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Climate Change in a Floodplain

of the Brazilian Amazon: Scientific
Observation and Local Knowledge

Esther Katz, Annamaria Lammel, and Marie-Paule Bonnet

Abstract In the Lago Grande de Curuai, a floodplain of the Amazon River, located
close to the city of Santarem (Brazil), the inhabitants have always adapted their
activities (centered on agriculture, fishing, cattle raising) to the seasonal fluctuations
of the water level. Historically, strong floods occurred about every 20 years, but
recently, they have occurred more frequently, every 2 or 3 years, reaching water
levels previously unrecorded. In recent years, dry seasons have also been drier.
Scientists mainly attribute these changes to global climate change, which can be
observed and measured at the scale of the Amazon basin. This chapter compares the
scientific data with the observations, knowledge, and interpretations of the inhabit-
ants of the Lago Grande. Local people do not connect directly floods, drought, and
climate change, because at the scale of the floodplain the water level is little impacted
by local rainfall. Environmental change cannot be dissociated from social, eco-
nomic, and political changes. It is generating uncertainty, but floodplain dwellers
are more able to adapt to it than other societies.
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