and connection with Seminole leaders was a great highlight. Also, the participation 

of UF students and Faculty in the project’s activities during the workshop leveraged the reach 

of the important discussions and knowledge exchange that took place during the workshop, 

expanding its reach.  
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APPENDIX I CASE-STUDY OUTLINES 

 

1. Title: Indigenous Urban Disasters: the experience of Maori in the 
Canterbury earthquakes 2010-2012 

 

By: Dr. Simon Lambert, Lincoln University, New Zealand 

 

LINK TO THE RECORDING: 

http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p36j8ej7ntx/ 

 

Geographical focus and context: Aotearoa New Zealand and urban disaster affecting 
diverse tribal and pan-tribal identities. 
 

Research questions: How do urban Indigenous communities respond to a disaster and what 
are the implications of these responses to DRR? 

 

Relation to RIA and DRR: As Indigenous Peoples increasingly urbanise, the risk profiles of 
their communities will change as will the strategies of DRR they will need to implement.  

 

Approach: Three interlinked projects comprising semi-structured interviews (n=62), an email 
survey (n=43) and the collation of available statistics and reports. 

 

Implications for research, practice and policy regarding integration of Indigenous 
Knowledge in Disaster Risk Reduction: Issues arise where local tribal authorities – 
increasingly recognised in New Zealand by central state and regional authorities– are involved 
in recovery strategies including DRR while non-local tribal members are excluded or only 
included in an ad hoc manner. Assumptions of the strength of Indigenous Knowledge in this 
space may be based on limited understanding and subject to capture by physical science 
programmes to the detriment of social science approaches. Empowered participation 
acknowledging the complexities of Indigenous urban communities is necessary for 
comprehensive and ethical DRR. 
 

Conclusions: Indigenous Peoples who have urbanised and are distant or otherwise 
disconnected from their traditional territories, possess little or only fragmented IK and have no 
or limited access to cultural institutions are vulnerable in the event of a disaster even in a 
highly developed country like New Zealand.  

 

http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p36j8ej7ntx/
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2. Title: Rural and Urban Dilemmas:  Copping with disasters in the aftermath 

of 2012 flood in Nigeria 

By: Dr. Victor Ogbonnaya Okorie, Obafemi Awolowo University, Nigeria 

 

LINK TO THE RECORDING: 

http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p65xsygnkuf/ 

Context:  In February 2012, the Nigeria Emergency Management Agency announced an 

impending flood that would affect 10 of 36 States in Nigeria. Tale-tell signs of the prediction 

began to appear in some of the specified States in early July.  However between August and 

October, deluge leading to cosmology episode occurred in 31 States, thereby exceeding the 

geographical scope of the prediction. Thirty one of the 36 States were overwhelmed by flood 

that eroded sensemaking devices. Rescue efforts were highly limited. As a result, many parents 

and guardians who had no boats struggled to swim with their young ones straddled on their 

backs.  Some youths, mothers and children spiritedly reached out to grab top trees as they 

struggled to stay above the surging water. Cries of despair and despondency vied for supremacy 

with great thunder clamouring in antiphonal rhythm across rural and urban areas of the affected 

States.  Lightening flashed the sky, appearing dreadfully like the rod of angry god directing the 

orchestral of tragedy. And by 5th November 2012, the surging water had retreated homeward 

leaving in its wake 363 dead human bodies, 2.1million displaced persons and countless bloated 

bodies of animals that littered the affected States. 

http://cera.govt.nz/sites/default/files/common/cera-wellbeing-survey-april-2014-report.pdf
http://cera.govt.nz/sites/default/files/common/cera-wellbeing-survey-april-2014-report.pdf
http://www.lincoln.ac.nz/conversation/maori-resilience/files/2014/04/Indigenous-Peoples-and-Disasters-v2.docx
http://www.lincoln.ac.nz/conversation/maori-resilience/files/2014/04/Indigenous-Peoples-and-Disasters-v2.docx
http://www.massey.ac.nz/~trauma/issues/2014-1/AJDTS_18-1_Lambert.pdf
http://hdl.handle.net/10523/4147
http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p65xsygnkuf/
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Research questions:  

 What lessons can be learned from the 2012 flood vis-à-vis its three phases (pre, during 
and post)? 

 What relevant paradigms for disaster and risk reduction have emerged in the affected 
areas? 

Relation to RIA and DRR:  The ease with which disasters and risk   defy scientific predictions 

and formulations calls for innovative approaches in the process of production and dissemination 

of knowledge about disasters. Such approaches must necessarily get beyond the omniscient 

gaze of experts to include knowledge from below. They must integrate individual’s perception 

of disasters and risks with issues of institutional “recreancy” that mediate the uptake of   

scientific prescriptions at the grassroots.   

Approach: A triangulation approach comprising both quantitative and qualitative methods was 

used. About 60 respondents participated in in-depth interview schedule while two FGD sessions 

(6 persons per session) were held.  Information elicited focused on experiences with three 

phases of disasters (flood, erosion, fire, and landslides). 

Implications for research, practice and policy regarding integration of Indigenous 

Knowledge in Disaster Risk Reduction:  The involvement of laypeople in the process of 

producing, propagating and implementing   knowledge about disaster is central to the 

successful of any disaster and risk reduction efforts. Such involvement may take many forms 

such as ideas, fund, and moral support amongst others. Frameworks that incorporate these 

forms of participation give the grassroots a sense of belonging and ownership.    

Conclusion:  Taming disasters and risk requires “Post-normal Science” frameworks and 

policies that resonate with and reflect aspirations and knowledge from below. 

Key Literature and other materials: 

Okorie V. O. With  Kolawole O. D., Agboola A.F   Ojubanire M. O. (2010) Agriculture and 

Weather Variability: How Local Farmers Mitigate Climate Shocks In South-Western Nigeria In: 

Adebooye, O. C. Taiwo, K. A. and Fatufe, A. A. (eds.) Biotechnology development and threat 

of climate change: The case of Nigeria, Volume 2. Gorttingen: Cuvillier Verlag. Pp. 76-88. 
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3. Title: Building Resilience under a Changing Climate: Lessons Learned from 
an evaluation of the USAID OFDA’s Disaster Risk Reduction programs 

 

By: Marie-Ange Baudoin, University of Cape Town, South Africa 

 

LINK TO THE RECORDING: 

http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p26qdxr4j91/ 

 

Geographical focus and context: The Greater Horn of Africa and the Hindu-Kush Himalaya 
Region; Evaluation of DRR programs’ strengths, weaknesses and opportunities for 
improvement. 
 
Research questions: How are DRR programs conceived and applied? How do they integrate 
local communities, knowledge and practices?  

 

Relation to RIA and DRR: Indigenous communities have a long-time experience dealing 
with disasters and emergencies; they are also those most at risk from increasing natural and 
climate hazards.  Yet, their involvement into DRR programs remains limited, while such 
programs are yet to bring tangible impacts at the community level.  

 
Approach: An evaluation of OFDA’s DRR programs in the Greater Horn of Africa, East and 
Southeast Asia and Central America – combining a review of the literature and field study – 
with the goal to extract lessons for future DRR practices. 

 

Implications for research, practice and policy regarding integration of Indigenous 
Knowledge in Disaster Risk Reduction: The evaluation is based on case studies which 
provide a set of relevant lessons for policy and development practices that seek to improve 
DRR in developing regions. The results indicate critical improvement in the science for risk and 
climate hazard detection; yet, impacts at the local level remain burden by communication gaps 
among scientists and the beneficiary communities. Programs dealing with DRR tend to focus 
on data analysis (e.g. downscaling climatic data to predict risks). Although this is necessary, 
these programs neglect a critical component of DRR, the involvement of the local stakeholders 
and communities. As long as this communication gap is not bridged, DRR programs are likely 
fail in concretely supporting risk mitigation at the local level.  

 

Conclusions: Local communities need to be involved in DRR programs funded by the 
international community. Risk mitigation is not only about the science of risk prediction; it is 
mainly about communication and knowledge sharing among scientists, stakeholders and 
indigenous people.  

http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p26qdxr4j91/
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Key Literature and other materials: 

 

Glantz M.H. and Baudoin M-A. (2014). Working with A Changing Climate,  Not  against  It  -  
Hydro-Meteorological  Disaster  Risk  Reduction:  A  Survey  of Lessons  Learned  for  
Resilient  Adaptation  to  a  Changing  Climate. Consortium for Capacity Building, USAID-
OFDA. 

Baudoin M-A. and Wolde-Georgis T. (2014). Disaster Risk Reduction in the Greater Horn of  
Africa: Identifying lessons for hydro-meteorological risk management. Submitted to Climate and 

Development (available upon request).  

Senaratna N.,  Baudoin  M-A.,  Oluoko-Odingo  A.,  Wepukhulu  D.  W. and  Mwadali  A.  S. 
(2014). Natural hazards and climate change in Kenya: Minimizing the impacts on vulnerable 
communities through  Early  Warning  Systems.  Singh A.  and  Zommers  Z.  (eds.), Reducing 
Disaster: Early Warning Systems for Climate Change, London, Springer.  

Bailey, R. (2013). Managing Famine Risk: Linking Early Warning to Early Action. A Chatham 
House report, London, UK. 

Hellmuth, M.E., Moorhead, A., Thompson, M.C. and Williams, J. (eds.) (2007). Climate risk 
management in Africa: Learning from practice. New York: Columbia University’s 
International Research Institute for Climate and Society (IRI).  

 

4. Title: “Negotiating Risk: Indigenous Peoples, Transdisciplinary Research 
and Hydroelectric Dam Development in the Amazon”.  

 
By Dr. Simone Athayde, University of Florida, February 17, 2015.  

 

LINK TO THE RECORDING: 
http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p71hj90lfau/ 

 

Geographical focus and context:  

Geographical focus: Xingu river watershed, on the region known as “Xingu Big Bend”, directly 
impacted by the construction of the Belo Monte Dam. 

Indigenous lands and communities in the Amazon are under threat by the development 

of several hydroelectric dams in main Amazonian rivers. In regards to social-environmental 

justice, some of the main problems associated with hydroelectric dam construction in the 

Amazon (but also globally) explored in this case-study are: a) lack of transparent, inclusive 

and participatory decision-making in the planning and execution of the construction itself, as 

well as on mitigation and compensation projects and actions; b) lack of access to information, 

adequate consultation and prior informed consent processes established before the 

construction is initiated. Brazil relies on hydroelectricity for 85% of its electricity supply. The 

dams to be built in the Amazon are part of broader policies for infra-structural development in 

http://ufifas.adobeconnect.com/p71hj90lfau/
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Latin America. It is estimated that 30% of indigenous lands will be affected by the 

construction of these power plants. Conditionings for the dam operation license include 

establishment of compensation and mitigation procedures among impacted communities, 

among other actions (Basic Environmental Plan), including participatory monitoring programs.  

Research questions:  
1) How might social scientists contribute to design and implement research informing 

monitoring and evaluation of SDGs at local levels, and how might results and lessons 

learned from these initiatives be shared towards enhanced social learning and good 

governance? 

2) How might we design indicators to assess participation, inclusion and institutional 

development with local communities, which are legitimate and representative of 

communities’ realities, expectations and goals? 

3) How might we document and share community’s creative responses and innovations 

related to the sustainable development targets? 

Relation to RIA and DRR:  

• Belo Monte dam: Human-made disaster, third biggest dam in the world. 

• Deep and fast social-environmental transformations.  

• Controversial, social conflicts, social and environmental impacts, poor consultation with 
indigenous communities. 

Approach:  

Participatory monitoring program of fisheries among two indigenous groups affected by the 
Belo Monte dam. The project design has included defining and monitoring indicators of 
participation and community empowerment, in addition to the technical monitoring of fisheries. 
We report on the process of defining and evaluating the indicators, reflecting on lessons 
learned its and implications for transdisciplinary research and policy-making related to 
indigenous peoples and energy development in the Amazon.  

Indicators of participation defined with the communities: 

 Indigenous monitoring agents (training): Preparedness, interest, effort, learning, 
rotation 

 Community empowerment: learning, level of independence, participation in decision-
making, gender 

 Institutional support: level of support and involvement by institutions and actors, 
continuity of actions 

 Data management: capacity to record and manage data. 

Implications for research, practice and policy regarding integration of Indigenous 
Knowledge in Disaster Risk Reduction:  

 Understanding and Managing Risk: Experiential learning, context-specific, non-
academic.  Different epistemologies (conflicting).  

 Temporality: abrupt changes (disasters and dams) X  long-term transformations 
(climate change). Governance, power and vulnerability.  
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 Predicting, monitoring and understanding social-environmental impacts of 
disasters. E.g. early signs, zoning, reconstructing, citizen science.   

 Indigenous indicators and “markers” of climate change and disasters (e.g. changes 
in the water, indicator species, ethnoclimatology).  

 Biocultural diversity and role of indigenous lands as places for “in situ” conservation 
of genetic diversity (e.g. crops) and carbon sinks or buffer zones.  

Conclusions:  

 Production, access and use of data and information 

 Timing (projects): short, lack of continuity 

 Fragmentation of policy instruments (based on academic knowledge) and structural 
limitations  

 Lack of accountable and transparent institutions 

 Advancing approaches and empowering indigenous peoples for self-determination and 
monitoring  

 Expanded reach of lessons learned through transdisciplinary networks 

Key Literature and other materials: 

Athayde, Simone, Geraldo Mosimann da Silva, Jewyt Kaiabi, Helder R. Souza, Kátia Ono, and 

Emilio M. Bruna.   2006 Participatory research and management of “arumã” by the Kaiabi 

people in the  Brazilian Amazon. Journal of Ethnobiology 26 (1): 36-59.  

Athayde, Simone and Marianne Schmink.   2014 “Adaptive Resistance”, Conservation and 

Development in the Brazilian Amazon:  Contradictions of Political Organization and 

Empowerment in the Kaiabi Diaspora.  Ethnohistory 61(3): 549-574.  

Athayde, S. F. 2014. Editor of a Peer-Reviewed Contemporary Debate: “Indigenous Peoples, 

Dams and Resistance in Brazilian Amazon” Tipití: Journal of the Society for the 

Anthropology of Lowland South America 12 (2): 80-92. 

Colombi, Benedict J.   2010 Indigenous Peoples, Large Dams, and Capital-Intensive Energy 

Development: A  View from the Lower Colorado River. In: S. L. Smith and B. Frehner 

(eds.). Indians and  Energy. Exploitation and Opportunity in the American Southwest. 

School for Advanced Research  Advanced Seminar Series. Santa Fe, School for Advanced 

Research Press. 89-110 pp.  

Fearnside, Philip M.   2002 Avança Brasil: Environmental and social consequences of Brazil’s 

planned infra structure in Amazonia. Environmental Management 30(6): 748-763   

Killeen, Timothy J.   2007 A Perfect Storm in the Amazon Wilderness: Development and 

Conservation in the Context of the  Initiative for the Integration of the Regional 
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Conservation International.   
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Doblas, Barbara Zimmerman, Paulo Junqueira, Adriano Jerozolimski, Marcelo Salazar, 
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indigenous lands and protected areas corridor  of the Xingu River basin. Phil. Trans. R. Soc. 

B 368. On line: 

http://rstb.royalsocieypublishing.org/content/368/1619/20120164.full.pdf+html (Access on 

12/26/13).  

Stickler, Claudia M.; Coe, Michael T.; Costa, Marcos H.; Nepstad, Daniel C.; McGrath, David G.; 

Dias, Livia C. P.; Rodrigues, Hermann O.; Soares-Filho, Britaldo S.   2013 Dependence of 

hydropower energy generation on forests in the Amazon Basin at  local and regional scales. 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 110(23): 9601-9606.   

Van Dijck, Pitou.   2013 The Impact of the IIRSA Road Infrastructure Programme on 

Amazonia. New York and Lon don, Routledge /Earthscan.  

World Commission on Dams.   2000 Dams and Development: A New Framework for Decision-

Making. London, Earthscan.  

Zhouri, Andrea and Raquel Oliveira.   2007 Desenvolvimento, conflitos sociais e violência no 

Brasil rural: o caso das usinas  hidrelétricas. Ambiente e Sociedade 10: 119-135.  
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APPENDIX II INTERNATIONAL WORKSHOP AT UF, GAINESVILLE, JANUARY OF 2015 

 

1. WORKSHOP SCHEDULE 

 

Date 

 

Time/Period Activities Place Obs 

Sunday, 

January 25 

 Arrival 

 

Simon Lambert: 8:10 PM 

 

Gainesville 

Airport 

Guest will be 

picked-up and 

brought to Reitz 

Union Hotel 

     

Monday, 

January 26 

9:00 – 10:30 am Breakfast and quick UF 

campus tour 

Gainesville 

airport and  

University of 

Florida 

Guest will be 

picked-up and 

brought to Reitz 

Union Hotel 

 11 am- 12 pm  Grinter Hall, 

4th floor 

 

 12– 1:30 pm Lunch Tatu Walking distance 

 2 – 4 pm Visit to the Florida Natural 

History Museum (optional) 

 Drive 

 4 – 6 pm Coffee and planning  Dinner in Reitz 

     

Tuesday 

January 27 

9  – 10 am Breakfast and updates University of 

Florida 

 

 11:30 am – 1:30 

pm 

Meeting and Lunch with Dr. 

Mark Hostetler, WEC 

215 Newins-

Ziegler 

 

 

 2 – 5 pm Work on framework 

development, plan collective 

paper and prepare workshop 

Grinter 319A  

     

Wednesday 

January 28 

9:30 – 10:30 am  Meeting with Dr. Philip 

Williams (Director of Center 

for Latin American Studies) 

and Dr. Bette Loiselle 

(Director of TCD Program) 

Grinter Hall 

319 A 

 

 12-1:30 pm Lunch with Marianne 

Schmink (TBC) 

Arredondo  
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Workshop Schedule – Continuation. 

 

Date 

 

Time/Period Activities Place Obs 

Wednesday 

January 28 

3 – 5:30 pm  Public Workshop, Student 

Leadership/ Participation 

Smathers 

Library Room 

Arrive early to 

prepare room 

and test 

equipment 

 7:30 pm Dinner  Satchels  

     

Thursday 

January 29 

7 am – 7 pm Field trip and visit to 

Seminole reservation, 

Lakeland and Tampa 

Herbert Jim 

(host) 

Rent car, 

confirm trip 

     

Friday 

January 30 

11 am – 12 pm Meeting with Dr. Abe 

Goldman, Director of Center 

for African Studies Grinter 

Hall, 4th floor 

 

Return:  

Simon Lambert: 3:32 pm 

Victor Okorie: 6:30 pm 

Gainesville 

Regional 

Airport 

Cab (AM) and 

Car drive (PM) 
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2. WORKSHOP REPORTS BY STUDENTS IN THE “INTERDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH 

AND PRACTICE FOR SOCIAL-ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT CLASS”, 

SPRING 2015 

 

The reports presented below were prepared as a class assignment by students 

participating in the “Interdisciplinary Research and Practice for Social-environmental 

Management Class” (LAS 6290, Spring of 2015), offered jointly by the Tropical Conservation 

and Development Program (TCD) in the Center for Latin American Studies and the School of 

Natural Resources and the Environment (SNRE) at University of Florida. The reports are 

organized by alphabetical order of last name. 

 

AGHANE CARVALHO ANTUNES 

 

SUMMARY – INTERNATIONAL WORKSHOP 

International Knowledge and Global Challenges: Transdisciplinary Dialogues on Risk Interpretation and 

Action for Disaster Risk Reduction and Climate Change Adaptation 

 Date: 01/28/2015 

Guest presenters:  

•    Marcus Briggs-Cloud – Maskoke Tribe, University of Florida, US 

•    Simon Lambert – Maori Tribe, Lincoln University, New Zealand 

•    Victor Okorie – Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria 

•    Simone Athayde – TCD and Amazon Dams Network (ADN), UF (discussant)  

1.    Summary 

Dr. Simone Athayde presented the objectives of the weeklong workshop, highlighting the goal of 

advancing the formation of an international and transdisciplinary (TD) network on Indigenous Knowledge 

and Disaster Risk Reduction, covering indigenous and non-indigenous researchers. And also promote 

knowledge exchange between participants and Florida Seminole representatives. 

Marcus Briggs-Cloud of the Maskoke Nation, welcomed all public present with a traditional indigenous 

song. He is an academic, activist and musician, and actively participates on various committees that seek 

to protect the rights of Indigenous Peoples globally; also has served as an Indigenous spokesperson at 
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the United Nations. He is currently a PhD student in the Interdisciplinary Ecology program at the 

University of Florida, in Gainesville, FL. 

Following Marcus welcoming ceremony, Dr. Athayde detailed concepts of indigenous knowledge including 

cultural, symbolic, technological knowledge, natural resource management practices, beliefs and 

worldviews, in which language and symbols play a critical role in its transmission and perpetuation. She 

also approached the challenges, opportunities and limitations for co-production of knowledge between 

non-academic and scientific knowledge systems. The discussant addressed the multiple transdisciplinarity 

(TD) trendlines and methods for the integration practice, mentioning: a) the critical transdisciplinarity; 

b) overarching synthetic paradigms; and c) problem-solving TD main typologies. She also presented the 

main lines of the study approach focused on the understanding and managing risks, management of 

disasters, hazards and climate change. 

Further, a dynamic group activity was carried out with all audience present, including students of the 

“Interdisciplinary Research and Practice for Social-environmental Management” course ministered by Dr. 

Simone Athayde and Dr. Jynessa Dutka-Gianelli, who conducted the dynamic. Graduate students from 

multiple courses as well as faculty from other departments also participated on the workshop. Cards 

were distributed with different symbols. Participants had to guess the meaning of those symbols. The 

differences in interpretations were discussed, as well as the idea of symbols as metaphors and as 

communication tools to transmit knowledge, myths, beliefs and practices.  

Dr. Simone emphasized that some symbols may have complex and multiple meanings and 

interpretations, and addressed the importance of the knowledge produced outside academia, which 

includes different forms of knowledge. She also talked about the importance of using these two grounds 

to build a broader framework for working together without ignoring or denying disciplinary identities and 

importance for knowledge production in academia.   

The indigenous guest speaker Marcus Briggs-Cloud addressed indigenous knowledge systems, 

contextualizing that indigenous persons and communities establish a different relationship with nature, 

and it is rare to find indigenous people affected by natural disasters in the same way that non-indigenous 

persons are affected. He explained that hurricanes, for example, are understood by indigenous peoples 

as spirits, and that some indigenous persons have abilities to change storm directions. For him, language 

represents a key to access indigenous traditional knowledge.    

He also approached the Western perspectives of knowledge, stating that in some extent there are 

disrespectful actions taken place without considering that indigenous people have a communal and 

symbiotic relationship with the natural world. He argued that their voice has been marginalized most of 

the times and also pointed out that the successive changes of indigenous lands in the past caused a 

detrimental impact in the process of feeding and keeping the close relationship with nature, because of 

fragmentation of their culture and heritage, especially in regarding to the language.  

Dr. Simone proceeded the discussions presenting a case-study entitled: “Managing Human-made 

Disasters: Participatory Social-environmental monitoring by Indigenous peoples impacted by the Belo 

Monte Dam in the Brazilian Amazon.” She shared information about the Belo Monte Dam, the third 
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biggest dam in the world. The project involves controversies, social conflicts, social and environmental 

impacts, which are aggravated by the poor consultation with impacted communities. 

She also talked about the core concepts and approaches applied in the project, including: temporality 

(when do the impacts start?); monitoring (systematic evaluation of a process and intervention in a 

determined period of time); participatory monitoring (co-management or participatory management, in 

which groups of social actors form partnerships through negotiations and agreements, establishing 

objectives, actions, functions, benefits); among others aiming to achieve shared management and 

consequently the empowerment of social actors (participation in the decision-making processes and 

achieve self-determination).  

Simon Lambert, of the Maori Tribe in New Zealand, continued the discussion focusing on the Maori 

background and resilience. He detailed that Maori people are now an urban people, with approximately 

85% of the communities living distantly from the traditional territories. He approached the disasters 

involving earthquakes, and explained that all tribes are challenged in determining their hazard and 

disaster response/recovery strategies. However, wider environmental and economic hazards persist. He 

reported that most communities lost their knowledge related to the traditional territories, and went 

through a process of rapid change and adaptation to urban spaces. In terms of resilience, traditional 

communities have absorbed the shock and responded throughout the recovering process. He approached 

resilience in this case, as including the new configuration in risk perceptions and coping strategies.  

Dr. Victor Okorie, from Nigeria, presented the rural and urban dilemmas involving flood in Nigeria, in 

Africa.  

He presented a statement question contextualizing his talk: “every disaster is a storyteller. Why scientific 

predictions fail?” Then, proceeding contextualizing the problem detailing that Nigeria has the most varied 

climate in Africa, the biggest population and economy. In 2012, the Nigeria Emergency Management 

Agency announced a flood that would affect 10 of 36 States in Nigeria. Actually, the flood occurred in 31 

States, exceeding the prediction’s geographical scope. The rescue efforts were limited. Many people and 

animals died and 2.1 million were displaced. 

He discoursed about the lessons that can be learned from this disaster and rationalized that disaster 

episodes should be analyzed in three phases – pre, during and post disaster.  

Dr. Victor detailed the methodology used in his work (triangulation) and presented the main findings: 

first, the prediction simply ignored contextual relevant factors such as the existence of a dam in the 

Northeast Cameroon; second many drainage systems have been damaged by urban sprawl. In addition, 

many structures have been erected on flood plains. Finally, he highlighted the importance of the 

communication methods. He illustrated that selective processes such as, selective acceptance, selective 

attention characterize every means of communication, arguing that people only hear what they 

selectively want to hear. Because of this context, it is important to choose a proper communication format 

to reach communities attention and promote their engagement. 
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Furthermore, the researcher shared that local communities have traditional knowledge systems for 

environmental management and coping strategies, making them more resilient to environmental change. 

This knowledge is largely used by the majority of populations in which it has been transmitted and 

maintained. 

He commented that the set of traditional knowledge that Nigeria communities use include experiences, 

beliefs and rituals. The success is based on good prognosis, and people instinctively know they need to 

understand their environment to be able to cope natural hazards. Elders have the responsibility of 

predicting disasters and teaching youth on the actions that should be taken to prevent or mitigate 

disasters. The involvement of elders is strongly required to interpret signs of upcoming events.  

How inter-and trans-disciplinary knowledge was approached? 

During the workshop, inter-and trans-disciplinary knowledge was approached as efforts to build a 

comprehensive understanding and management options, linking traditional knowledge to scientific 

knowledge. 

Disaster risk reduction experts, especially through previous experiences coping with earthquakes and 

tsunamis, now acknowledge the important role that local knowledge and practices can play in reducing 

risk and improving disaster preparedness. However, these practices and tacit knowledge have yet to be 

translated into explicit knowledge and used by communities, scientists, experts and policy-makers. An 

inter-and transdisciplinary effort is necessary in order to access and systematize the multiple set of 

knowledge that might be inter-related and combined for enhancing disaster risk reduction at local, 

regional and global scales.  

The combination of multiple sources and types of knowledge may enable communities to increase their 

resilience against the impacts of climate change and disasters. 

What were some key interesting aspects or topics that emerged from the presentations and 

discussions? 

The combination of various knowledge systems consists in new ways of doing science. It is necessary to 

overcome traditional Western knowledge ideology to learn across different kinds of knowledge. 

There are predictions of risks that would be exacerbated by climate change and construction of new 

dams. Many poor communities live in river areas and are extremely vulnerable to the impacts of hydro-

meteorological hazards. 

Efforts to mitigate the impacts of hazards and climate change tend to focus on infrastructure development 

or on high-tech solutions such as sophisticated early warning systems based on scientific data and hydro 

modeling. It is undeniable that these technologies and scientific solutions are important to deal with 

hazards risks, but they need to be complemented by local knowledge and citizen engagement.  

Traditional and indigenous knowledge should be acknowledged as sources of experience and innovation, 

which may increase safety, adaptation and resilience. 
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Brief personal reflection on how this might relate to your own work and interests.  

The convergence of knowledge is a very relevant theme to my research. I want to contribute to the 

construction of inter-and trans-disciplinary approaches, including not only academic knowledge but other 

sources of knowledge acquired from communities involved in hydroelectric dam and other large-scale 

infrastructure projects expected to be implemented in the Amazon territory.  

My intention is transgressing disciplinary boundaries, exploring new frontiers to the communication field 

in ecology and the environmental. I plan to study the environmental challenges, risks and conflicts 

involving communities, governments, NGOs, and investor companies, focusing on the potential role of 

communication in multi-stakeholder processes for enhancing social-environmental governance and public 

policies, and environmental conservation as well. 

Hadorn and Pohl (2010) argued that interdisciplinary research (IDR) is a mode of research that integrates 

information, data, techniques, tools, perspectives, concepts, and/or theories from two or more disciplines 

or bodies of specialized knowledge to solve problems whose solutions are beyond the scope of a single 

discipline or area of research practice (as cited in National Academies 2005, p. 188). Transdisciplinarity 

research (TR), in turn, has become the familiar term for research that is driven by solving real-world 

problems. Also, has been developed under various names as 'interdisciplinary problem solving' or 

‘implementation and integration of sciences’ (HADORN; POHL, 2010), which seems to be appropriate to 

my purpose of integrate communication methods and tools into a TR to contribute to solve controversies, 

deadlocks and divergent views about the model of development for the Amazon. 

In this regarding, I am interested in investigate the land conflict and social contention research theme, 

aiming to explore methodologies to the conflict resolution and participatory decision-making involving 

social actors from the public and the private sectors as well as local communities and civil society, to 

integrate and grasp different perspectives. The first step for such integration is to acknowledge, respect, 

and explore the diversity of perspectives (HADORN; POHL, 2010). In some extent, the multiple groups 

of stakeholders involved in the implementation of large projects in the Amazon remain talking only within 

their respective silos, without setting an effective dialogue to achieve agreement. The affected 

communities, in turn, are posed in the middle of the crossfire of messages, discourses, understandings 

and divergent interests. The social challenge resides in the need for achieving mutual understanding and 

reconciles the divergent interests involved. In this regard, Brooks et al. (2006) state a very pertinent 

thinking that ‘problem framing involves the different ways that stakeholders define the problem […]. 

Different frames allow stakeholders to see what they want to see, or what they are guided to see […]. 

The existence of many different frames or definitions of the problem, suggests a need to develop common 

goals and common language’. And in this context, communication practices and tools may be useful in 

achieving consensus. 

There is a great difference between past practices in the context of large infrastructure implementation 

processes. Recent projects are experienced small but relevant and frequent improvements in practices 

over time. I intend to compare the practices and efforts for a participatory dialogue undertaken in recent 

hydroelectric projects built in the Amazon compared with the past practices, in order to measure how 
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much has already evolved and what can be done to enhance the participatory management practices, 

adaptive management and environmental governance.  

Large infrastructure projects bring itself a great number of controversies. Sustainable development 

means balancing the economic, social, and environmental performance. Decisions on this balance must 

be made considering multiple stakeholder’s perspectives, values, and expectations. As TR takes into the 

account the diversity of scientific and life-world perceptions of problems (HADORN; POHL, 2010),, I 

intend also to evaluate multiple tools and methodologies to optimize the dialogue and harmonization of 

interests. To achieve this, I plan to integrate methods and tools from the communication field, in order 

to improve outcomes since drivers of interdisciplinary work are present in this field.  This conception is 

appropriate when we observe that communication studies are (1) inherently complex, (2) raise questions 

that are not confined to a single discipline, (3) pose societal problems that transcend the academy, and 

(4) are tightly linked to new technologies (BRIGGLE, 2010). Important to contextualize that these traits 

maintain a connection with the inter-and transdisciplinary approaches addressed at the seminar in 

question. 

Yet about the seminar, I would say that the discussions have raised a reflection about how the 

communication field is found in the academia. In parallel, I see the social communication as an 

underused, unexplored and underestimated knowledge source, just like the local and indigenous 

knowledge.  

Media and communication studies have drawn conceptual distinctions, formed methodologies, and 

theories. They have at times developed within existing academic disciplines. At other times, they have 

created their own disciplinary trappings or remained more nebulous in terms of disciplinary identity. 

(BRIGGLE; CHRISTIANS, 2010). As a field of study, social communication is an applied social science 

that primarily explores the ways information can be perceived, transmitted and understood, and the 

impact those ways will have on a society. Communication studies have roots in the study of rhetoric, the 

art of oratory and persuasion. The field comprises two main streams of academic study - one social 

scientific and one humanistic. The first stream dates back to World War I, fueled by the problem of war 

propaganda. Scholars in sociology, psychology, journalism, and political science began researching such 

developments. Charles Horton Cooley, Walter Lippmann, and John Dewey were influential because they 

all gave communication a central role in the attempt to understand social relations. The second stream 

contains contributions from philosophers, historians, cultural anthropologists, cultural theorists, and 

scholars of art, literature, and film. (BRIGGLE; CHRISTIANS, 2010). Through the Bureau of Applied Social 

Research at Columbia, Paul E. Lazarsfeld and others produced work that was highly influential in shaping 

the field. Prior to them, communication studies were under the umbrella of sociology (BRIGGLE, 2010).  

The very fact is that communication studies have a strong tendency toward critical interdisciplinary and 

transdisciplinarity, integrating or juxtaposing elements of existing disciplines. New social landscapes calls 

for and creates ample opportunities to fashion the new theories, concepts and methods (McQuail 2003). 

Interdisciplinarity and convergence have progressively expanded in the communication field. The 

emergence and acceptance of dialogue and partnership approach that incorporate multiple stakeholders 

are trends that can bring positive changes in large-scale projects planning and management. Several 
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motivations are driving these trends. The first is to involve impacted people as partners in decision-

making processes, recognizing the many benefits that inclusive approaches can bring to the table. A 

second motivation is to inform and legitimize decisions made, aiming to balance economic, social, and 

environmental aspects.  

Mechanisms for dialogue are required to bring government, impacted communities, civil society and the 

private sector actors together to defend and turn in environmental governance reforms. For a 

communication perspective, developing communication practices, for example, means having a clear 

picture of the political and cultural dynamism and other behaviors that hinder or advance the formation 

of extremely important partnerships. Implementation of this interpretation of the development of 

communication practices requires analytical tools to understand the values, fears, and expectations that 

nourish the often highly polarized perception of risk and general standpoint of the infrastructure projects. 

Large dams and energy generation are moving upward to the top of the global development agenda 

because of the emergent connection among water, environment, energy security, and climate change. 

The democratization and engagement of social actors increase the pressure for integrative and inclusive 

decision-making processes. New frameworks that aim to improve dialogue can help to respond these 

emerging challenges, contributing to managing stakeholder expectations better and to explore solutions 

through partnerships with investor companies, governments, communities, NGOs and so on. 

 

JAMES BENJAMIN CHRIST 

 

Indigenous Knowledge and Global Challenges: A Reflection 

 I could not be more pleased to have been able to attend this great workshop which presented 

transdisciplinary dialogues on risk interpretation, action for disaster risk reduction, and climate change 

adaptation. In truth, it was a very unique experience for me, as I had never attended an academic 

workshop that so easily blended aspects of science, culture, and indigenous knowledge. Attending this 

event gave me an even greater appreciation of the concept of transdisciplinarity, something I hope to 

incorporate more and more into my own work.  

 The first aspect of the workshop that genuinely impressed me was the diversity of its speakers.  

Marcus Briggs-Cloud, a very passionate member of the Maskoke Tribe originally located in the 

Southeastern United States (pre-European contact), discussed collaboration between indigenous and 

non-indigenous peoples over environmental concerns. Simon Lambert, a Maori native of New Zealand, 

examined how the Canterbury Earthquakes of 2010-2012 affected members of his tribe living in the 

urban area of Christchurch. Simone Athayde, the principle investigator of this event, presented 

opportunities for building transdisciplinary bridges between indigenous and academic knowledge 
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systems for disaster risk reduction, in the context of the construction of a hydroelectric dam in Brazil. 

Finally, Victor Okorie took us on a journey to explore ways people coped with the 2012 floods in both 

rural and urban areas of Nigeria.   

While, clearly, the presenters were quite different from one another, their presentations all 

contained elements of inter- and trans-disciplinarity. This idea is captured in many individual aspects of 

their presentations, but collectively all presenters stressed the integration of different sources 

knowledge (e.g. disciplines and cultural groups) in order to confront and cope with disaster.  Focusing 

on the last presenter, Victor Okorie, he managed to capture the importance of understanding how 

people interpret disasters such as floods, as well as the complicated process of analyzing causes of 

such events. His journey showed us how sociology, urban planning, international communication, and 

environmental sciences (among many other disciplines) all played a part in his work.  

 Upon leaving the workshop, it was even more obvious to me how important it will be to 

continue integrating these different fields of thought. This bridging of modern science with local and 

indigenous ingenuity and knowledge through transdisciplinarity may be exactly what all of us need to 

deal with the inevitable anthropomorphic and natural challenges the future holds. As I mentioned 

before, I hope to expand my capacity of including transdisciplinary elements in my own work in Brazil. 

This summer I will be working with environmental education and rural extension in an area near a very 

large reservoir system that feeds into the city of São Paulo. It is important to note, however, that this 

area is facing one of the worst droughts in history, something that is affecting a multitude of different 

types of people. While infrastructure, deforestation, and climate are perhaps the largest factors in this 

crisis, people’s coping mechanisms in urban and rural areas cannot be ignored. It would be interesting, 

perhaps, to bridge the knowledge between those frequently affected by drought in rural areas with 

those less frequently affected in urban conditions. With the right approach, important knowledge and 

skills would certainly be shared in order to improve their ability to cope with the shortage of water. 

Even more, the integration of such diverse knowledge may eventually lead policy improvement and the 

implementation of more deliberate programs directed to manage and mitigate the impacts of future 

droughts.   

 

 

  



 

45 
 

CATHERINE FAHEY 

 

Indigenous knowledge and disaster risk management 
 
Marcus Briggs-Cloud gave us an introduction that brought us immediately into perspective, addressing 
an audience of mostly if not all non-natives to this area. When we consider integration of indigenous 
and western knowledge, the first thing that we should be thinking about is: what are the relationships 
between native and non-native people? The willingness of each of these groups to collaborate is 
essential to the joint construction of knowledge. The groups involved must also have a firm sense of 
self-understanding for these partnerships to function. Additionally, he discussed the idea that because 
the Maskoke tribe has a spiritual connection with their natural environment, they are affected by 
natural disasters to a different degree compared with non-indigenous people. His entire talk had a 
central thread focused on the power of language in communities, culture, and beliefs. This highlights 
the importance of incorporating implicit and tacit knowledge into environmental planning.  
 
Simone Athayde introduced us to a project working with native people to respond to the Belo Monte 
Dam project. This segment focused on an anthropogenic or human-made disturbance that has a strong 
impact on Brazilian indigenous peoples. The construction of dams in the Amazon is an interesting 
controversial topic because 85% of power in this area comes from hydroelectric sources and it is an 
alternative to fossil fuel burning so in relation to climate change it can be viewed as a having a positive 
environmental impact. However, it is also a massive disturbance to the ecosystems and fisheries in the 
surrounding watersheds by completely reengineering the landscape.  There is also the possibility that 
projects like this can have a disproportionate or unforeseen effect on native peoples. This collaboration 
focuses on adaptive management, which includes participation by indigenous people. The goal is to 
achieve self-determination among indigenous groups and to have full exchange and interaction of all 
groups throughout the monitoring and implementation process. In this way, the project becomes 
transdisciplinary as scientific monitoring is integrated with participation and input from local groups. For 
example local people had an interest in monitoring fruit production because of its relevance for 
fisheries and so this was integrated into the monitoring system. This project takes a transdisciplinary 
research approach because it incorporates feedback from indigenous stakeholders into the initial 
assessment as well as into monitoring of impacts of the dam. 
 
Simon Lambert reported on the Māori community resilience to the Christchurch earthquake in 2011. 
With 85% of the Māori population of New Zealand living in urban areas, disaster responses differ 
greatly from what they would have been historically. Much of the resilience associated with collective 
ancestral knowledge is more dispersed as Māori live further from their ancestral marae, or communal 
meeting spaces for a particular tribe. Additionally, Māori and Pakeha (people of European decent) are 
mixed within the urban community, which can bring out racial inequalities. These inequalities also have 
the potential to influence wellbeing and recovery post-disaster. In response to the earthquake, the 
Māori had greater mobility than Pakeha and tended to leave Christchurch for surrounding Marae, 
communal meeting spaces for a particular tribe. On the other hand, Māori were more likely to suffer 
negative impacts on employment and health in response to the earthquake. One interesting result of 
this disaster was the increase in interaction between Māori and Pakeha on Māori grounds as some 
displaced Pakeha stayed in the marae. So while disasters are tragic and can spur increased inequality, 
in some cases they can increase community even among people of different decent. 
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Victor Okorie provided insights into the response to a cosmological episode of flooding in Nigeria. This 
example brings to light a case where the western scientific community failed to correctly predict the 
magnitude of the flooding event. This type of failure can lead to questioning of the credibility of these 
predictions among native people and increase the reliance on indigenous knowledge systems within the 
community. In this case, part of the failure of the prediction was due to ignoring context factors 
including factors outside of national borders such as a dam in Cameroon that was opened and allowed 
increased flow into the floodplains of Nigeria. This inward national focus represents potential problems 
with reductionist views in western scientific predictions. Indigenous knowledge plays an important role 
in prediction and response to climatological events. In this region 80% of people crosscheck weather 
predictions with ethno-climatology such as the height of birds nests along riverbanks and patterns of 
rainfall over the day. Additionally, many people use a combination of traditional and western medicine 
when recovering from natural disasters. In order to predict, prepare, disseminate information, and 
recover from these types of events the knowledge systems and cultural practices of the local people 
must be taken into account.  
 
My research focuses on invasive species, which provide an interesting analogue to the workshop 
discussion. Similar to global change, invasive species create a new environmental state that has not 
existed previously. In the same way that we need to manage risks of flooding and earthquakes, we 
also need to manage the risks and consequences of invasive species. Taking a broader perspective to 
invasive species management through the use of local and indigenous knowledge can provide 
alternative options unknown to western science. Indigenous people can provide a holistic view of 
species interactions and ecosystem functions. For example in New Zealand, where there are no native 
land mammals, the Māori have been dealing with invasive species since their arrival, which brought 
rats and dogs onto the secluded islands. More than 700 years of knowledge have accumulated in this 
time and provide new ways of understanding the species interactions that occur. Invasive management 
also relates the ideas stirred by Marcus Briggs-Cloud about collaboration between native and non-
native people because invasive species do not follow political boundaries and have spillover effects 
through dispersal. For this reason, it is important that we take a transdisciplinary approach by 
collaborating with people with different forms of knowledge and integrating this knowledge into 
management plans.  
 
Overall, I think that these presentations highlight that a deeper connection with the natural world can 
be an important step in managing risk of natural disasters. From the close spiritual connection of the 
Maskoke tribe that allows them to avoid tornados to the use of ethno-climatology among Nigerian 
people to predict weather events, ancestral knowledge provides ways to assess risk of natural 
disasters. Urbanization and disconnect from natural settings can lead to a superficial view of human-
environment interactions and the presumption that we have power over the environment which can 
put communities in greater risk. Tight-knit communities with strong communication links can aid in 
avoidance of disaster impacts as well as improve recovery from disturbances. This also relates back to 
the need for transdisciplinary research, which takes into account human dimensions, environment, and 
different ways of understanding and interpreting the natural world. Incorporating this knowledge into 
management plans will provide greater capacity to avoid, respond to, and recover from disasters 
associated with global change. 
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CARLA GAVILÁN 

 

International Workshop: “Indigenous Knowledge and Global Challenges: Transdisciplinary 

Dialogues on Risk Interpretation and Action for Disaster Risk Reduction and Climate Change 

Adaptation” 

 

          “Se we were fin a wo sankofa a yennkyi”  

“It is never too late to go back, learn from the past and build the future” 

            Adinkra symbol. Asante people (Ghana)  

 

Climate change and natural hazards (and the strong relationship between them) are the kind of wicked 

problems that need to be address with a critical perspective and a deep understanding on how people 

interpret risk, change and the decisions they make as a consequence of those interpretations. This 

premise results in the challenge to conceptualize a broad understanding of concepts and beliefs behind 

the knowledge of natural phenomena.  

In this workshop, Indigenous knowledge was explored as source of relevant and valuable insights on 

how to cope and adapt to environmental disasters. Presentations and discussions at the workshop were 

based on three case studies along different geographic areas (Brazil*, New Zealand ** and Nigeria***) 

and a reflection on traditional Maskoke knowledge, brought in by Marcus Briggs-Cloud.  

A common thread among all these presentations was the importance of the relationship between human 

and nature and how different cultures around the globe embrace concepts such as sustainability, 

resilience or disaster risk interpretation based on their own ways to interact with the environment. This 

one- of- a- kind bond between human and nature leads to a different perspective on how to understand 

“changes” and “disasters”; how to be prepared for them, how to face them and how to manage the 

impacts, embracing them as a part of a broader concept of life and existence.  

The case studies also showed that - regardless the geographic location- indigenous peoples generate 

valuable knowledge that needs to be recognized and understood without the bias of western 
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epistemologies. There is a need to recognize that the message, the stories, the knowledge that has been 

held and developed by generations needs to be considered as a vital component of any policy related to 

environmental management, sustainability practices or conceptual framework for activities related to 

local communities or the regions in which they inhabit.  

Nonetheless, articulating the concepts, beliefs and practices between indigenous peoples and the 

academic (or policy- makers) community is a daunting task. As the presenters remarked, the gap is still 

large and in most of the cases it relates to the conceptual approach and understanding of scientific 

knowledge and the non- academic epistemologies. A transdisciplinary approach was proposed to address 

this gap, as a way to incorporate different perspectives on complex problems such as climate change 

and natural disasters, resulting on more inclusive initiatives and policies.  

Finally, this workshop provided interesting insights on indigenous knowledge, and the importance of it, 

that I find very useful to integrate in my research using a trans disciplinary approach. Since I am looking 

for incorporating the human dimension in my research - which focuses on assessing the sensitivity and 

vulnerability of soil carbon pools in the Andes (Peru) under the global climate change – I will use the 

open-ended questions, that came up from this workshop, as starting point to implement a chapter in my 

dissertation proposal. I am sure that it will give my research a more broader, inclusive and holistic 

perspective.  

 (*) Managing Human-made Disasters: Participatory Social-environmental Monitoring by indigenous 

peoples impacted by the Belo Monte Dam in the Brazilian Amazon. Presenter: Simone Athayde 

(**) Maori and Urban Disaster: Response and Recovery to the 2010-2012 Earthquakes. Presenter: Simon 

Lambert 

(***) Rural and Urban Dilemmas: Coping with disasters in the aftermath of 2012 Flood in Nigeria. 

Presenter: Victor Okorie 
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MARIA ALICE LIMA 

 

Workshop: Indigenous Knowledge and Global Challenges: Transdisciplinary Dialogues on 

Risk Interpretation an Action for Disaster Risk Reduction and Climate Change Adaptation 

Date: 01/28/2015. Local: Smathers Library Room 

Guest Presenters: 
Marcus Briggs-Cloud -Maskoke, University of Florida, US 
Simon Lambert - Maori, Lincoln University, New Zealand 
Victor Okorie - Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria 
Simone Athayde - TCD and Amazon Dams Network (ADN), UF (discussant) 
 

This workshop started with brief comments by Simone about the main objectives and program. 

The main objective: to promote international and cross-cultural knowledge and experience exchange on 

indigenous knowledge systems and disaster risk reduction understanding, policy-making and governance. 

Then, Simone invited Marcus Briggs-Cloud to host a welcoming ceremony, singing a traditional 

Maskoke song.  He is a musician and he served as singer and composer in Rome for the Vatican 

Canonization Liturgy of the first Native American Catholic Saint, Kateri Tekakwitha. 

When people arrived in the workshop, they received a card with a drawing of an indigenous 

symbol, on which they should write the meaning of the symbol according to their own perspective. This 

activity was very interesting because not always the people have the opportunity to think about drawings 

and how relate to their lives. And a lot of different words came out, sometimes close to the real meanings, 

besides bringing the opportunity to learn about these symbols and know their origins. Marcus explained 

about symbols. He believes that native languages are very important for connecting communities. And 

Simone, Simon and Jynessa presented the names and meanings for other symbols from Xingu, New 

Zealand and Africa. It made the audience reflect on how symbols may carry cultural memory. 

Another very interesting thing was to follow a Maori tradition during the workshop, to take off 

your shoes before you can enter a knowledge place. The Maori are indigenous peoples from New Zealand, 

originated from settlers from eastern Polynesia, who arrived in New Zealand in several waves of canoe 

voyages sometime between 1250 and 1300. 

The first lecture was given by Marcus Briggs-Cloud. He explained about how his people use their 

knowledge to or preventing hurricanes, for example. He shared some aspects of the language of his 

people and highlighted differences with English, mainly about pronouns. After that, Simone Athayde 

presented an introduction to the workshop highlighting the importance to understand the relationship 

between nature and humans, temporality of events and indigenous people’s indicators. There are 

different types of disasters, natural (examples: hurricanes, wildfires and floods) and human (ex.: 

hydroelectric, nuclear power plant and oil spills). One case study is the research been carried out among 

indigenous peoples affected by the Belo Monte Dam, which include participatory monitoring and 
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empowerment of social actors. In addition, there are many challenges to be addressed such as 

vulnerability to change in policies and securing the continuation of the monitoring program. 

Simon Lambert focused his talk on Maori people and urban disasters: response and recovery to 

the 2010-2012 Earthquakes. Maori are now urban people often distant from traditional territories, but 

they have high resilience (ability to adapt), but on the other hand, this people are also struggling to 

maintain their language and cultures traditions. Victor Okorie talked about rural and urban dilemmas, 

coping with disasters in the aftermath of 2012 flood in Nigeria. Nigeria is the biggest economy and 

population in Africa, and in 2012 the Agency announced an impending flood that would affect some 

States. Many buildings and structures have been erected on flood plains, and there were many problems 

about communication. Maybe this process was selective, because 90% of the respondents they did not 

hear about prediction and have decided to cross check predictions with their own ethno-climatology.  

A critical lesson learned relates to the importance of gathering information during disasters and 

enhancing credibility through collaboration. These studies showed that independently of region, the 

interaction and dialogue between traditional and scientific knowledge may be effective to support and 

risk reduction and management. 

Knowledge about different disasters in the world also allowed my own reflection on how close the 

relationship between natural or made-man events may be, and the effects on people that inhabit such 

regions. Recently, two hydroelectric dams were built on the Madeira River (Rondônia - Brazil) and last 

year the river level was the highest in the last 100 years, causing major flooding: some cities were 

isolated, many families had their homes destroyed and many workers, such as fishermen and farmers, 

lost their conditions of family subsistence. Nevertheless, throughout the process of implementation of 

infrastructural projects, those involved always warned about the strength of the Madeira river in the face 

of these two dams, including huge load of sediment and erosion of adjacent regions. This example shows 

how serious the lack of dialogue and adequate public policies regarding communities directly and 

indirectly affected by the construction of these dams are for disaster prevention and mitigation. 

Impacts both natural and anthropogenic threaten not only nature, but the people who depend on 

natural resources. The proximity that traditional people have with the management of resources and also 

in disaster prevention is featured in the Amazon region. During my academic and professional life I 

always consider of this empirical knowledge of these communities that live of the Madeira River, adding 

that value in my research. The complexity of the region, the multiple interference factors and potential 

substantial changes in the system always require inter and transdisciplinary knowledge, considering 

factors no academics. The main reason of my doctoral research involves the prospect of new construction 

of hydroelectric projects in the Amazon and need for studies that involve an integrated manner the social, 

environmental and economic, especially in the affected communities, which depend on these resources 

historically. These large impacts, the fishing community suffers changes and it is increasingly clear that 

the fishing approach should not only consider the ecological variables, it is necessary to combine and 

evaluate other factors that result in potentially significant changes in ecosystems.  
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THALITA RIBEIRO 

 

“Indigenous Knowledge and Global Challenges: Transdisciplinary Dialogues on Risk 

Interpretation and Action for Disaster Risk Reduction and Climate Change Adaptation” 

 

1) Presenters and cases presented: 

 

Marcus Brigs-Cloud – Welcome Ceremony 

Maskoke tribe 

Started with a song in their traditional language. 

 

Simone Athayde – Symbols reflection and project presentation 

Simone asked for everyone to take off the shoes in an act of respect for the place we were, and in a 

reference of the Maori/New Zealand tradition. I thought that this was really interesting, since in my 

family, in Brazil, we also take off our shoes before we come in the house. 

We started by talking about the meaning of the symbols given to us in the entrance: 

1. The Maskoke: Mississipi river indigenous symbol, called Maskoge or Maskoke Knot. 

2. The Yudja (Xingu), indigenous symbol from Brazil: They symbolize the seeds of the Genipapo, fruit 

that is used to make the dye that this tribe uses for body painting. Is interesting that most of the 

meanings given by the audience were similar to the real one, like “fructification” or “nature”. 

3. The Maori symbol: likewise the Xingu, meanings given by the public were very similar to the one 

given by the Maori, that is Growth and emergence. 

4. The West African Adinkra symbol: this time the meanings people suggested were a little far from the 

meaning that is “using the past experiences to build the future”.  

 

Figure 1: Sankofa: Adinkra symbol from the Asante people (Ghana) 
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The project presentation introduced a general scope of the workshop and its objectives. The project 

includes four case studies: 

- Tibet and China Woman (traditional knowledge and climate change) 

- The Seminoles in Florida, US. 

- The Maoris in New Zealand (Adaptions to the Urban life and hazardous events). 

- The Indigenous people in South Africa (Climate change adaption). 

- The Arara and Paquiçamba Indians in Brazilian Amazon (impacted by the Belo Monte Dam). 

 

Marcus Brigs-Cloud – Traditional Maskoke Ecological Epistemology and Indigenous People’s 

Ambivalence in Collaborating with Non-Indigenous Peoples over Environmental Concerns 

Today we are facing more natural disasters and facts shows that they have worsened and are more 

frequent because of human practices. The Maskoke Indians have the power to control the directions of 

the tornados/hurricanes, they use the power of the animal spirits to do so. But since today the 

relationships between humans-nature-wildlife are so thin and disrespectful, the connections the 

Maskoke people have with the spirits has thinned. 

 

Simone Athayde – Opportunities and Constraints for building Transdisciplinary Bridges between 

Indigenous and Academic Knowledge Systems for Disaster Risk Reduction 

Case study of the Amazon Dams program and network: 

Brazil relies a lot in hydroelectric energy since 85% of the electricity produced by the country comes 

from this source. Belo Monte is the third biggest Dam in the world, and is being constructed with little 

concern with the indigenous tribes and lands that are impacted by it. The land of the TI Arara da Volta 

and TI Paquiçamba is going to be harshly impacted and is going to get really dry (Figure 2), this 

change is going to affect the Indigenous livelihoods since they rely a lot in the fisheries and other 

water resources for their survival.  

The work that is being done with those tribes is in order to find a way for them to be effective in 

participating in the decision making process has been approached as a continuous process. But this 

work has a lot of challenges, e.g. the lack of trust, also the vulnerability to changes in the policies and 

the eternal search for funds for the studies and monitoring process. 
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Figure 2. Areas impacted by the Belo Monte Dam in the Brazilian Amazon. 

 

Simon Lambert – Indigenous Urban Disasters: The experience of Maori in the Canterbury 

Earthquakes 2010-2012 

Maori are today an urban people, 85% of the population is living in cities and are not rare for them to 

be far from the traditional territories. As a conclusion for this study, Dr. Lambert (also a Maori Indian) 

states that the Indigenous people in New Zealand, even though they live in a developed country, are 

vulnerable to natural disasters, as the earthquakes that happed in NZ in 2010-2012 period. After 

disconnection with their traditional livelihoods they have lost most of their Indigenous Knowledge 

regarding the disaster prevention and they need to build resilience endurance. 

Victor Ogbonnaya Okorie – Rural and Urban Dilemmas: Copping with disasters in the aftermath 

of 2012 flood in Nigeria 

The statement that Victor used to frame his presentation was: 

“Every disaster is a story teller”  

In the big flood that inflicted Nigeria the scientific prediction failed when it stated that only 10 states 

were going to be affected, but when the flood came 32 states were behind water. This mistake had 

catastrophic consequences because the population of the other states weren’t prepared and the rescue 
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efforts were limited.  After this the science credibility beyond the stakeholders were low and they 

prefer to rely on other sources of knowledge like the traditional knowledge.  

 

2) Audience and format 

The audience was very participative and also encouraged to participate in the discussions having a 

friendly environment to express their thoughts and their doubts. 

  

3) How inter- and trans-disciplinary knowledge were approached? 

Inter and transdisciplinary knowledge was explained in Simone’s presentation and also approached by 

all the presenters. They all stated how important the non-academic knowledge was for the Indigenous 

people and also for the non-Indigenous. Also, it was showed that they include different forms of 

knowledge such as practical, technical, ecological and intangible. 

4) What are some relevant academic disciplinary fields needed to address this problem or 

issue? 

Anthropology  

Environmental sciences 

Management 

Trans/Interdisciplinary fields 

5) What are sources of local and societal knowledge needed to address this problem or issue? 

Indigenous and traditional residents’ knowledge about: the seasons, the rain patterns, the plants and 

animal behaviors. 

6) How might different knowledge systems be integrated to address this problem? 

A facilitator with experience is needed to make the bridge between the traditional and the academic 

knowledge systems. It is necessary to make them work together with the same objective, avoiding the 

subjugation of one system by the other through power structures or imbalances. 

 

The process must be revised and the outcomes must always be questioned, even if it means going 

back and starting over. This must be a continuous process following the steps but also creating new 

frameworks that can be adapted to each case. 

 

7) What were some key interesting aspects or topics that emerged from the presentations and 

discussions? 
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I had particular interest in the fact that even though the case studies are so far from each other, the 

people involved had similar reactions: 

- Helping your neighbor. 

- Looking into nature and wildlife behavior to help in the prediction of the disasters. 

- The mourn they have over the deceived and lost connections they had with nature. 

- The grief over the big loss of their traditions and lands after colonization and the disrespect 

they suffer until today. 

 

8) Brief personal reflection on how this might relate to your own work and interests. 

This workshop actually significantly changed my views over the indigenous peoples all over the Earth. 

Before, I was aware if their problems and disadvantage in this world but they never caught my interest 

as much as they do now. I am resolved to do the best I can to be more integrated to nature and to 

build a closer relationship with the environment, and I want to learn more about indigenous peoples 

livelihoods and their amazing way of life. They are a good example of what us (western people) have 

lost a long time ago:  the respect to the land that sustains us, that’s pretty strong for me and I deeply 

admire their struggle to keep their connections to the land and traditions alive.  

9) Trip to the Seminole tribe in South Florida 

We went to visit the Seminole tribe for a talk with the Mr. Herbert Jim (Cultural chief), Naomi 

Sherwood (his wife) and also Paul Simmons (the caretaker of the place). They were very welcoming 

and told us stories about their spirituality and their beliefs over several things. They told us about their 

relationship with nature and the animal spirits, and how each tribe has its own animal spirit inside each 

person. 

We talked about the wars against the colonizers and how after each war their territory was 

shrunk, their culture has faded, and their people scattered and send further inside the wetlands.  And 

also how each time the Seminole people had money power they were confronted and lost their lands 

and money. They also commented on know they constructed a casino (Hard Rock Seminole Casino) but 

unfortunately they have to pay lots of taxes and the government has taken most of the profit. 

Also, we talked about the rituals and celebrations where they get together to cherish their 

traditions, when the presence of everyone is mandatory and they get together in the place we met, 

around a Tiki (traditional Seminole building) and a bonfire. 

Finally, I think the trip was really informative for me, I didn’t know anything about Native Americans 

before this workshop. I got to know a little of their history, their traditions and their beliefs. Also I think 
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that I appreciate and respect them a lot more than before, and I extrapolate my feelings to all the 

indigenous people in the world, because I know their history with the colonizers is similar and they 

suffer a lot till today. 

 

CAMILA H. RODRIGUES 

 

International Workshop: Indigenous Knowledge and Global Challenges: Transdisciplinary 

Dialogues on Risk Interpretation and Action for Disaster Risk Reduction and Climate Change 

Adaptation 

Jan 28, 2015 

The Welcome Ceremony was a beautiful and touching song sung by Marcus Briggs-Cloud. 

The workshop started with a very interesting dynamic. All participants had a card with a graphic symbol. 

The idea was to describe in one word what the symbol represented to you. There were four illustrations. 

Each one was a symbol from different cultures in West Africa, North America, New Zealand (Oceania), 

South America. We tried to guess the meaning of these symbols and we could see how everyone 

interpreted the symbols according with their own values and perspectives. A very interesting comment 

by Marcus Briggs-Cloud related to these symbols was that, even knowing the meaning of it, we can’t 

really understand it belonging to another culture. 

After that, Simone Athayde presented the Project and some important concepts for the workshop: 

what is indigenous knowledge; transdisciplinarity, academic and non-academic epistemologies 

(challenges, limitations and opportunities). 

I think that is important to highlight that transdisciplinarity tries to join the different knowledges, 

cross disciplinary boundaries and raises questions of sociopolitical and epistemological relevance. This is 

what this workshop was about: crossing the boundaries and advance a broader understanding of disaster 

risk reduction and management, in a practical way, about the challenges and opportunities present in 

different countries to achieve this. 

Marcus Briggs-Cloud was the first speaker, talking about “Traditional Maskoke Ecological 

Epistemology and Indigenous People’s Ambivalence in Collaborating with Non-indigenous People over 

Environmental Concerns”. His talk was so strong that I looked for more information about the Seminole 
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people trying to understand a little bit more about their history. I found interesting aspects about their 

history in their oficial website (http://www.semtribe.com/), which I copied below: 

“The Seminole people are the descendents of the Creek people. At the beginning of the sixteenth century, 

the Spanish attempted to set up a system of missions across north Florida and southern Georgia. While 

these efforts to set up missions in the Creek country failed, there were Creeks that were drawn from 

Georgia down to the Spanish missions in Florida.The first Creek speaking people, settled at Chocuchattee 

(Red House) near present day Brooksville, Florida. This was some time around 1760. They were also 

cattlemen. Soon the vast herds of the growing Seminole Nation drew the attention of their white 

neighbors to the north. Conflicts that were occurring in Georgia spilled into Florida due to an increased 

desire from non-indigenous anglo-saxon settlers for land and cattle”.  

There were several violent conflicts and 3 major wars with the US government that decimated 

the population.  

“For the next sixty years the small population of Seminoles would live on the fringes of society. They 

made livings as hunters, guides and sometimes, curiosities for the tourists. In 1907, the Department of 

the Interior set aside 540 acres of land near Dania for Seminole use. In 1911, President Taft set aside 

lands in Martin, Broward and Hendry Counties as reservations. The Florida State Governor William 

Jennings vetoed the bill. Jennings believed that the Seminoles had signed a treaty to move to Oklahoma, 

had no rights as citizens of Florida, and that the rights of 800,000 non-tribal members outweighed those 

of the 400 Seminoles that lived in the State. The 1950’s were a turning point in the history of the Florida 

Seminole people. Tribal leaders found themselves having to address many significant issues during this 

period. In 1953, the United States Congress passed legislation to terminate federal tribal programs. While 

the State of Florida supported termination of services to the Seminoles, tribal members and their 

supporters were able to successfully argue against termination. Instead of being terminated, tribal 

leaders moved forward and by 1957 had drafted a tribal constitution. They attained self-government 

through the formation of a governing body, the Tribal Council. At the same time, the Seminole Tribe of 

Florida, Inc. was created to oversee the business matters of the Tribe. Today the Seminole casinos 

support a growing infrastructure for the Seminole community’s health and welfare, public safety, 

education and other services. The economic stability provided by gaming, combined with the cattle, 

citrus, tourism, and other business enterprises, has made the Seminole Tribe of Florida one of the most 

successful native business peoples in the United States today. They employ more than 7,000 employees 

http://www.semtribe.com/
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in their casinos, hotels and other enterprises and purchase more than $130.3 million in goods and 

services yearly”. 

In short, I saw two important points brought by Marcus: 

- Western and indigenous knowledge systems are different not just in terms of epistemology, but also, 

the ontology. We see things as a natural disaster for example while they see them as spiritual connections 

and cope with it in a very different manner. How to create a dialogue if the meaning of the “challenge” 

or problem is so different? The non-indigenous are disrupting the natural balance of the planet, so, how 

they communicate with nature? 

- The second point is about the collaboration between them and non-indigenous. Why they should 

collaborate with no-indigenous that occupied and destroyed their homeland? 

The second speaker was Simone Athayde who presented about “Opportunities and Constraints 

for Building Transdisciplinary Bridges between Indigenous and Academic Knowledge Systems for Disaster 

Risk Reduction”. In short, she spoke about how the researchers and indigenous people are working 

together to produce information and to guarantee indigenous rights facing big dam construction across 

the Amazon. She showed us about the hydropower in Brazil which represents-s about 85% of energy 

production and that Amazon is the new frontier for hydropower production.  

She contextualized the case of Belo Monte, the third biggest dam in the world, that will affect 

many endemic species, causing severe impacts not only for indigenous people (no consultation or 

participation process, and will change their livelihood as a whole) but also disrespecting workers’ rights. 

The work that she is developing there, it is a continuous process which involves empowerment, learning, 

representation and legitimacy, decision making process and data management and appropriation. The 

methodology consists on: to visit every family, conducting semi-structured interviews in every household; 

mapping the fishing sites, vegetation and fruits used by fish and for fishing; capacity building; and 

multiplication of the program to other areas. Some challenges highlighted were the lack of a good 

baseline data (deficient Environment Impact Assessment - EIA), the timing (not effective for training and 

participation), limitation for effective participation in decision making process (hard to build it), 

fragmentation of programs and activities defined in the basic environmental plan, the lack of trust and 

vulnerability to changes in policies, funding to keep it going. But there is a hope that the Project, will 

help to increase the social capital to negotiate risk, cope and manage the impacts, and that the reach of 

lessons learned is expanded through the Amazon Dams Network and the Indigenous Knowledge and 

Disaster Risk Reduction network as well!  



 

59 
 

The third speaker was Simon Lambert who talked about “Indigenous Urban Disasters: The 

experience of Maori in the Canterbury Eartquakes 2010-2012”. He explained that nowadays most part of 

Maori people are urban (about 85%) and often distant from the traditional territories. He talked about 

how they have helped to build resilience among Maori people in urban environments after urban disaster 

as earthquakes. 

The last guest speaker was Victor Ogbonnaya Okorie. He started saying that “every disaster is a 

storyteller” and the story that he told was about a flood that happened in Nigeria in 2012. The scientists's 

prediction fail, they said that it would impact 10 states and in reality there were 31 states affected by 

this flood. He explained that the scientists failed because of three main factors (referred by him as the 3 

Cs): they ignored contextual factors, because of communication crises (which means a selective process 

of publication, acceptance, reading and attention) and a credibility crises. 

After the disaster. people involved in the research have decided to cross-check with their own 

ethno-climatology. Now, they pay attention to the changes in the color of some rivers, the position of 

birds’ nests and the rainfal patterns. There are opportunities for the government and people to create a 

collaboration process joining different knowledge systems to achieve a better risk management and to 

build resilience to face future disasters. 

Finally, I think the workshop was very informative and interesting to understand how indigenous 

knowledge systems have been recognized, and how this process of collaboration has helped to find 

solutions to current  environmental problems and concerns. It also help me to think about my own 

research and work, in the way that collaborative process is more than the use of participative tools/ 

approaches which guarantee everyone voice on the table. It is a complex issue. We need to understand 

the epistemologies (how they know what they know) and ontologies (how they see and realize some 

issue) that exists among the stakeholders, and create a framework that involves different perceptions 

and then everyone can work together at the same level of knowledge importance. 
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YIMING XU 

“Indigenous Knowledge and Global Challenges: Transdisciplinary Dialogues on Risk 

Interpretation and Action for Disaster Risk Reduction and Climate Change Adaptation” 

Audience: Faculty and students in University of Florida 

Format: Workshop and Seminar 

- How did the inter and trans-disciplinarity topics were approached?  

- How about some topics covered by Marcus Briggs-Cloud? Any interesting ideas from his 

presentation that caught your attention? 

1 Managing Human-made Disasters: Participatory Social-environmental Monitoring by 

indigenous peoples impacted by the Belo Monte Dam in the Brazilian Amazon 

Presenter: Dr. Athayde 

The construction of dams in the Amazon rivers affect the ecological environment on which indigenous 

people rely for their subsistence and survival. Due to the construction of the dam, a lot of controversial 

and complementary social and environmental problems have occurred. The research aims to investigate 

the impacts of the third biggest dam in the world called Belo Monte Dam on indigenous lands and people. 

The projects apply the participatory monitoring which includes negotiation and coordination across 

groups of social actors with different perspectives and interests. They manage natural resources in the 

study areas by collaboration and negotiation. The kind of management style is not a top-down style. It 

is more like a bottom-up style that aims to emphasize community empowerment.  

There are five activities included in the program design that can foster the development of 

transdisciplinary knowledge between academic and non-academic participants: Interviews and planning; 

Initial meetings and information; Community and participation; Monitoring of fisheries; Training of 

indigenous monitoring agents. Academic disciplinary fields include mapping of data and policies, natural 

resource management, and training and education, need be included to enhance capacity-building among 

indigenous peoples. Local and societal knowledge including income level, environmental quality data, 

education level, vegetation and crop information need be included. Data sharing, Mathematical analysis, 

uncertainty analysis and nonlinear analysis have their advantages on the integration of knowledge of 

different sources and data types. 

I like the notion of participatory monitoring. The presentation indicates that it is process oriented and 

does not necessarily start or stop within the lifetime of a project. This is very special.  It really does not 

limit the management style. I think this is very important to my own work and interest in South India 

Soil Security Research. When I conduct soil management in South Indian, I need pay attention to the 

indigenous knowledge present in the villages regarding to the climate and crops. 
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2 Indigenous Urban Disasters: The experience of Maori in the Canterbury Earthquakes 

2010-2012 

Presenter: Dr.  Lambert: 

The research described the background of Maori migration and life. It also describes the notion of 

Resilience. After the earthquake, the research used the time series process including Reduction, 

Readiness, Response and Recovery to describe the life of urban Maori. 

To address the earthquake recovery, this research mainly integrated administration, legislation and 

management methods. For example, Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Act has its significance to help 

indigenous Maori people. Local and societal knowledge such as health condition, mental condition, and 

annual income were included into the research. From my point of view, the meetings, relationship, 

connections between government and public is a key factor that may affect the recovery of earthquake 

in the study area. 

Two aspects in the research are very special and interesting: 1) Widening the concept of resilience: It 

expands the concept of resilience from Individual, Whanau, neighborhood, Community and National. 2) 

4R process: Reduction, Readiness, Responding and Recovering. It is a logic and time-series process that 

can help facilitate the earthquake recovery. It is a very organized management process. The experiences 

and lessons in the recovery of earthquake can be extended to other areas affected by Earthquakes. 

3 Rural and urban dilemmas: Coping with disasters in the aftermath of 2012 Flood in 

Nigeria 

Presenter: Dr. Okorie 

This speaker talked about the process of coping with disasters in the aftermath of 2012 historical flood 

in Nigeria. People who claimed to be the victims of 2012 were interviewed, aiming to find out  how they 

perceive and respond to the flood. 

I think that academic disciplinary fields such as adaptive management, meteorology, science of disaster 

and hydrology needed to address this problem. Indigenous knowledge from local sites and villages can 

help forecast the outbreak of flood. From my point of view, coordination and continuous data collection 

can help to address this problem. 

I like the saying “Every disaster is a story teller”. This research aims to get indigenous knowledge from 

the villagers’ story. The analysis about how people behave and respond to the flood can also be helpful. 

I am interested in the soil security now. I think that emergent strategies in this research can also help 

people manage their soil security by a collaborative and adaptive way. Its methods also include 

empowerment, learning, presentation and legitimacy, decision making and data management and 

appropriation. 
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4 Traditional Maskoke Ecological Epistemology and Indigenous People's Ambivalence in 

Collaborating with Non-Indigenous Peoples over Environmental Concerns  

Presenter: Marcus Briggs-Cloud 

The speaker sang a euphonious Native American song. He talked about the relationship between Native 

American and nature. From his speech, I realized the importance of land and nature to Native American. 

His passion and love to the earth and nature makes me reflect that we need love our earth and treat it 

as our “mother”.  

5 My own research and the topics presented in the workshop 

My PhD Dissertation name is “Digital soil mapping in smallholder farm settings in South India”. I went to 

the South India to do soil sampling for two months. In this trip, I learned a lot of indigenous knowledge 

from local people. For example, I know the farming system, village management system, culture, dietary 

habit, grain output, water resource situation in the study area. After this workshop, I am also thinking 

how to fuse multi-source information to predict soil quality. After this workshop, I learned how to collect 

indigenous knowledge in my future research. I can organize some “local workshop” for local villagers. I 

want to analyze the relationship between soil properties and farmers’ attitudes and emphasis to soil. I 

also want to be a knowledge broker to distribute soil science to villagers in South India. Major uncertainty 

analysis includes Bayesian analysis and other methods can be used to fuse indigenous knowledge and 

environmental variables to solve this problem.  
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3. REPORT OF FIELDTRIP VISIT AND DIALOGUE WITH SEMINOLE LEADERS IN 

FLORIDA  

 

The report presented below was prepared by student Aghane C. Antunes, documenting the 

fieldtrip and visit to Seminole leaders during the week long workshop organized by project 

leaders and collaborators at University of Florida.  

 

REPORT – SEMINOLE COMMUNITY FIELD TRIP 

Date: 01/29/2015 

Participants: 

 Dr. Simone Athayde – TCD and Amazon Dams Network (ADN), UF faculty 
 Marcus Briggs-Cloud – Maskoke Trbe, University of Florida, US 
 Dr. Simon Lambert – Maori Tribe, Lincoln University, New Zeland 
 Dr. Victor Okorie – Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria 
 UF Students - Interdisciplinary Research and Practice for Social-environmental Management) 

 Naomi Sherwood – Florida Seminole representative 
 Herbert Jim - Florida Seminole representative 
 Paul Simmons - Florida Seminole representative 

 

1. Seminole area – Lakeland Property visit 

The field trip started with a visit to Lakeland Property, a reserve where living approximately 250 

inhabitants of the Seminole tribe located in Tampa. We were received by three Seminole members – 

Herbert, Naomi, and Paul Simmons. They occupy leadership positions in the village organization. We 

found an excellent atmosphere of prosperity and contentment, and both demonstrate pride, 

determination, and resilience in regarding their culture background. They were wearing traditional 

colorful cotton clothing, decorated with plaid designs. Naomi was wearing a long skirt that touched the 

floor with the same pattern. 

Dr. Simone Athayde presented the visit’s objectives and the project steps and goals. The Seminoles 

members were cheerful and excited with the possibility of contributing to further information aiming the 

development of the study. The main interested highlighted is to try to bring culture and language back 

since the community has struggled to keep language and traditions alive. 

Herbert made a brief presentation of the tribe history. It talked about the origin of the Seminole people, 

contextualizing that they were in the North America for thousands of years before the coming of 

Europeans. Originally, they farmed the regions of Georgia and Alabama. He detailed that perhaps 

ancestors of the Seminoles built towns, villages and complex civilization across the area, and when the 

Europeans began to explore and settle in their territory, disease killed many of their people. Conflicts 

with Europeans caused them to seek new lands.    
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During the war episodes, the Seminole people began to disperse due to the conflict and differences in 

ideology within the group. Three main groups become disconnected (Seminoles, Creeks and Mikosukee). 

By that time the core language spoke was Maskoke, but there were variations and dialects.  

Herbert explained when English speakers entered South Florida territory they found many indigenous. 

About to this particular topic, both Seminole members showed resentment in regarding the general 

information passed along to this topic. Naomi claimed that Western books do not report that when the 

Europeans arrived in Florida they found the Seminole people, living in an organized and profitable 

community. Indigenous lands were rich in gold, silver, cows, and many other animals and all those goods 

were provided to the white immigrants. The “American Discovery”, as the American narrates,  is not 

exactly as the Indians accepted as an authentic version. 

The Seminole people kept a trade relationship with the newbies White immigrants, through sale of meat 

(beef), gold and silver. When their commerce become stronger, the immigrants started several actions 

to affect tribe's business adversely. With the creation of the United States, white settlers moved steadily 

southward. The clash between white immigrants and the Native indigenous inhabitants of the land took 

place. The new U.S. citizen began a concerted policy of taking or buying land from the Seminoles. In 

their thoughts, Naomi argued, the new Americans should have that power instead of indigenous tribes.  

Some tribes rose up against the white settlers and against those other tribes that supported white 

settlement. The tribes’ thoughts and ideas began to diverge. Americans killed indigenous people and 

took sales and land, and then the tribes became poor. Those conflicts were disastrous to Seminole’s 

culture and unity. Many indigenous people lost their homes and migrated southward into Spanish Florida, 

where they and the Seminoles increased their resistance to white settlement.  

Many other conflicts and wars happened in sequence, and more indigenous people died. The U.S. 

government then made a unilateral negotiation with the indigenous people sending them to other 

territories. They determined that the indigenous would have land, where they could do everything they 

want only in their lands. Only a few remained in Florida, living initially inside the inhospitable swamp 

areas. Years late, as the development boom exploded in South Florida, the Seminoles lost more of their 

lands to tourists and settlers. Naomi explained the White settlers cut down many trees and launched the 

construction of houses. The indigenous people then remained stuck in one place. In sum, there were 

three big wars against the United States. Many groups were sent to Oklahoma and Mississippi River, just 

300 Seminoles remaining in Florida. 

In Florida, they became agricultural workers, and tourist attractions due to their unique and colorful 

patchwork clothing, producing souvenirs and "wrestling" alligators for the tourists. Then, they started to 

create the casinos, as a result of their creativity, resilience and prominent ability to business and trade. 

The U.S government gave the actual land to the tribes and named approximately 130 different indigenous 

groups as The Seminoles, which means “runaway”. Today, the Seminole Tribe of Florida has almost 

2,000 members, living on four reservations, including Lakeland, in Tampa. 
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Paul Simmons, Seminole staff supervisor and “crocodiles coach”, explained the tribe obtains revenues 

from diversified economic sources - agriculture, citrus, aircraft production, casino gaming, tobacco sales, 

and cattle. He explained that every member of the community is an owner/shareholder of the Seminole 

Corporation, and all of them receive revenues from their thriving and diversified business. Paul detailed 

that their business is just like any other company, with a CEO, shareholder (tribe members owners), and 

employees who work for the company. The Chairman is elected by vote for a mandate of four years.  

Ceremonies 

Seminole tribes painted themselves and also performed dance rituals for both religious and social 

reasons. These ceremonies are usually private. They do not promote a fair or a parade of their people 

and culture, pointed out Naomi. 

2. Facilities 

The Seminoles worked hard to be economically independent. They have jumped to a number of different 

industry segments, with a strong emphasis on casino and hotel profits. During the field trip, besides the 

Lakeland Property, we also visited the Seminole Headquarter and the Seminole Hard Rock Casino in 

Tampa. 

Village - approximately 250 members live in the community. The Village includes a house with all 

appliances and a "chikee" outdoor house with a thatched roof constructed of palmetto leaves. The house 

is a mixture of traditional communal dwelling a contemporary type of house, with all usual facilities, such 

as bed boxes, refrigerators, air conditioning and barbecue place. 

Headquarters – there is a well-established company with several departments, including the health 

department with a non-indian doctor and nurse. The Headquarter consists of many offices and meeting 

rooms, with a staff mixed of Indians and Americans. While becoming more economically diverse, the 

Seminoles also maintain respect for the old ways. Inside the headquarters we found the sewing 

department where traditional pieces are manufactured with a made-by-hand fabric combination pattern. 

In fact, they proudly wear clothing that is an evolution of traditional styles. And they also sell this product 

on the Seminole Hard Rock Hotel & Casino. There is also a education department, with special educational 

programs. 

Seminole Hard Rock Hotel & Casino – this facility is a perfect representation of a luxurious life. They 

offer top to VIP services, such as fine dining, gaming areas, sophisticated poker rooms, and many modern 

machines. The hotel is classified as a “triple A” Four Diamond Accommodations. 

The business exuberance was something quite impressive. Paul Simons summarized the idea behind the 

whole Seminole “empire: “We don’t have to stop moving forward. We do not need to lose the connection 

with the past. We need to learn from the past. But it is equally important to keep moving, going and 

growing up.   

This idea leads us to a reflection on the self determination of indigenous peoples. The conception 

sometimes romanticized of Indians out of contact with society, naked, contrasts with the model followed 

by the Seminoles, which seems to be more independent and organized.  
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3. Knowledge integration and inter-relation 

During the visit were discussed the similarities between many traditional and indigenous knowledge and 

the opportunities of culture exchange. Were discussed the ways to apply traditional and Indigenous 

knowledge to control natural disasters. 

Simon Lambert from Maori Tribe, of New Zealand, exemplified that the houses in Maori are pretty much 

similar to the Seminoles’ houses. They compared the ceremonies and the problems to keep traditional 

language alive between the young indigenous.  

Dr. Simone asked how indigenous people view or perceive risks and disasters, and how they have 

developed abilities to cope adversity. 

Herbert explained he is a language coordinator, and his role is to develop cultural and educational 

programs efforts to fostering language acquisition and maintenance. He believes when the native 

indigenous talk in their language they promote a vibration, in which they become able to connect to the 

Earth. Without the native language and other kinds of connections with the land where they live, they 

lost touch with the nature world.  

He inferred that when they were forced to move multiple times, they lost the opportunity to learn from 

past experiences in the land. Also, he defended that the community must keep the ability to talk and 

sing in their language. Following, he illustrated that when they sing their traditional songs the Universe 

gives then a “new day”, allowing them to exploring the nature world in a sustainable way. Some 

Seminole’s members, for example, know how to control the rain, and when is necessary they use their 

influence to “make “rain to get a better harvest. Naomi complemented they have never faced natural 

disasters, because they know how to deal with the nature world. The “method” is the observation.  For 

example, floods can be predicted from the height of birds’ nests near rivers. Naomi detailed that if we 

look at where birds are placing their nests, and they have moved nests to highest points of the trees, or 

if the river water color has changed and became more turbulent it can be signs that nature gives, alerting 

that something is different or may come, detailed Naomi. 

The traditional knowledge is very important to disaster mitigation. Ignore this ability can be dangerous, 

she advised. She also illustrated that the realtor industry has ignored nature laws when continue to cut 

massively down Florida trees, which she believes can result in a future disaster involving hurricanes and 

flooding. For her perspective, Florida land does not have ideal conditions to support all these interference. 

The land does not support that much; she pointed out. Naomi also exemplified that the trees cut the 

wind down, and when people clear out trees, the wind will come somehow. "We cannot go against 

nature. Man start to think they are above everything, but they are not. It is the cause of natural disasters", 

she convicted argued. 

Herbert complementing detailing some beliefs Seminoles have related to ancestors and their past forms 

of life. They believe they were animals first, and they learned from past life experience how to handle 

nature elements. It is a kind of power, a particular knowledge of nature control; that may be useful to 

control earthquakes, tornadoes, and other sorts of natural disasters. They also believe in animal spirit 
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helpers. The Seminole believed that everyone had an animal spirit helper who watched over them and 

guided them. Herbert revealed he was a wolf. 

Victor pointed out that every country has his own “secret” stories and different views about God. But 

that everything is related to how people deal with nature. 

Herbert complemented making a reflection of the effects of all these changes to Seminole peoples 

abilities. He argued that they lost their language and traditions abilities, and it has caused damages in 

their self-recognition. For his perspective, it is necessary to give all people the opportunity to be 

themselves otherwise they can be hurt. 

When questioned about how the idea of creating casinos emerged, he metaphorically replied that a 

casino is an illusion, like an evil. When you lost your power you have an illusion, he explained. And 

complemented that they had to adapt themselves. Naomi complementing that they have to pay 30% of 

taxes on all business revenues, and all money they get, goes all back down.  

Simon compared the situation found in New Zeland. He explained young indigenous only know urban 

lifestyles. Today English is the predominant language among younger generations. They go to churches 

both Protestantism and Catholic, and also their traditional ceremonies. Parents were assimilated, and 

many young did not learn the traditional language. They have a dictionary to help them to bridge both 

languages, but there is a lack of interest. 

Herbert replied that the scenario is the same with young Seminole. Many Indians become deeply sad, 

without an identity, and many of them start drinking. Today, English is also the predominant language 

among Florida Seminole, particularly the younger generations. Many stories that have been said in their 

native language are reproduced in English, losing emotional character and sense. It is not easy to express 

feelings in another language, he opined. The traditional knowledge has helped the indigenous to cope 

with natural hazards. Indigenous have learned to observe the forms of the sky, the size and contour of 

the moon, the animal movements. When they started to live in a house with external walls was like they 

covered their eyes to the world, and gradually became blind, Herbeth compared. He defended that the 

nature connection is fundamental to control disasters.  

4. Conclusion 

The Seminoles are articulate and very aware of the problems they face regarding to preservation of 

cultural identity, language and traditional knowledge. Although fully acculturated, they try to preserve 

their culture and knowledge accumulated over generations, which cover a diverse set of skills, practices 

and beliefs they use to deal with nature world. 

This field trip was part of the strategy of promoting international and cross-cultural knowledge and 

experience exchange on indigenous knowledge systems and disaster risk reduction understanding. The 

interaction represents the narrowing of the relationship with the Seminole people, who are now 

committed and engaged in contributing with the next steps of the project.  
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The contact will contribute to advance the formation of an international and transdisciplinary network 

involving non-indigenous and indigenous representatives and experts. Also, it is the beginning of the 

intention of promoting knowledge exchange between participants and Florida Seminole representatives.  

The next step of the project will involve a video production. Indigenous knowledge is still unexplored and 

unrecognized. The experiences discussed by participants confirm this trend. Traditions and beliefs play 

an important role in disaster control. Seminole people have been using tools they acquired from past 

experiences, especially in regarding with prediction. They know, for example, recognize signals from 

nature by monitoring aspects that enable them to know the right time to start planting or anticipating of 

heavy rain. These indicators include observation of the behavior to animals, birds, reptiles, vegetation 

and trees, wind, moon, water, among others elements. All these information needs to be systematized 

in order to contribute to the research project and technology development to detect, confirm and control 

hazard. 

All participants were unanimous about the idea that a well-conserved environment help to reduce risks 

associated with natural disaster. 

The blending of science, technology and traditional knowledge can result in a completely new framework 

to better deal with disaster prevention and control. There is a increasing acknowledgement of the 

importance of indigenous knowledge as an invaluable, unexplored and underused knowledge asset. This 

knowledge may be applied in environmental conservation and natural disaster management and 

research. 

In the traditional Nigeria worldview, environmental resources (land, water, animals and plants) are not 

just nature elements but also have a particular spiritual meaning. For the traditional people of Nigeria 

gods, spirits, and disasters are all inter-related. The hurricane for example is acceptable as a spirit that 

came to lace where people are not in good terms with God and the spirits. Seminole representatives 

share the same view/understanding and there are many other similarities. 

The traditional knowledge is based on close observation and a thorough understanding of the 

environment and nature. They keep the practice of monitoring the environmental conditions, including 

the weather, and they are able to make meaningful predictions. 

How to reconcile indigenous knowledge and western science without conflicting each other, respecting 

the two sets of knowledge, is an important question that emerges. The information collected and 

analyzed through the whole project is expected to enhance understanding of the need to integrate 

indigenous knowledge in development processes for disaster risk reduction. The Florida Seminole 

representatives agreed to participate on the video of the project.   
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2. PHOTOS  

 

 

 

 

Photo 1 – Starting the interactive discussion  
Photo 2 - Seen here the open interview 

meeting format 

 

 

 

 

Photo 3 – Field trip group in the chikee, "house" 

in Seminole language 
 Photo 4 – Seminole representative Herbeth 
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Photo 5 – Naomi, who came from a Canadian 

tribe  
 

Photo 6 - Dr. Simone and Dr Victor with  Paul 

Simmons, Seminole supervisor 

 

 

 

Photo 7 – Researchers and students in the 

Seminole Headquarters reception 
 

Photo 8 - Inside view of the Seminole casino 

in Tampa, FL 

 

 

 

Photo 9 - Photo 8 - Inside view of the Seminole 

casino in Tampa, FL 
 

Photo 10 - traditional goods store inside the 

casino 
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APPENDIX III BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION OF PROJECT PARTICIPANTS 

*By alphabetical order of last name 

Simone Athayde (Principal Investigator) 

Simone Athayde is an environmental anthropologist and ethnobotanist, 

interested in advancing theoretical and methodological approaches for 

inter- and trans-disciplinary research and production of knowledge 

between the biophysical and the social sciences, as well as between 

indigenous and academic knowledge systems. In the last 15 years, she 

has carried out ethnographic and participatory research among 

indigenous peoples in the Brazilian Amazon, as well as training and 

research activities in collaboration with universities, NGO’s and 

indigenous organizations. Currently, she is a TCD Core Faculty and the UF leader for the 

Amazon Dams Network, hosted in the Tropical Conservation and Development Program (TCD) 

in the Center for Latin American Studies, University of Florida. She is also a World Social 

Science Fellow of the International Social Science Council (ISSC). She has earned awards from 

the TCD Program and from the Center for Entrepreneurship and Innovation at UF, as well as 

from the International Society of Ethnobiology (ISE) and from the Ministry of Culture in Brazil.  

 

Marie-Ange Baudoin 

Marie-Ange Baudoin joined the African Climate & Development 

Initiative (ACDI – University of Cape Town, South Africa) in September 

2014. Previously, Marie-Ange worked at the Consortium for Capacity 

Building, University of Colorado, Boulder, from 2012 to 2014. Marie-

Ange completed her PhD in Environmental Sciences at the Free 

University of Brussels in 2012, assessing climate vulnerability and 

adaptation capacity among farmer’s communities in Benin. She also 

holds a Master in Political Sciences and a Degree in Development 

Studies. Her research background, activities and personal interests focus on human 

development, Climate Change Adaptation (CCA) and Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR), with a 

specific focus on sub-Saharan Africa. Marie-Ange is also a Fellow of the Resilience Academy 

(UNU-EHS) and a Fellow of the World Social Science (IRDR-START-ISSC). 

  

http://www.worldsocialscience.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Athayde-picture.jpg
http://www.worldsocialscience.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Baudoin-picture.jpg
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Marcus Briggs-Cloud  

Marcus Briggs-Cloud of the Maskoke Nation is a son of the 

Wind Clan people and grandson of the Bird Clan people. A 

scholar, activist and musician, Marcus serves on various 

boards and committees that seek to protect the rights of 

Indigenous Peoples. As a musician he served as the choir 

conductor and composer in Rome, Italy for the Vatican 

Canonization Liturgy of the first Native American Catholic 

Saint, Kateri Tekakwitha, and in 2011 he was nominated for 

two Native American Music Awards for his Maskoke hymn 

album Pum Vculvke Vrakkuecetv (To Honor Our Elders). A 

graduate of Harvard Divinity School, he is currently a PhD student in the School of Natural 

Resources and the Environment at the University of Florida. Marcus is partnered to Tawna 

Little (Maskoke, Skunk Clan) and together they have two children, Nokos-Afvnoke and 

Hemokke. 

 

 

Jynessa Dutka-Gianelli 

Jynessa Dutka-Gianelli works on fisheries multidisciplinary projects 

integrating fisheries management, human dimensions, and 

ecological studies, related to natural resources conservation, 

protection of threatened organisms and their habitats.  She also 

works on research programs related to life histories, population 

dynamics, and ecology of fish, examining movements of coastal fish 

utilizing acoustic telemetry.  Her recent projects involve spatial 

ecology research on snook species, methodologies for stakeholder engagement and 

participatory research in fisheries place-based management, and collaborative interdisciplinary 

projects investigating fish and fisheries in the Amazon Basin. 
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Simon Lambert 

Simon Lambert is Maori researcher and Senior Lecturer in Maori 
environmental planning and development at Lincoln University, New 
Zealand. His research interests have revolved around Maori (the 
Indigenous People of Aotearoa New Zealand) development issues 
including small scale horticulture, customary fisheries, and end-user 
innovation. But the earthquakes that struck his home town of 
Christchurch in 2010-11 have seen him researching the response and 
recovery of Maori to the disasters. Simon has worked on three projects 
related to this disaster including a two year project working with a 
Maori mental health community that is culminating with an ‘Art as 
Therapy’ exhibition in a few weeks. Simon’s tribes are Ngati Ruapani 

and Tuhoe. He is married to Bridget Scott and they have three children, aged 13, 11 and 6, 
and live in the small town of Leeston.  
 

 

Victor O. Okorie 

Victor Ogbonnaya Okorie holds a joint PhD in Development and 

Anthropology as well as a Master of Arts in Cultural Anthropology of the 

University of Wisconsin-Madison, USA. He also holds a Master of 

Philosophy in Agricultural Extension and Rural Sociology of the Obafemi 

Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria, where he teaches both 

undergraduate and postgraduate courses.   Dr. Okorie is an Alumnus of 

Brown International Advance Research Institutes of the Brown 

University USA, where he obtained a certificate in Human Security and Humanitarian 

Response. He is a recipient of many awards including MEO Fellowship University of Wisconsin-

Madison USA, Eugene Havens Research Grant University of Wisconsin-Madison USA, Vilas 

Research Grant University of Wisconsin-Madison USA,  and  Social Science Research Council ‘s 

Grant  USA, Council for Development of Social Science Research in Africa Dakar , Senegal.  

Currently he uses a multidisciplinary approach in researching environmental issues. 

Specifically, Dr.Okorie studies laypeople’s risk interpretations and responses at the conference 

of cosmology, institutional recreancy and high modernity. 
  

http://www.worldsocialscience.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Okorie-picture.jpg
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Lun Ying 

 
Dr. Yin Lun is a social anthropologist of Bai indigenous background, 

born in 1974 in Kunming, Yunnan Province. He is currently Associate 

Professor of the Yunnan Academy of Social Sciences, Researcher of the 

College of Life and Environmental Science, Minzu University of China. 

Dr Yin Lun has a strong background in the research of climate change, 

disaster and risk, Indigenous Knowledge of eastern Himalayan 

mountain ethnic groups and is the programme leader of several climate 

change, disaster and risk adaption programs. 

 

 

 
For additional information and for watching our short 

video-documentary, please visit:   

 
www.indigenousknowledgenetwork.org 
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