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Abstract: This paper presents the critical roles of exploring deep-time human ecological histories
to inform modern climate resilience and sustainability efforts. Building on existing data from
paleoanthropological contexts across East Africa, this ongoing study seeks to demonstrate how our
knowledge of long-term patterns of human ecological flexibility, innovation, and survival under
intense and recurrent environmental changes offers insights for navigating modern climate crises.
This paper advocates for the integration of Indigenous ecological knowledge with scientific
enquiries.

Introduction

In an era marked by rapid climate change, biodiversity loss, and ecosystem degradation, our species faces
ecological challenges on an unprecedented scale'2. Despite the availability of modern scientific tools and
international interventions, meaningful and lasting solutions have remained elusive®. However, a deeper
exploration of our species’ long history, particularly our ecological past, often offers overlooked insights. This
paper employs existing research data from palaeontological and paleoanthropological contexts to present a
case for mobilizing the past, drawing from long-term human evolutionary and ecological history to inform
current and future sustainability efforts +°

Understanding the Present through the Past

Modern climate discourse often centers on the immediate causes and consequences of anthropogenic
change, emphasizing short-term mitigation strategies and technological innovation. While these approaches
are crucial, they are frequently disconnected from the long-term ecological patterns that have shaped human
biological and cultural developments. A deep-time perspective gained from tracing human-environment
interactions across hundreds of thousands or even millions of years reveals that environmental variability is
not an anomaly but a persistent feature of Earth’s systems®®. Early humans (hominins) lived through repeated
climatic oscillations, ecosystem collapses, and resource unpredictability, and their survival depended on
adaptability, innovation, and deep ecological knowledge®"'. Situating the current climate crisis within this
broader spatiotemporal frame allows for a more grounded understanding of resilience, rooted in the lived
experience of our species over evolutionary timescales.

On-going Research Framework and Context

This narrative draws on existing and ongoing research conducted at Oldupai Gorge, Tanzania. This site contains
up to 2.6 million years of evidence of hominins adaption to unstable ecosystems shaped by climatic shifts',
Based on several transdisciplinary studies in this site and the East African region, findings suggest that periods
of ecological instability influenced human behavioural diversification, technological innovations and
transitions, and broader ecological strategies that enabled survival in dynamic, often harsh landscapes'®'*. My
ongoing research seeks to build on these data using climate modelling and advanced isotope biogeochemistry,
analyzing clumped, triple oxygen, and stable isotopes of carbon in biogenic and geogenic carbonates. But this
is not only a scientific story. An aspect of my research also seeks to explore Indigenous and local ecological
knowledge systems in East Africa, and their integration with scientific enquiry to aid the formulation of modern
environmental policymaking in the region.
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Mobilizing Indigenous Knowledge Systems

This perspective invites a critical re-evaluation of whose knowledge counts in reshaping sustainable futures.
For too long, academic science and Western ideologies have dominated environmental policy and discourse,
often marginalizing Indigenous ecological knowledge systems that are deeply rooted in landscape dynamics
and long-term environmental stewardship'®'®. Indigenous communities in different continents and regions
have developed rich, place-based knowledge through generations of interactions with shifting ecosystems.
Their observations of seasonal cycles, biodiversity conservation, and resource management practices provide
a living archive that complements archaeological and paleoenvironmental records’”'8. By integrating these
knowledge systems with scientific data, we open new pathways for understanding human adaptability and
crafting sustainable strategies that are both environmentally and culturally sustainable while being historically
informed.
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