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Our present is their past: Intergenerational 
heritage and adaptation to climate extremes on 

the coast of Northern Peru
Althea L. Davies

Nina Laurie

Tania Mendo

University of St. Andrews – Scotland

This paper draws on prize-winning collaborative research aimed at recovering intergenerational 
knowledge about how to manage the El Niño phenomenon in arid desert environments.1 Since 
2019, researchers from the University of St Andrews and the Peruvian NGO PRISMA have been 
working in northern Peru with the Sechura School Board and desert-located schools to understand 
how livelihoods are managed when flooding occurs periodically because of the El Niño phenomenon 
(Laurie et al., 2023). Currently, El Niño events occur approximately every four to seven years starting 
around Christmas time2, and they last for several months. Each event has a significant impact in 
the northern coastal area of Peru because during El Niño years heavy rainfall inundates the dry 
coast from the direction of the Pacific Ocean. This is a reverse to the usual pattern of precipitation 
as normally the coastal plain is in the rain shadow of the Andes. The El Niño phenomenon is the 
main driver of the world’s weather systems and climate change is making its effects more intense 
and frequent. It is therefore an important agenda to understand where it is having the most impact 
and to identify any contexts in which it can bring associated livelihoods benefits (Seiner, 2001), 
since most existing literature focuses on disaster narratives arising from adverse El Niño impacts on 
infrastructure, health and economy (French et al., 2020; Yglesias-González et al., 2023). 

El Niño: a phenomenon of opportunity 

Archaeological and environmental evidence indicates that desert communities in the north of Peru 
have adjusted their production systems to cope with periodic El Niño rains since pre-Colombian 
times. These include the development of canal systems designed to use both scarce rainfall in normal 
times and extreme rainfall during El Niño events to irrigate crops, along with short-term occupation 
to make use of fishing resources created by El Niño flooding (Caramanica et al., 2020; Goepfert 
et al., 2020). Focusing on living memory in the contemporary period, our research indicates how, 

1 AHRC 2019–2022 ‘Fishing and farming in the desert’? A platform for understanding El Niño food system opportunities 

in the context of climate change in Sechura, Peru’ - AH/ T004444/1AH.  

2021-2022: El Niño a phenomenon with opportunities: learning history and valuing community assets for an empowering 

digital curriculum in northern Peru AH/V012215/1. 

2 El Niño refers to celebrations of the birth of Jesus around this time and the phenomenon was first named in this way 

by Peruvian fishers in the 18th century.
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in contrast to dominant disaster narratives about the negative impacts of El Niño in the driest and 
most economically marginalised parts of the Sechura desert, El Niño is often seen as an opportunity. 
Working with intergenerational oral histories generated through a student-led story telling project 
(Bell et al., 2023) we have documented how fishing and farming communities in the desert capitalise 
on temporary increases in water availability during El Niño events. The students produced videos, 
stories, artwork and music to illustrate the benefits to farming and fishing that El Niño rains can 
bring and developed these into their own community museum, Sala FENCO,3 in Daniel Alcides 
Carrión school, in Mala Vida, Cristo Nos Valga, Sechura (Figures 1-2). Their work, much of which 
was carried out under lockdown during COVID-19 via online classes, was aligned with specific 
competencies in the Peruvian curriculum. It provides an example of an innovative initiative that 
aligned with the Ministry of Education’s emergency programme, “I work at home”, and was awarded 
a series of high-level Education and Innovation national prizes by the Ministry of Education (Laurie 
et al., 2023). A bilingual teaching resource for secondary teachers in the UK, hosted by the Royal 
Geographical Society, was also produced using the material generated by students (Healy et al., 
2023)4.  

3 FENCO: a contraction of the Spanish project title, fenómeno con oportunidades, that is, a phenomenon with 

opportunities.

4 https://www.rgs.org/schools/teaching-resources/el-nino-phenomenon-of-opportunities/

Figure 1. Opening ceremony for the school museum, Sala FENCO, in May 2022. Photo © FENCO 2 
project team, 2022. 
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From storytelling to 
museums as productive 
spaces for resilience 
planning and knowledge 
exchange 

In 2023, the interdisciplinary 
collaborations between St Andrews’ 
Schools of Geography & Sustainable 
Development and Art History that 
had underpinned the community 
museums aspect of the outreach 
work with Daniel Alcides Carrión 
was extended into a new project, 
Making museums productive spaces 
for climate adaptation. This project 
brought together expertise in Peru 

Figure 2. Sala FENCO display panels: each has a QR code 
with associated explanatory video material produced by the 
students, May 2022. © FENCO 2 project team 2022 

and Costa Rica on climate change and cultural heritage. The main objective was to enhance the 
ability of the community, museums, schools and local stakeholders to manage the effects of El Niño 
flooding by developing the capacity of museums to act as spaces that could enable climate action 
and network regional heritage actors to support local development. 

The work developed several strands of engagement. First, interactive training and capacity-building 
workshops were held with schools and the municipality, focused on the potential of museums as 
learning spaces and on evaluating risks to cultural heritage. Risk management workshops were 
led by Samuel Franco (Director of Casa K’ojom, a Guatemala-based organisation specialising in 
preservation of cultural heritage) and involved regional municipal government representatives, the 
regional ministry for culture, the local education authority (UGEL), education and health NGO 
PRISMA, teachers and pupils from a local school, and local tourism and culture representatives. 
These focused on “first aid for cultural heritage” and “risk management for cultural heritage 
conservation and sustainable tourism”. Second, visits were organised to Chusis, a municipal 
government-run archaeological site in Sechura, which has a small visitor centre/museum displaying 
finds from previous excavations and also a sediment profile which may hold evidence of past El Niño 
flood events. This sediment section is located near to a cemetery that had previously been excavated, 
revealing a number of tombs with bodies and associated artefacts. Student curators from the Daniel 
Alcides Carrión Sala FENCO museum visited Chusis for the first time to understand how their 
contemporary experience relates to the longer timeframe of the artefacts on display in the museum. 
Third, an exploratory visit by a palaeoecologist on the research team (Davies) sought to assess 
whether sediments in the eroding soil profile are suitable for environmental analysis, which could 
allow climate responses in the archaeological past to be connected with current climate adaptation 
issues (Figure 3). Finally, as part of the field-based component of the risk management workshops, 
led by Samuel Franco, participants from the heritage sector generated the first cultural heritage risk 
evaluation for the archaeological site of Chusis.
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Figure 3. The arid-adapted vegetation on and around Chusis archaeological site has developed within a 
mix of erosional and depositional features, which demonstrate the closer intercalation of livelihoods and 
flood risk and the potential for palaeoenvironmental analysis to reconstruct flood history. Photo © A.L. 
Davies, 2023.

Reflection: Student curators and the importance of museums as pro-
ductive spaces 

The emphasis that this collaborative work on El Niño as a phenomenon of opportunity placed on 
resilience and participation has allowed us to explore real-world issues at the intersection of society 
and environment, geography and sustainability. The socio-economically marginal communities 
involved in this work struggle to leverage wider recognition of climate threats to cultural heritage, 
which are secondary to infrastructure issues – the main concern nationally and politically at a 
regional level when intense El Niño inundations occur. This emphasis on built infrastructure can 
downplay the importance of cultural heritage and social capital which provide the knowledge 
and relationships which support the adaptive practices that are key to resilience. By supporting 
networking between disaster response experts, heritage personnel and communities (via highly 
engaged school teachers and pupils), this work demonstrates the potential of museums to act as a 
focal point for learning and knowledge exchange. The museum visit provides an inspiring space for 
children, sparking questions on past health and experience of living with climate variability, which 
have informed our ongoing interactions with the school and future collaborative research plans.  
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