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RESEARCH BRIEF #8

Choosing how to
Cope: the interface 
between external 
aid and indigenous 
coping methods

“When a flood comes and destroys your house, 
you will feel sad. But you will get up and do 
something, you will overcome. That is called 
coping.”

AIPP staff member

Judith M. Baart

Wageningen, Special Chair Humanitarian Aid and Reconstruction, September 2013
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Introduction

This research brief enquires how indigenous peoples combine their traditional methods of coping 
with disaster, with external aid interventions, focusing on the Hmong and Lisu communities in 
Thailand. In part due to climate change, we see a worldwide increase in the number of natural 
disasters. Indigenous peoples, living close to nature, are generally affected by natural disasters, 
usually in a negative way. At the same time, we see an increase in state- and NGO-initiated 
response mechanisms for natural hazards. Though well-intentioned, these may not be specifically 
adapted to the needs of indigenous peoples. Additionally, as modernisation enters the arena, 
there is a movement to preserve indigenous coping methods which are heralded as tested and 
appropriate. The case of the Moken, a people group that survived the Southeast Asia tsunami 
in 2004 due to their intimate knowledge of the sea, is often quoted to prove that the ancient 
peoples know better than modern-day science. So how do indigenous people choose to blend 
their traditional coping methods with the modern aid programmes that have entered their society?

Methodology
The research was conducted in two indigenous villages in Thailand, in the period June 
through August 2012. Results are based on a literature study, 35 formal semi-structured 
interviews, various informal conversations, participatory observation, and the proceedings 
of a Participatory Rural Appraisal workshop. The research question used as guidance was 
‘How do external organisations and indigenous peoples interact with each other during a 
natural disaster?’

Indigenous Coping Methods

When looking at indigenous ways of preparing for and responding to natural disasters, research 
often focuses on methods that are assumed to have been practiced for centuries. These 
methods are considered to be considerate of nature and evidence-based, representing the age-
old experience of indigenous peoples. Yet contrary to research expectations, most indigenous 
people in the Hmong and Lisu communities claimed not to know of any traditional coping methods 
for natural hazards in their community. A few people were able to tell a tale or myth which was 
used by their ancestors to predict a disaster, or cope with the results of a disaster. Those people 
that were able to describe a coping method only knew one or two of the various methods. This 
shows that the assumption “that local knowledge is homogenous, shared by the community and 
can be separated from outside knowledge”, does not hold: in fact, “not everybody in the village 
possesses the same knowledge”, as also asserted by Annelies Heijmans in her work.1

New Year’s Sounds
One of the few tales shared by several Lisu states that, traditionally, they would base 
their upcoming year on the first animal sound heard by the shaman in the new year. For 
example, if the waterbird makes a lot of noise at that moment, then they can expect a lot 
of rain, or even a flood, in the upcoming year. 

1 Heijmans, A. (2012). Risky Encounters: Institutions and interventions in response to recurrent disasters and conflict. 
p. 135. Wageningen: Wageningen University.

32



Although villagers did not verbalize traditional methods, their activities showed that they do have 
built-in practices that help them cope. Examples of these are family and community support, the 
practice of rotational farming, water tanks, and a village rice bank.

Indigenous knowledge on coping with disaster is often seen as knowledge that is traditional and 
community-wide. Mercer et al. say that “indigenous knowledge is considered to be a body of 
knowledge existing within or acquired by local people over a period of time through accumulation 
of experiences, society-nature relationships, community practices and institutions, and by passing 
it down through generations” 2. However, the traditional methods mentioned here were neither 
collectively owned, nor always local. Does this make their knowledge any less indigenous? 

To the contrary, Luis Artur states that local knowledge is ‘neither genuinely local nor homogenous 
and equally shared’ 3. Knowledge is socially constructed, and can be different for each individual. 
Indigenous, or local, knowledge is thus a mix of what might be called traditional knowledge, and 
modern or scientific knowledge. Whether indigenous knowledge is traditional or implicit does not 
matter. What is important is to include this local knowledge in any programme implemented in the 
community.

Government Aid

The Thai government is an active agent in coordinating disaster risk management and disaster 
response in the country. But how a disaster is managed is highly dependent on how the disaster 
is framed. According to Manuta et al., the Thai government frames disasters as ‘a natural hazard 
problem requiring technical fixes.’ 4 Additionally, the government views civilians as disaster 
victims, and claims the state to be the only actor with the responsibility to respond. 

2 Mercer, J., Kelman, I., Taranis, L., & Suchet-Pearson, S. (2010). Framework for Integrating Indigenous and Scientific 
Knowledge for Disaster Risk Reduction. In: Disasters 34 (1): p. 214-239.

3 Artur, L. (2011). Continuities in Crisis: Everyday Practices of Disaster Response and Climate Change Adaptation in 
Mozambique. p. 15. Wageningen: Wageningen University.

4 Manuta, J., Khrutmuang, S., Huaisai, D., & Lebel, L. (2006). p. 20. Institutionalized Incapacities and Practice in Flood 
Disaster Management in Thailand. In: Science and Culture 72: p. 10-22.

Water tank belonging to a family in Khek Noi. 

Several water tanks in the village were placed 

there by the government during an earlier 

period of drought. Additionally, many families 

placed their own water tanks, and at the time 

of research several families were digging their 

own wells for future water supply.
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Furthermore, the government frames indigenous people in a specific manner, which also 
affects how they are assisted during a natural disaster. There are many policies which intend to 
integrate indigenous peoples into the Thai nation and regard them as full-class citizens. However, 
these well-intentioned policies are often influenced in practice by the prevailing rhetoric which 
describes highland peoples as destroying the forest, dealing in narcotics, and being a threat to 
national security. The plans for government assistance to these peoples are thus influenced by 
stigmatizing ideas about indigenous peoples.

The Thai government is actively involved in the various stages of natural disaster response, but 
the question is whether these programs are suitable to the indigenous peoples living in Thailand. 
This question does not have an easy answer. Villagers state that they would be nowhere without 
government aid, and express thankfulness that the government responds with compensation and 
other aid. However, many projects are failing due to cultural and linguistic differences between 
government representatives and the indigenous peoples, affected by the negative reputation that 
the hill tribes have among the Thai. 

In addition, we have looked into the effects of broader government policies on the resilience 
of indigenous peoples in the face of disaster. We found that non-disaster-related government 
policies, consciously or unconsciously, reduce the resilience - and thus increase the vulnerability - 
of indigenous peoples. For example, policies preventing the Hmong and Lisu from moving to new 
settlements can make them more vulnerable as they have no option but to use the little land that 
they have. Care must be taken that government policies do not inadvertently make indigenous 
people more vulnerable to natural disasters than they already are.

The government is actively trying to include the indigenous peoples in their policies, yet the 
indigenous identity seems a barrier in providing effective help, not in the least because of the 
linguistic and physical boundary between the Thai government and the Lisu or Hmong villagers. 
It is also the hill tribes themselves who clearly distinguish themselves as a different ethnic group 
than the rest of the inhabitants of Thailand, even though they all hold Thai identity cards and are 
thus legally Thai. 

Weather station placed by the Thai 

government in the Hmong village Khek Noi. A 

young boy was appointed to keep track of the 

station, with no one in the village being aware 

of its purpose. In April 2012, the alarm went 

off, causing the nearby households to flee to 

other villages, unsure about what the alarm 

meant. 
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The Thai
I would often ask who had provided a certain kind of aid, or who did a certain kind of 
action, and would receive an answer such as ‘the Thai’ or ‘the Thai man.’ Even upon 
probing, in many cases no further distinction could be made. It somehow did not seem 
relevant whether the Thai had come from the government or from an NGO. Nor did it seem 
relevant which government agency a Thai had come from or who he represented. The 
fact that they were Thai was considered enough of an answer. For example, in one case 
a man told me that he rented land from the Thai people. To me, the explanation seemed 
inadequate, as in a country full of Thai people that answer did not explain whom he rented 
land from.
Yet for him, the description that he rented his land from Thai, and thus non-Hmong, was 
what was important to convey.

The missing NGOs

Literature research and interviews with NGOs demonstrated that various NGOs were active in the 
research areas and had assisted during natural disasters. Yet, hardly any of the villagers named 
NGOs as a source of aid. Interestingly, thus, NGOs did not seem to be identified as such by the 
indigenous community. 

In part, this could be due to the indigenous communities’ non-distinction of the Thai. A Thai is a Thai 
and there is thus no distinction made between a Thai NGO worker and a Thai government official. 

Additionally, most locals are unaware of NGO interventions. Interface experts play an important 
role; they are the locals who become the “development brokers” for interventions implemented in 
the communities. These are the local NGO staff who hail from the village, and the local leaders who 
have built rapport with NGOs. Being the contact point between the organisation and the community, 
they are the ones who relay information from the NGO to the village and vice versa. This puts a few 
individuals in the community in a powerful position – they are the ones who know both the NGO and 
the village, and who can influence both.  

  
Agency

Both identity and interaction have a huge influence on the choices that indigenous peoples in 
Thailand make when coping with natural disasters. What does this mean?

Identity
We have used the term identity to find out how people are categorized and how people identify 
with a certain category. This identity categorization influences the choices that are made. For 
example, the Hmong and Lisu have an image of their own community as being incapable and 
unknowledgeable; dependent on outside help. They have a negative image when it comes to their 
own agency in solving disaster-related problems. It is thus no surprise that the individual who 
subscribes to such a group acts passively in response to natural disasters. 

Similarly, the image that others ascribe to people influences how and if they provide help. For 
example, the individuals belonging to the hill tribes fall under the politics-of-blame discourse 
narrated by the Thai government and the lowlanders. As such, they receive less aid and investment 
in early warning programs than other villages in Thailand. 
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Flooding of the local river is one of the hazards the inhabitants of Sai Ngam face.

The identity that individuals claim for themselves, and the image they have of themselves and 
others have of them, greatly influences how they can cope, and choose to cope, with natural 
disasters.

Interaction
Besides identity, it is the relationships between the various actors involved that change the shape 
of disaster preparations and aid. The relationships between aid-givers and recipients, the various 
interventions that are implemented, and the interactions between the people in the community all 
affect who receives what aid and how individuals and communities prepare for disaster. 

The domain of local knowledge
In the search for local knowledge, little traditional knowledge was found on disaster coping. This 
does not mean that there is no local knowledge. As people incorporate modern methods such as 
the radio into their lives, these become part of the indigenous culture. Local knowledge is thus 
not simply homogenous knowledge that has been passed down amongst generations, but it is 
“the result of a great number of decisions and selective incorporations of previous and new ideas, 
beliefs and images”1. Traditional knowledge is not a holy grail. It has always changed over time, 
and should be allowed to change and shape itself even today. 
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Conclusion

So what happens at the  interface between external aid and indigenous coping methods? How 
do indigenous people choose how to cope? We find that indigenous people actively respond 
to disaster risks. They are neither fully dependent on external aid, nor is local knowledge the 
complete solution to all their problems. Thus, contrary to prevailing expectations that indigenous 
peoples successfully manage to cope with natural disasters based on traditional coping methods, 
it rather is a combination of indigenous and external methods that these people use to prepare for 
and cope with a natural disaster. And importantly, we find that both indigenous people’s internal 
and external relationships, as well as the identity they associate themselves with, have a crucial 
effect on their choosing how to cope.

Indigenous peoples’ options for coping with natural disaster are influenced by national policies. 
The Thai state is active in assisting indigenous peoples in disaster management, and including 
them as citizens of the nation. Yet to truly increase the resilience of the hill tribes, it is necessary 
to look at broader policies on indigenous peoples, because contradicting policies may very well 
increase the vulnerability of indigenous peoples to disasters.

Further reading
Judith M. Baart (2012). Choosing how to Cope: The interface between external aid and 
indigenous coping methods. MSc thesis International Development Studies, Wageningen 
University (Soft copy available on request).
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The Special Chair Humanitarian Aid and Reconstruction focuses on the everyday politics and practices of service 

delivery, livelihoods and disaster risk reduction in the institutional landscapes of conflict- or disaster-affected areas. 

It engages in multi-sited qualitative and quantitative research. Research of Humanitarian Aid and Reconstruction is 

collaborative, interacting with policy and practice throughout the process to enhance research uptake.


