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Witnhess to climate change:

Learning from older peopleks experience

Drought in Ethiopia: John Cobb/HelpAge International
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Key points

In the late 1980s HelpAge International was one of a
number of organisations that funded an oral history
project in the Sahel. The authors of the accompanying
publication, At the Desertks Edge, had this to say:

AOnly the elderly can cast sulkcient light to answer the
most dikcult questions: what was the way of life: what
was the land like: how and why has it come to its present
pitiful state? And how and why did... farmers and
nomads keep going, in the face of such odds?l!*

Twenty years later, interviews carried out by HelpAge
International with older people in nine countries in Africa,
Asia and Latin America reveal that older women and men
are aGected by the changing climate, and want to play a
role in climate change policy debates and adaptation
initiatives.

Older people have told HelpAge that they face increased
insecurity brought about by damage to their property,
land, livestock, crops and livelihood. Despite not using
the language of climate change, they are eloquent about
what is happening to the environment around them.
They have unique insights into tackling climate change
in their communities and have asked to be included in
national and community based debates on climate
change.

HelpAge International is calling on policy makers to
implement a package of Aage-friendlyll measures to
enable older people to be included in adaptation measures
within the Apost-Copenhagenll agenda. These include:

0 investing in age-friendly health systems, social
protection and support for older farmers

0 researching traditional knowledge on climate change,
studying indigenous, drought-resistant crops, and
developing land and agriculture policies that take into
account climate change

0 including issues of older people in any policy dialogues
taking place during and after the Copenhagen Summit

0 making climate change messages more accessible to
older people.

Maxim Ahner/HelpAge International

Looking to the future

Current opinion is that even if we are successful in
limiting the increase in global temperature to 20C I the
call for the climate change deal I signigcant adaptation
will be needed.? The poorest people in the poorest
countries can expect even more hardship, and even

the best-case scenario is bleak.

The estimated impact of a rise of 2bC could result in,

for example, four billion people experiencing water
shortages; 200 million people could be on the move

each year by 2050 because of hunger, environmental
degradation and loss of land; 375 million people could be
aGected by climate-related disasters by as early as 20153
and, due to warming temperatures, there could be up to

28 per cent increased exposure to malaria in Africa alone.*

For the growing numbers of the over 60s in the poorest
countries the impacts are already catastrophic. We have
also seen that older people in aQuent countries such as
the USA, UK and France are being disproportionately
aGected by climate-related emergencies such as Hurricane
Katrina, Koods in Cumbria and heat waves. Given that the
number of people aged over 60 will outnumber children
aged 14 and under by 2050, with the fastest growth in
this age group occurring in the poorest countries of the
developing world, weather-related insecurity for older
people will increase.’

Notwithstanding what the future holds, HelpAgels initial
consultations with older people in nine countries® have
shown that the changing climate is aGecting already
precarious livelihoods now. Older people described how
they are coping with ever-depleting resources and
increased vulnerability to hazard through drought, Kood,
loss of land, income and livestock.

They also told us that they have something to say within
climate change debates and negotiations. They want to
play a role in adaptation and mitigation to climate change
and would like their views and experiences to be known
and acted on.

Anastasia LeancA
Satal Nou, 67, works
to heat her home in
Moldova.



Older peoplels experience

HelpAge International conducted detailed interviews in
2009 with individuals and groups of older women and
men in Bangladesh, Bolivia, Ethiopia, India, Kenya,
Kyrgyzstan, Mozambique, Tanzania and Zimbabwe to
gnd out their experiences and observations of climate-
related changes and what they are doing about it.
Older women and men have described changes to
rainfall patterns, seasons, water sources, rivers, the
land and agriculture.

In all these countries older people described harsher
climates that are bringing less predictable rainfall, more
frequent and longer droughts, more Koods, more frequent
and stronger storms and more extremes in weather
including heat waves and colder spells. The frequency
and intensity of disasters have increased, covering

wider areas and leading to the deaths of more people.

Seasons have changed. It is no longer possible to
separate the hot from the cold months; the wet from the
dry months. Rainfall patterns have changed with either
too little or too much rain being received at unexpected
times. In Mozambique an older woman explained:

AThe weather has changed a lot. In our time there was
the cultivating season, the rainy season, time for sowing
and harvesting, but now it can rain, we sow our seeds
we get so far then the rain stops and everything dries.ll

In Bangladesh, seasons have reduced from gve to three,
with an unpredictable duration, making cultivation
dikcult and leading to overuse of scarce resources,
including gsh and paddy. Interviewees in Kenya,
Mozambique and Tanzania described the changes in
seasons and unpredictable weather. Older farmers in
Bolivia spoke of changing and unpredictable rainfall
and droughts, ascribing recurrent Koods and crop failure
to climate-related shifts of farming seasons. They
explained how prolonged or shortened rainy seasons
adversely aGect their farming outputs.
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Teso, 64, makes a
daily trip to collect
water in Ethiopia.

Intensifying drought in Ethiopia

Wako Jaldesa is 96 years old. He lives in Miyo Woreda,
Melbana Kebele, Ethiopia. He has lived with droughts
all his life but he is acutely aware of how the climate
has been changing over recent times. He said:

AThe droughts have been intensifying over the last 20
years, and the climate is changing. When it doesnkt
rain our animals die, and we cannot grow crops.U

Wako said that his family used to have cattle but they
died in one of the previous droughts. In years gone by,
Wako would cultivate a plot of land and grow maize,
sorghum and haricot beans. AWhen the rains were
good and predictable we could sell what we didnkt
need and use the money for essential items. Now,
however, our yields have decreased and we can only
harvest once a year if we are lucky. The amount of teG
[local grain, essential ingredient in traditional food]
we produce is very small and there is no surplus.
Twenty years ago the pasture was much better and
greener, but now as it gets drier the vegetation has
changed to thorny bushes and less grazing land.ll

He thought the causes were less rain and an increase
in population. ANow there are too many people and it
is hard to take your animals to new pasture as the land
is already lived on. We used to move yearly but now
we stay in one place.ll Wako fears the next drought will
kill his animals, again.

AThe weather has changed

completely. There used to

be a lot more rain previously
but now it is dry. The weather
started changing about 30

years ago.l

Abdulla Alli, 99 years old, Bubluk, Ethiopia



Older women and men described changes to lifestyles
and the way people use the land in both urban and rural
areas. They explained that in some cases land is no
longer productive, leading to a shortage of food. In Kenya,
which is experiencing its worst drought in living memory,
with over 10 million people facing food shortages,

land tenure and land use was described as becoming
disorganised, with people cultivating everywhere,

leading to severe land degradation.

An older man said: APeople have become so desperate
that they are cultivating in river banks, in water catchment
areas, on slopes without terraces and on land traditionally
respected and protected.ll Rivers and other water sources
have dried up and there is a general shortage of water.
There has been an onset of diseases that people cannot
explain, such as the Rift Valley Fever in Kenya and
diseases that are killing the Masai cattle.

In some places social patterns are aGected. In
Mozambique, older people described problems in fulglling
their social responsibilities, which have implications

for community solidarity. For example, when a funeral
takes place on a day of rare rainfall they have no choice
but to go to the farm instead of to the funeral.

Older peoplels awareness of
climate change

Older people in the studies were eloquent about how
they have been aGected by new and unpredictable
weather-related shocks. Although they may not have a
specigc concept of Aclimate changell nor use Aclimate
changell language they are keenly aware that their
natural environment, and the climate is changing.

Older people told HelpAge that they were no longer able
to predict weather patterns using traditional knowledge.
Signs that older people remember looking out for in
order to predict the weather 1 such as the movement

and position of the sun and moon, the behaviour of trees,
birds, animals, and insects 1 are no longer indicative.

Some communities explain phenomena relating to climate
change in terms of religion and witchcraft. In some

cases, older people themselves have been accused by
their communities of being Awitchesll and have been
blamed for unexplained changes in weather patterns.

VWU/HelpAge International

Older people in Bangladesh, Kenya and the Thar Desert
in India said they were afraid that the climate was
changing as a punishment, because younger generations
no longer respect traditional values, have erratic lifestyles
and do not practise sustainable use of natural resources.
In Mozambique an older man said: AYoung people donkt
want to respect our experience, they say we are out

of date, they are the ones who are destroying the
environment through uncontrolled burning of geldso
When we invite them to do the ceremonies asking God
to bring the rain, they refuse.l

In Kenya it was observed that population pressure on
arable land was encouraging unsustainable land tenure
systems and undesirable land use 1 there are greater
numbers of people in search of decreasing cultivable land.
In Bangladesh and Bolivia older people were frustrated by
not having the scienti§c knowledge to understand why
the climate was changing and what this might entail for
future generations.

In all the consultations older people spoke of feeling
sidelined from the community work, debates and
trainings on climate change adaptation. A better
understanding of climate change by communities might
help dispel myths and ease pressure at dilkcult times.

All the consultations revealed that older people would
like to learn more, and also share skills and insights they
have with the younger generation and with policy makers.

How is climate change
aGecting older people?

Rises in temperature and changes in weather patterns
may not only result in large-scale disasters. They may
bring small-scale disruptions that nevertheless have a
signigcant impact on individual households.

In Ethiopia, for instance, some older people said they
were going hungry as there was less food due to declining
crop yields, loss of pasture and the rising cost of food.
Some lost assets and status in the community when their
animals died as a result of a longer than usual drought.
Older people face life-threatening health risks during
increasingly common heat waves, and are at greater risk
of malaria, and water-borne diseases. For some older
people in Kyrgyzstan, energy price rises have meant
having to make choices between food and heating.

Other impacts of climate-related shocks aGecting older
people on a day-to-day basis include loss of land through
sale and land-grabbing, out-migration of the middle
generation in search of income, and older people taking
responsibility for grandchildren with ever-decreasing
support from the extended family.

Ha Thi Van, 82, receives
aid after Typhoon
Ketsana caused severe
Kooding in Vietnam.
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Are older people particularly
vulnerable to climate change?

Water for life

In Mozambique, older people spoke of unpredictable
rainfall and the problems of water supply. They have
built wells to improve access to water for irrigation;
in Mulotana District, older people have planted
drought-resistant plants such as cassava and sweet
potato. But the scarcity of water means that older
women are walking up to eight kilometres to fetch
water and having to pay the equivalent of US$0.30
per month for it 1 a cost they can ill aGord.

In Ethiopia 55-year-old Alke Dida told us: ASince the
pasture is so bad our animals and two sons are a
six-hour walk away from here. There is some water in
the village but our animals need pasture and water
isnkt enough. With our cattle and camels such a long
way away it is very dikcult for us. The water is very
expensive at [the equivalent of] US$0.10 per jerry can.
The water is also sometimes salty.ll

Age-related factors such as physical weakness and
declining income can make older people more vulnerable
to the impacts of a harsher climate and resulting
environmental degradation. Understanding how to
increase older peoplels resilience to these impacts will
be helpful to support communities to adapt to and
mitigate the eGects of climate change.
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Older person analysis
of climate change

Source: Constanza de Toma

The diagram presents an Aolder person-centredl analysis
of the many ways that climate change impacts on older
people. The outer circle illustrates some of the current
manifestations of climate change, including melting
glaciers and ice caps, more frequent and prolonged
droughts, more frequent and severe Koods and tropical
storms, landslides, heat waves, and generally more
unpredictable weather patterns.

The middle circle shows the potential impacts of these
manifestations on the natural environment and on poor
peoplels livelihoods. These include salinisation, coastal
erosion, rising sea levels, water supply shortages and
poor water quality, decreasing crop yields, increasing
land degradation and desertigcation, an increase in
insect-borne diseases (such as malaria and dengue)
and an increase in migration and Aclimate refugeesll.

The inner circle shows how these impacts can have direct
implications for older peoplefs health and livelihoods.
Although some of these implications are common to

all Avulnerable groupsll, others, such as increased
vulnerability to extreme weather (both hot and cold),
increased disease and greater numbers being either
displaced or fstaying behindk are specigc to older people.



Older people and health

The Lancet’ has called climate change Athe biggest
health threat of the 21st centuryll. It has identiged a
series of direct and indirect threats to health including
changing patterns of disease, water and food
insecurity, extreme climatic events and population
growth and migration. All these factors will have a
direct impact on older people in developing countries,
where two-thirds of the worldks over-60s live, and
where increasing numbers of people are ageing in
poverty and ill-health. Their daily reality is to live
with discomfort or disability, often from common age-
related conditions that could be prevented or treated.

With global temperatures expected to rise by 20C over
the next 50-100 years, The Lancet has singled out heat
waves as particularly life-threatening for older people,
especially those with cardiovascular conditions.
Increasing prevalence of malaria and dengue will
particularly aGect frail older people not protected

by bednets. Similarly, increasing food and water
shortages are likely to worsen older peopleks already
precarious nutritional and health status, making

their weakened immune systems even less able to
gght oG infections and disease.

The Lancet warns that already weak and underfunded
primary health care systems in the poorer countries
will buckle under the added pressure brought on by
the health implications of climate change. This will
contribute to making life for millions of older people
even harder.

Migration of younger generations in search of
employment opportunities elsewhere can result in older
people staying behind to look after the land and their
grandchildren. In many of the countries where interviews
were carried out older family members are caring for
children aGected by HIV and AIDS. Households with
older people and children are vulnerable to the impacts
of climate change.

Altyn Musakova talking
with her grandchildren in
Kyrgyzstan.

Recent research® in poor communities populated by older
people in Kyrgyzstan has shown that their vulnerability
is determined by migration, seasons (with cold months
characterised by restricted heating), Kuctuating fuel and
food prices, poor nutrition and debt.

The research shows that most of the older people who
stay behind are also the primary carers of grandchildren.
They struggle to provide food, heating, care and economic
support to young dependants, often dealing with their
own ill health, and reduced ability to work the land or
generate an income. They rely on paltry and insecure
remittances with occasional inadequate pensions.

Coping with the cold in Kyrgyzstan

Kyrgyzstan has traditionally been a Awater countryll,
using its generous water supply to generate
hydroelectric power to export to neighbouring
countries. The glaciers that feed Kyrgyzstanks water
supplies are now melting at an alarming rate. It is
expected that this will lead to serious water shortages
over the next decades, aGecting agriculture and the
price of energy.

Younger people are migrating in search of work, and
older people are staying in their villages to look after
the children. In the winter months, older people and
their young dependants are already spending ever-
increasing amounts of their unpredictable income
on electricity, gas and coal.

In the rural areas, older people use cow dung and
wood cut from their gardens. Winters last for several
months, and the temperatures routinely fall below
-15°C. Energy shortages make it hard for older people
to heat their homes. Older people and small children
are especially at risk of illness during the cold months,
due to weaker immune systems. During these months,
older people often stay in bed, only leaving their
homes when they absolutely have to.

Kate Holt/HelpAge International






