
FORWARD-LOOKING,  
INCLUSIVE GOVERNANCE 
ARRANGEMENTS ACROSS 

DIFFERENT SCALES ARE  
A CRITICAL ENABLER  

FOR ADAPTATION
 AN ASSAR CROSS-REGIONAL INSIGHT

ASSAR
ADAPTATION AT SCALE 
IN SEMI-ARID REGIONS

2014–2018



2  |  ASSAR 2014 - 2018

Marginalised groups in semi-arid regions who live on 
the frontline of climate impacts will benefit if they 

are more actively included in climate adaptation 
governance. However, in these areas, 

governments struggle to deliver services 
or engage with local communities 

due to a range of factors, such as 
inadequate mainstreaming of 

climate concerns in development 
planning, staff capacity deficits 
at lower levels of governance, 
and limited technical expertise. 
We see fragmented decision 
making across different 

governance levels. Climate change 
adaptation responses could learn 

from widespread implementation 
of decentralisation, and how it has 

enabled, and in some cases undermined, 
the ability to support participation and 

flexibility across scales. Strengthening 
governance, and the capacity to engage in 

decision making across scales, across actors, and 
between formal and customary governance structures, 

should be a priority for enabling effective adaptation. 
Doing so could enable more equitable participation, promote 
flexible, hybrid forms of governance, and encourage forward-
looking, cross-scalar collaboration and knowledge flows.
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ASSAR’s focus on adaptation governance 

ASSAR concentrated on issues of governance in semi-arid 
regions, with a focus on what forms of governance will 
enable effective adaptation. The primary question we 
addressed was: How do existing governance structures 
help those most vulnerable to adapt to existing climatic 
and non-climatic dimensions of risk? Our research focused 
on the impacts of decentralisation in: the water sector in 
Namibia, Kenya, and Ethiopia; land tenure and customary 
law in Mali; and climate risk, vulnerability, and adaptation 
planning in India.  

KEY INSIGHTS

IN SEMI-ARID REGIONS 
THERE IS INSUFFICIENT 
UNDERSTANDING OF WHAT 
THE MOST APPROPRIATE  
GOVERNANCE APPROACHES 
ARE FOR ADAPTING TO 
CLIMATE RISK

 
Adaptation governance is often fragmented; there 
are disconnects across different levels of governance, 
and between ecological and administrative scales. 
Different institutions and actors often  have overlapping, 
competing or antagonistic relationships with regard to 
adaptation-related responsibilities. Within different 
institutions there is often a lack of capacity and 
infrastructure for adaptation across scales, as well as 
limited planning that is flexible and forward looking, 
and which accounts for future climatic risks and impacts. 
As a consequence, marginalised groups often have to 
manage climate risks without the support they need.  

In many cases in semi-arid regions, governance for 
adaptation is not clearly defined and structured. 
Adaptation is typically not prioritised, and although it 
might be called ‘climate adaptation’, it is more often 
‘business as usual’ development that happens to be 
impacted by climate variability. Often, the adaptation 
space is cluttered with institutions working in disjointed 
and incoherent ways. Seldom do different sectors plan 
together for how they might manage climate risk. 
Rather, they each develop and implement their own 
responses, missing out on opportunities for synergies 
and collaboration.

Policy and legal frameworks for adaptation planning 
and implementation are also lacking in some places. 
For example, in Botswana, there is no guiding policy 
document for adaptation, although the country 
has plans to develop one. Other countries where 
ASSAR worked have adaptation policies in place, 
or under development. Ethiopia has prepared a 
National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA). 
Here, adaptation policies and strategies are driven 
by a number of factors, such as: the country’s green 
economy agenda and international obligations; 
government’s efforts to synchronise regional agendas 
with the national initiative; and improvement of 
development indicators, land possession, and 
settlement of pastoralist populations through the 
‘villagisation’ programme. In Kenya, key adaptation 
policies and interventions are driven by international 
obligations and demands, often supported through 
projects from donor funding, and access to the Global 
Environmental Facility. At lower governance levels, there 
are also County Integrated Development Plans, and 
ward- and county-level adaptation planning committees 
which are working on identifying key issues and possible 
adaptation responses. In India, the National Action Plan 
on Climate Change is the key policy directing action on 
climate change adaptation and mitigation.

Even when national and local plans exist, there is often 
a lack of synergy between these plans. For example, in 
the cities of Bengaluru and Chennai in India, state-level 
climate plans are often too broad and lack frameworks 
for implementation of climate action at the city 
level. Communication and translation of adaptation 
policies at the local level is often not sufficient. There 
is also fragmentation of responsibilities for policy 
implementation, and knowledge mismatch between policy 
makers and implementation agencies.

Our work in Mali shows how regulations cannot be 
effective when designed at one scale while ignoring 
conditions at other scales. For example, Mali’s Cooperative 
Law as well as its Seed Law, both designed at national 
level to enable farmers’ access to agriculture services 
and improved seeds, have yielded mixed results. Farmers 
believe the Cooperative Law degrades social cohesion 
and the mutual support on which they rely when facing 
climatic and non-climatic risks. Farmers also find the new 
seed system onerous and unaffordable.

Instead of having a long-term, forward-looking approach, 
adaptation governance is often understood and 
characterised as short-term, ad-hoc decision making, 
aligned to disaster risk reduction and emergency 
management. Contributing to the challenge, past 
development pathways and policy decisions can result 
in irreversible lock-ins and inherent trade-offs which 
entrench inequities and lead to maladaptation.

http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/RDS_reports/SAFRICA/Southern%20Africa%20RDS%20full%20report.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Final_missing/ASSAR%20Villagisation%20in%20Ethiopia%20-%20infographic%20-%20Jan%202019.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/South%20Asia%20RDS%20full%20report_update.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Mali%20MSG%20infographic_ENGLISH_WEB.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Mali%20MSG%20infographic_ENGLISH_WEB.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/South%20Asia%20RDS%20full%20report_update_%208feb2016.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/South%20Asia%20RDS%20full%20report_update_%208feb2016.pdf
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Overall, we see a lack of cohesion in the adaptation 
space which leads to confusion over who is and 
who might be responsible for climate change 
adaptation. The result is that climate adaptation is 
not strategically framed across sectors and scales. 
This has implications for sectors and livelihoods, that 
will be negatively affected when climate impacts are 
not adequately addressed in a holistic manner.  

Recommendations
• Adaptation governance requires planning tools 

that enable a shift from short-term, crisis-driven 
approaches to longer-term, forward-looking 
approaches.

• A holistic understanding of adaptation, 
and of the sectors vulnerable to climate 
change, requires an enhanced awareness of 
social, ecological and technical dimensions, 
and strategic linkages across these sectors 
(horizontal governance). For example, reduced 
rainfall in an area has an impact on agriculture, 
water availability, jobs, health and education. 

• Strategic linkages between national and 
sub-national levels (vertical governance) are 
necessary for the planning, implementing 
and monitoring of climate adaptation efforts. 
These linkages need to be underpinned by 
requisite technical and financial support that 
enables multiple actors to engage. In addition, 
attention should be paid to the processes 
that support linkages, recognising that these 
processes take time.  

• Expanding existing governance arrangements 
to be more inclusive of local communities 
will ensure that their concerns, desires, and 
expertise can inform and influence adaptation 
planning and implementation. This may 
require new ways of engaging with local 
communities that address power dynamics 
and cultural norms, and involve innovative 
means of participation. 

HYBRID GOVERNANCE 
ARRANGEMENTS ARE 
EMERGING TO SUPPORT 
ADAPTATION

Disconnections between national, regional and 
local governments in semi-arid regions mean that 
intermediary entities often need to negotiate between 
local actors and government. With some of these 
intermediaries linking across different scales and 
across traditional and bureaucratic practices, hybrid 
governance arrangements are emerging to support 
adaptation. However, intermediaries often lack capacity 
in adaptation-related knowledge and decision making, 
and need requisite support to perform these roles.

Adaptation governance in semi-arid regions remains 
largely fragmented. However, some changes brought 
about by decentralisation have created new spaces 
and opportunities for intermediaries to become more 
responsive to the needs of local populations. These 
intermediaries can take the form of non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), community-led groups, research 
groups, government-initiated groups, and private sector 
partnerships; and they are starting to bridge the gaps 
between local populations and government at both local 
and national levels. These intermediaries are actively 
driving vertical integration, that supports cross-scalar 
arrangements and integrated implementation.  

In some cases, governments have established these 
intermediary structures. In Kenya, the National Drought 
Management Authority established Ward and County 
Adaptation Planning Committees and a County Steering 
Committee chaired by the County Governor to better 
coordinate actions at county level. Elsewhere, the 
private sector has become involved, helping to conserve 
water resources. In India, public-private networks are 
emerging such as the Karnataka State Water Network, 
which convenes stakeholders to coordinate around water 
management. In Ghana, irrigation farmer associations and 
landlords located near the Black Volta River collaborate 
with the Water Resources Commission to ensure safe 
farming practices. In other areas, formal government 
entities, like the Constituency Development Committee 
(CDC) in rural north-central Namibia, link directly 
down to village chiefs at the community level and up 
to the regional government, in order to identify local 
priorities. However, the CDC has limited resources for 
implementation since these resources are allocated at 
regional level; it also lacks capacity in adaptation-related 
knowledge and decision making. 

http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Botswana/Adaptation%20barriers%20and%20enablers%20in%20Namibia%20-%20Sept%202017_JD.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Mali%20MSG%20infographic_ENGLISH_WEB.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Mali%20MSG%20infographic_ENGLISH_WEB.pdf
http://scholar.sun.ac.za/handle/10019.1/1974
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While intermediary structures can help bridge 
the divide between local needs and government, 
they are typically nascent and need support in 
terms of finances and technical skills to function 
properly. There is also the significant risk that 
other actors can appropriate these new spaces and 
opportunities to further their own aims in ways 
that may not be conducive to effective adaptation 
governance. Such is the case with the drive to 
villagise pastoral communities and encourage more 
agriculture in Ethiopia.

Recommendations

• Administrative decentralisation can support 
adaptation governance by bringing decision-
making and implementation structures closer to 
local communities; but for this to be effective, 
finances, knowledge, and human capital must 
be made available to support decentralised 
governance structures. Furthermore, the 
decentralisation process should focus not only 
on operational aspects (e.g., administrative 
and technical inputs), but on socio-cultural and 
ecological aspects (e.g., local perceptions of risk, 
resource degradation). 

• National support for adaptation is critical but 
needs to be complemented by cross-sector 
coordination and bottom-up input, and further 
development of intermediaries to bridge scales. 

• Issues of coordination, responsibility, capacity, 
and accountability need to be better understood 
to strengthen decision making across scales, and 
to understand how each level of governance 
enables or constrains climate adaptation.

• Approaches to support vertical integration 
should recognise that substantial resources 
will be needed to actively ensure that 
multiple stakeholders at multiple levels of 
state and society are part of conceptualising 
and implementing adaptation responses. 
This requires a richer understanding of the 
relationships between state and community 
actors, and alignment with the growing focus on 
collaborative governance and co-production for 
climate change adaptation. 

• Formal government structures need to embrace 
rather than resist intermediary bodies, so that 
effective hybrid governance systems can emerge.

WORKING WITH CUSTOMARY 
INSTITUTIONS CAN HELP 
FOSTER COLLABORATIVE 
ADAPTATION RESPONSES THAT 
ARE COGNISANT OF LOCAL 
CONTEXTS 

In semi-arid regions, traditional and customary 
institutions can play an important role in natural 
resource management and adaptation responses. In 
some cases, formalising or supporting these institutions 
has led to improved management of water, pasture land 
and forests. It has also led to the emergence of hybrid 
structures where traditional institutions collaborate 
with formal government agencies on land stewardship 
and resource management. However, conflicts between 
customary and formalised government arrangements 
remain, especially when the definition of mandates, 
authority, and roles and responsibilities is unclear. Ways 
of integrating traditional and customary institutions 
with government institutions need more attention. 
Integration holds opportunities for adaptation 
that recognises local needs and structures while 
acknowledging the role of government.

http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Final_missing/ASSAR%20Villagisation%20in%20Ethiopia%20-%20infographic%20-%20Jan%202019.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Namibia/Namibia%20water%20governance%20info%20brief%20web.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Namibia/Namibia%20water%20governance%20info%20brief%20web.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Namibia/Namibia%20water%20governance%20info%20brief%20web.pdf
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Customary and traditional institutions play an important 
role in many of the ASSAR study sites. They help to 
manage grazing land, water and other natural resources 
according to traditional methods. In Kenya and Ethiopia, 
Dedha committees manage pasture land according to 
customary land management principles. They use a 
zoning system that partitions grazing land into wet season, 
dry season, and drought areas. Kenya has recognised 
Dedha committees at the local level in policies, such as 
the Customary Natural Resources Bill of Isiolo, which is 
currently in development. Recognising and strengthening 
the roles of these committees has enabled them to work 
together with formalised water committees and Water 
Resource Users Associations for water management. 
Doing so, the Dedha committees help to support the 
government’s decentralised water governance approach.

In Kenya too, the conservancy model of resource 
management and adaptation, previously promoted 
by NGOs and now also by Isiolo county government, 
uses traditional institutions, like the council of elders, 
to run some activities. Some institutions are engaged 
in conserving natural resources while others perform 
administrative roles, such as facilitating pasture sharing.

The recognition and, in some cases, formalisation of 
traditional institutions – along with policies that enable 
customary management of natural resources – has 
helped support local and sub-national level governance of 
adaptation, empowering these institutions. For example, in 
Mali’s villages, such as N’Goutjina, a local convention based 
on traditional natural-resource-management principles 
enables community-led management of timber. A local 
committee levies fines on people caught harvesting wood 
outside of set times, which deters overcutting. However, 
there remains conflict over enforcement. The district 
officer working for the forest service in that area considers 
the fines for violators to be illegal. “Only the state has the 
power to impose fines on a contravener to the rules,” he 
said. Similarly, in Mali’s Cinsina ward, the devolution of 
decision making over natural resources to local authorities, 
as part of the decentralisation policy, has made locally-
agreed bylaws the major tools for management of pastoral 
resources. But the enforcement of these bylaws does not 
always sit well with individual interests. 

One provision mandates that the stay of transhumant 
pastoralists in local pastoral areas cannot exceed five 
days. But some local people hosting these transhumant 
pastoralists want them to stay longer to benefit from the 
organic manure the animals leave behind in the fields. They 
also take advantage of the milk production and the business 
opportunities during the pastoralists’ stay, such us buying or 
selling oxen at a good price for the next rainy season.

Although these bottom-up approaches are important, 
they are designed from within a particular local context 
and so are unlikely to achieve management goals for 
a much larger scale without broader organisational 
structure, and support from higher levels of government. 

While the recognition, and in some cases formalisation, 
of traditional structures assists in adaptation governance, 
challenges remain. In some cases, these groups report 
being inadequately supported. In Namibia, for example, 
traditional authorities are formally recognised by 
government but feel the budget they receive is insufficient 
to carry out their duties effectively. Representation of 
diverse voices in traditional structures is also challenging. 
In some cases, women and other minority groups remain 
under-represented. Sometimes, traditional authorities 
and other local level institutions are dominated by specific 
groups. In India’s Maharashtra state, even though there 
are women sarpanches (village heads), in many cases the 
decision-making power still rests with men.

http://www.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/East_Africa/Kenya/ASSAR%20KENYA%20CONSERVANCY_ONLINE.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Botswana/Adaptation%20barriers%20and%20enablers%20in%20Namibia%20-%20Sept%202017_JD.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Botswana/Adaptation%20barriers%20and%20enablers%20in%20Namibia%20-%20Sept%202017_JD.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/policy_brief.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/policy_brief.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/policy_brief.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/policy_brief.pdf


ASSAR 2014 - 2018  |  7

Recommendations
• Appreciating hybrid modes of governance is 

important and has not received enough attention. 
Northern approaches tend to focus on government, 
but southern realities show the importance of 
traditional governance. Adaptation needs to 
appreciate this reality and find ways to leverage it.  

• Effort is needed to ensure that there is better 
representation of marginalised groups within hybrid 
modes of governance that incorporate traditional and 
customary institutions.  

BUILDING CAPACITY OF 
LOCAL ACTORS TO ENGAGE 
IN LOCAL AND CROSS-SCALAR 
ADAPTATION GOVERNANCE 
IS CRITICAL, BUT MUST START 
FROM APPRECIATING EXISTING 
CAPACITY AND ASPIRATIONS 

People living in semi-arid regions hold a lot of local 
knowledge about adaptation challenges, and in 
many cases are responding to change. Future shifts in 
temperature and rainfall patterns as a result of climate 
change will put extra pressure on these communities, 
increasing their need for support. Although work 
is happening around climate change policy and the 
establishment of national priorities, this work is not yet 
feeding into or sufficiently supporting on-the-ground 
needs. At the local level, there is a lack of financial 
and technical support for communities to innovate for 
adaptation. Local capacity needs to be strengthened to 
adapt to long-term change and support engagement in 
multi-level governance processes and flexible planning. 
This capacity strengthening needs to build on existing 
skills and local knowledge while recognising that new 
skills are needed. Maximum benefit will be derived if 
the capacity support links to wellbeing and aspirations, 
and is context specific. 

Key to the success of community-based adaptation 
responses is the ability to innovate in the face of local 
climate change challenges. However, evidence points 
to a number of socio-technical lock-ins that hinder 
communities’ ability to innovate. For example, in India, 
the focus on subsidies for borewell digging has led 
to an individualisation of resources, and undermined 
efforts to incentivise restoration of Kolar’s old system of 

community water tanks which doubled up as water-
harvesting structures. In Ghana, there are projects 
that provide technologies to help farmers scale up 
operations that communities consider ineffective 
or inadequate, and yet these projects persist. For 
example, the Ghana Social Opportunities Project 
(GSOP) provided small surface dams (or ‘dugouts’) that 
do not adequately store enough water to last through 
the dry season, as well as boreholes that require 
expensive or uncommon spare parts for maintenance 
that communities are unable to afford. Land tenure 
rights can also act as obstacles to adaptation. In 
Ghana’s semi-arid north, the lack of land tenure rights 
has negatively impacted on farmers’ socio-economic 
characteristics, which limits their adaptive capacity, 
particularly for female crop farmers.

Without the necessary technical, social, financial 
and legal support, communities struggle to properly 
manage resources. In Namibia’s Onesi Constituency, 
Water Point Committees run and maintain water 
points in villages voluntarily. They do not, however, 
have sufficient technical and managerial skills to do 
this well, and also lack funds for maintenance. This 
has created a situation where many community water 
points (standpipes) have closed down, and poor people 
cannot afford to get water from private taps. When taps 
shut down poorer households rely on hand-dug wells 
to draw free water during the dry season, which can 
have negative health impacts.

Recommendations

• Cross-scalar approaches to governance for 
adaptation need to improve ways of integrating the 
concerns and realities of communities on the ground. 

• Increasingly, national decentralisation has expected 
local communities to be more responsible for the 
governance of resources, such as water. In many 
cases these communities do not have the requisite 
financial, technical and capacity skills. This needs 
to be urgently addressed so that communities 
are better equipped to perform their expected 
responsibilities. 

• Capacity support should be context-specific and 
should value local knowledge. 

• More attention needs to be paid to monitoring and 
evaluating the current and potential capacity needed 
for communities to best manage natural resources 
and the climate risks they face. 

• Adaptation governance requires a shift that fosters 
innovation and learning at the community level and 
across scales.

http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/IIHS/TIMELINE%2001_Borewell_small.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/West_Africa/Ghana/Ghana%20land%20tenure%20Low_WEB.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Namibia/Namibia%20water%20governance%20info%20brief%20web.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Namibia/Namibia%20water%20governance%20info%20brief%20web.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Namibia/Namibia%20water%20governance%20info%20brief%20web.pdf
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ADAPTATION NEEDS TO 
PRIORITISE VULNERABLE 
GROUPS AND CONTESTED 
VIEWS, WHICH REQUIRES 
MORE ATTENTION TO HOW 
DIVERSE NEEDS AND VOICES 
GET HEARD

In the adaptation space, certain views dominate 
decision-making processes and the identification of 
adaptation priorities. For most potential adaptation 
responses, trade-offs exist. Frequently, these are 
insufficiently explored from the perspective of diverse 
groups, and dominant groups tend to have the final 
say. More attention needs to be paid to how to shift 
away from dominant views, to support processes and 
implementation that can include the priorities of the 
most vulnerable, who are often least able to support 
their own adaptation sufficiently. This is likely to require 
additional support from NGOs and intermediaries that 
can liaise between vulnerable groups, government 
actors and, at times, the private sector.  

With increased decentralisation of governance in semi-
arid regions, there have been moves to incorporate 
community concerns by institutionalising bottom-
up processes. However, in the absence of feedback 
mechanisms and two-way flows of information, 
communities are unsure of how their priorities have 
been addressed. 

In some places, there is little space for communities to 
input on governance decisions that affect their ability 
to adapt, as is the case in Namibia’s Onesi Constituency. 
Instead, the priorities of local leaders often determine the 
extent of inclusion of the poor and marginalised people, 
such as ethnic minorities, who are seldom explicitly 
considered and integrated into water management and 
village decision-making processes. Elsewhere, these 
needs are being better considered. For example in India’s 
rural semi-arid Maharashtra state, local level village plans 
were found to reflect priority needs of communities even 
though the satisfaction levels of the community members 
differed across the villages based on the quality of 
execution on the ground.

There are several mechanisms in place to try to address 
issues of inclusion of marginalised groups, such as women. 
Generally, though women are represented, they are not 

represented well enough. In some cases, illiteracy, and 
lack of knowledge about roles and responsibilities, hinders 
their active participation in governance. Additionally, the 
representation of other marginalised groups, such as 
youth, remains tokenistic. We also see the development of 
formal institutional arrangements to support participation 
that are not adequately used, such as in Namibia, where 
villages are supposed to have Village Development 
Committees that feed into Constituency Development 
Committees (CDC). But these are often not able to feed 
into the CDC sufficiently. Where they do work well, there 
is an enabling and engaged village chief. 

To make space for the views of marginalised groups, which 
may conflict with dominant views, it is important to build, 
or maintain, platforms that actively encourage vulnerable 
groups to input their views on adaptation issues that 
affect their lives. These spaces need to feel safe, and 
illustrate how these views are taken up in practice. 
ASSAR has experimented with various tools for increasing 
participation, including Participatory Scenario Analysis 
(PSA), Vulnerability and Risk Assessments (VRA), and 
Transformative Scenario Planning (TSP). These processes 
have brought together actors from across scales, which 
has allowed different perspectives to surface, and 
potential ways forward to be explored.  For example, in 
2015, ASSAR undertook a VRA in Botswana’s Bobirwa 
sub-district, a climate-change hotspot in the Limpopo 
River Basin. The process brought together representatives 
of central and local government, farmer groups, women 
traders, and representatives from youth and NGOs, 
among others. Participants assessed the vulnerability of 
different social groups, like small-scale livestock keepers, 
and women vegetable sellers, to different risks. The VRA 
paid close attention to issues affecting the elderly, and 
the gendered dimensions of vulnerability. In 2018, ASSAR 
subsequently trained district-level officers in the VRA 
approach to assist government with informing district-
level planning processes.

Recommendations 
• Adaptation efforts need to support underrepresented 

groups to allow them to participate in ways that have 
impact. More recognition is needed of contested 
views that acknowledge different perspectives. A 
more integrated approach to adaptation cannot 
succeed without actively incorporating traditionally-
marginalised constituents, like women and youth, in 
decision-making processes. 

• Formal platforms for the inclusion of different voices 
in adaptation decisions that have been developed but 
are not functioning adequately, should be revisited 
and strengthened. 

http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Namibia/Namibia%20water%20governance%20info%20brief%20web.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/policy_brief.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/policy_brief.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/policy_brief.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/policy_brief.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/policy_brief.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/South_Asia/policy_brief.pdf
http://scholar.sun.ac.za/handle/10019.1/1974
http://scholar.sun.ac.za/handle/10019.1/1974
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/news/what-i-learned-running-three-participatory-scenario-analysis-workshops-drylands-northern-kenya
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/138/Posters/VRA%20poster%20for%20tool%20shed%20A0_June%2013%202017.pdf
http://www.assar.uct.ac.za/theme-tsp
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• Local development initiatives that build leaders within 
communities are an important way to develop agency 
and increase engagement across scales. Processes 
that are aimed at strengthening local capacities and 
engaging local actors through scenario planning 
or seeking responses to reduce vulnerability in a 
participatory way - while being cognisant of power 
dynamics - are a good step in this direction. 
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