
The Government of Zambia is making 
important progress in establishing a national 
framework for climate change adaptation. 
However, there is a need for more attention to 
the crucial role of district level institutions such 
as Local Government, local sector agencies 
and NGOs.

There is progress on institutionalizing Zambia’s 
disaster prevention and management at district and 
community levels. District Disaster Management 
Committees have been set up, and in some areas also 
satellite disaster management committees. There is, 
however, a tendency for efforts to come and go with 
disasters, and at community level institutional 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

■ Give more attention to adaptation to gradual 
climate change, which tends to be overshadowed 
by the urgency of flood- and drought responses.

■ Strengthen the flexibility, mandate and access to 
financing for district institutions in climate change 
adaptation.

■ Coordination and collaboration between NGO 
activities, donor-funded programmes and Local 
Government is important for wider impacts.

Climate Change and Rural Institutions

STRENGTHENING CLIMATE CHANGE 
ADAPTATION IN ZAMBIA



mechanisms tend to become virtually defunct 
between major disasters. 

Longer term gradual climate change adaptation 
– such as changing rainfall patterns – receives less 
attention from national and local policy-makers and 
media than disasters. This is a major problem, 
because the current changes threaten to undermine 
local livelihoods and economies.

Adaptation measures often do not take land and water 
access issues into account. For example, some 
communities that have been permanently resettled 
due to floods are experiencing problems with access 
to water for people, livestock and farming. We 
recommend:

■ More attention is needed to the challenges of 
gradual climate change, such as changing rainfall 
and temperatures. Drought resistant crops and 
conservation agriculture are already being 

promoted, but they are often seen mostly as 
experimental and are not reflected in the 
standardized seed and fertilizer packages.

■ Support institutional development for climate 
change adaptation (not only disaster manage-
ment) at sub-district levels. In most cases it will be 
best to work with existing community institutions, 
rather than establish new ones.

■ There is a need to support communities in their 
own ongoing adaptation activities, and to make 
sure that new approaches actually fit with people’s 
livelihood strategies. Lasting adaptation is 
achieved when national and district level 
institutions provide a supporting environment for 
people’s own adaptation.

■ Simple low-cost water technologies are an 
obvious opportunity, but despite occasional pilot 
projects they are not widely applied. These include 
low-cost rain water harvesting and micro drip-
irrigation systems that can easily be installed and 
looked after by the communities. 

District institutions are crucial
There is currently a lack of connection between 
national policies on climate change adaptation and 
the local institutional situation on the ground. Policies 
and major donor-funded programmes are too often 
developed on the basis of expert knowledge and 
assumptions, with limited involvement of local 
institutions. Programme funding for local adaptation 
work often gets stuck or delayed before reaching local 
levels, making both planned and immediate response 
difficult.

District level institutions are in many cases highly 
aware of the need for action on adaptation, and have 
knowledge and ideas on what to do. For example, 

District level institutions are in many cases highly
aware of the need for action on adaptation, and 
have knowledge and ideas on what to do.

Local line agencies include adaptation proposals in their work plans but they are often 
turned down by higher level structures. Likewise, District Councils are eager to play a 
key role in local planning, but tend to be insufficiently involved when new programmes 
are planned.

Participants in a climate change workshop in Kazungula district.



local sector agencies include proposals in their work 
plans but they are rarely accommodated by higher 
level structures, which follow universalistic policies 
and measures such as seed and fertilizer packages 
that do not allow for the flexibility and site-specific 
approach that is key to adaptation. Likewise, District 
Councils are eager to play a key role in local planning 
as democratically elected bodies, but tend to be 
insufficiently involved when new programmes are 
planned by government and donors. We recommend:

■ Local Government should have more de facto 
influence on adaptation planning, and should be 
able to draw on the technical capacity and funds 
allocated to government climate, land and water 
sectors. 

■ Government planning on adaptation activities 
should give more room for flexible and 
independent decision-making of local sector 
agencies in agriculture, livestock, fisheries, health, 
education, water and sanitation. Where policies 
and planning is needed at higher levels, it should 
draw on evidence from the ground rather than 
general assumptions.

■ Global climate financing can be made available 
directly to district level institutions by for example 
setting up District Adaptation funds and perfor-
mance-based grants structures where organisa-
tions and communities propose projects, and 
receive funding according to pre-determined 
criteria. This helps make adaptation efforts 
relevant to the local level and reduces time and 
cost of getting funds into action. Current efforts in 
Kenya and elsewhere provide successful models 
that can be adapted to the Zambian context.

Collaboration between NGOs and Local Government
A number of NGO activities take place in Zambia, and 
many are often technically sound. However, they tend 
to be small and uncoordinated ‘project islands’, and 
there is not much effort to scale up and disseminate 
to Local Government.

NGO efforts are in principle aimed at reaching the 
most vulnerable, but in reality they are open to elite 
capture, because NGOs efforts often rely on the 
goodwill of local headmen to provide authority and 
legitimacy to their activities. 

Pump irrigation in Sesheke district
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We recommend:

■ NGOs should consider ways of pooling their 
activities and funds to ensure greater impact and 
scaling up.

■ More collaboration between NGOs and Local 
Government could work to the benefit of both. 
Together they can make a stronger voice for 
devolution of adaptation, NGOs can provide 
technical know-how, and Local Government can 
provide institutional anchoring points for projects 
that may be better positioned to bypass local elite 
structures.

■ NGO efforts would benefit from broader aware-
ness activities that reach beyond community 
leaders to include all community members.

This brief is based on the collaborative four-year 
research programme ‘Climate Change and Rural 
Institutions’. It is produced jointly by the Integrated 
Water Resources Management Center at University of 
Zambia and the Danish Institute for International 
Studies. 


