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'.) Check for updates

To know is not enough:
Adaptation requires means

December 12, 2025 marks the 10th anniversary of the
Paris Agreement, considered a breakthrough in climate
change policy because it encourages all countries, rich
or poor, to mitigate climate change according to their
“respective capabilities,” by decreasing greenhouse gas
emissions through “Nationally Determined Contribu-
tions (1)” Attending to adaptation, rather than mitiga-
tion, Hanif et al.’s Focus article in this issue of Science
Advances posits that climate resilience in the poorest
nations is impeded by a lack of research support dedi-
cated to assessing the impact of climate change and to
advancing adaptive solutions. They argue that the con-
centration of research support in the developed world
exacerbates the differential in vulnerability between the
poorest nations and the developed world, that we will
refer to as the Global North and South.

The asymmetry between responsibility and vulner-
ability has been a central feature of climate change ne-
gotiations since their inception more than 30 years ago
(2). It is manifest in the way that damage is expressed
after the event of climate catastrophes (3): We count the
lives lost in the Global South, and the millions or bil-
lions of US dollars in damages inflicted in the Global
North. In addition, it is manifest in our expectation
that entire geographies (the Small Island Developing
States) or livelihoods (artisanal fisheries along the low-
lying coasts of West Africa, rainfed agriculture subjected
to the increasing vagaries of the monsoons) will disap-
pear, while the richest of the rich will merely be incon-
venienced by air travel disruptions or having to file
insurance claims (4).

Hanif et al’s argument is based on the correlation be-
tween country-level climate research output and vulner-
ability, which shows that “nations most vulnerable to
climate impacts contribute minimally to climate research
They infer that the lack of investment in climate research
in the South not only results in fewer publications, but also
in insufficient understanding of the problem where that
understanding is most needed, hence greater vulnerability.
There is a real causal inference problem here: Vulnerability
is not the result of a lack of climate research, as vulnerabil-
ity does not come from the sky. It is a product of a long
history of colonial and neocolonial extraction, as is the
lack of investment in climate research. Can this history be
fixed by a transfer of climate-adaptation research support?
Is it enough to call for the Green Climate Fund and the
Global Environment Facility, the UN Environment Pro-
gramme, the World Meteorological Organization, and the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change to support
knowledge transfer and research finance? Or should these
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institutions turn their attention to system-wide broader
structural and political-economic inequalities, a consider-
ation that has historically been excluded from climate ne-
gotiations (5)?

Although there is certainly a need for research sup-
port in the Global South, Hanif et al.’s conclusions beg
some related questions: Does a lack of research funding
imply less knowledge? Indeed, does research on indig-
enous ways of adaptive coping enhance adaptive cop-
ing? Or is the problem the lack of means to act upon
already-held knowledge, again, a consequence of global
economic inequalities?

There is also a tension between Hanif et al.’s call to
“foster knowledge transfer and capacity building” and
their call to mobilize indigenous knowledge. While fund-
ing more research in the South is positive, there is plenty
of research already available, and, it would seem, locally
held indigenous knowledge is available too. Local actors
do not lack knowledge; they lack the means to act on it.
Global initiatives do exist that bring indigenous knowl-
edge into the fold of negotiations on adaptation to climate
change, such as UNESCO’s Local and Indigenous Knowl-
edge Systems (LINKS) (www.unesco.org/en/links) and
the UN Development Programme’s Climate Promise
(https://climatepromise.undp.org/). However, the key
question remains: Why does transferred or indigenous
knowledge remain unused? If there is so much indige-
nous knowledge, why don’t local people use it? Is it a lack
of training and “capacity” or a lack of material means?

-Alessandra Giannini and Jesse Ribot
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