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Abstract

Climate change has severe and disproportionate impacts on
Africa, where vulnerability is heightened by limited adaptive
capacity and overdependence on climate-sensitive sectors.
While national-level adaptation initiatives have received
wider intellectual investigation, little is researched on how
key actors, such as local governments, respond to climate
change across the African continent. Using a traditional review
approach, this article examines the outcomes and challenges
of local governments’ climate change adaptation initiatives
in selected African countries. Drawing exclusively on multi-
level governance, vulnerability frameworks, and institutional
theory perspectives, this article provides a synthesis of local
climate change adaptation responses across diverse African
countries. I find that while some African countries face nascent
and fragmented climate change adaptation frameworks, a few
have effectively integrated climate change into decentralised
planning systems. Despite these efforts, constraints such as
inadequate coordination, weak institutional capacity, limited
financial resources, and dependence on donor-driven initiatives
result in largely short-term and reactive interventions. There is
a need to prioritise sustainable financing mechanisms, enhance
coordination across governance levels, and strengthen local
government capacity to support context-specific and effective
adaptation.

Keywords: Climate change, Climate response, Climate adaptation, Local
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Introduction

Globally, climate change is recognised as a developmental and
environmental challenge with far-reaching implications for societies,
economies, and ecosystems. Its impacts, ranging from rising sea levels and

*

Department of Development Studies, University of South Africa, South Africa;
dicksagoe@gmail.com

35



Artha - Journal of Social Sciences ISSN 0975-329X

temperatures to increased extreme weather events, are unevenly distributed,
disproportionately affecting vulnerable populations and developing regions.
This global dimension of climate change emphasises the urgent need for
context-specific adaptation strategies that are responsive to both local
realities and global pressures. According to the United National Framework
Convention on Climate Change, Africa’s island countries and Africa’s low-
lying countries are some of the most vulnerable to the impacts of climate
change (UNFCCC, 2008). Africa is also said to be more vulnerable to climate
change due to its heavy dependence on climate-sensitive sectors such
as forestry and agriculture (Rugube et al., 2019). Recognising this unique
vulnerability, African countries have responded to the effects of climate
change. However, these responses have mainly focused on the national
level, overlooking the local level’s peculiar needs for building resilience to
respond to climate change (Sharma et al., 2014).

This imbalance between local-level realities and national-level policy
responses brings to light a critical research gap in understanding how
adaptation strategies are experienced, implemented, and conceptualised
at the local scale in Africa. The success of climate change adaptation to
deliver resilience rests partially on local knowledge and perspectives, which
are properly gathered and integrated into the development plans of local
governments. Fusing local knowledge and perspectives (local strategies)
into local adaptive development plans supports and strengthens measures
that the local people have proven to work. While national-level interventions
provide direction, they are insufficient without grounding in local realities,
necessitating a shift towards localised adaptation approaches.

In decentralised planning systems, local governments serve as the
frontline in planning and implementing development (Agranoff and
McGuire, 2003). Responding to climate change within the prevailing planning
and governance systems has also been widely recognised for ensuring
resilience across various governance tiers (Preston et al., 2011). The increased
global attention to institutional adaptation has been reflected in a broad
range of adaptation interventions, including adaptation finance initiatives
such as the Special Climate Change Fund, the Global Environment Facility
Trust Fund, the Adaptation Fund, and the Least Developed Countries Fund,
all of which are being localised in various countries (Measham et al., 2011).
National Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPAs) or strategies that
respond to adaptation needs in various developing countries are resulting
from national adaptation planning (Hardee and Mutunga, 2010).

However, scholars such as Atanga, Inkoom, and Derbile (2017), Robinson
and Herbert (2001), and Nelson and Agbey (2005) stress the importance of
improved adaptive capacity in vulnerability reduction at the local level.
Improving adaptive capacity in this context involves policies, programmes,
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and other planned interventions that address vulnerability across multiple
governance scales. Planned adaptation policies and strategies have tended
to be centralised at the national and sub-national levels, without much
attention being paid to the local level where the effects are felt the most (Asha
& Madzivhandila, 2016; Measham et al., 2011; Agrawal, 2008; Handayani,
2021; Engel, 2006; Pasquini, Cowling and Ziervogel, 2013; Shemdoe,
Kassenga & Mbuligwe, 2015). Therefore, governments of African countries,
such as South Africa, have recognised the need to involve local governments
to build local-level resilience and have captured this in the 2011 climate
change response strategy (Hlahla, Nel and Hill, 2019).

According to Agrawal (2008), local governments are critical in climate
change adaptation as they structure responses to the impacts of climate
change, mediate between collective responses to vulnerability and
individuals, and govern resource delivery to facilitate responses. In addition,
local governments are established to work for their communities (Shemdoe,
Kassenga, & Mbuligwe, 2015). It is perceived that adaptation strategies
initiated at the international and national levels have not been successful.
This has created an opportunity for local approaches through bottom-up
climate adaptation methods. Local governments are now empowered to
respond to the impacts of the changing climate at the local level to achieve
the global sustainable development goals (Pilato, Sallu and Gaworek-
Michalezenia, 2018).

As the effects of climate change are felt at the local level, an effective
response must be handled at the local level with the active participation of
local people who experience the consequences of climate change (Fiinfgeld,
2015). This is important because vulnerability to climate change is felt at the
local level, and local people are best positioned to design and implement
effective responses to climate change (Pasquini et al., 2015; Mukonza and
Makenzi, 2014; Local Government Programme 4 Climate Change, 2016). This
reinforces the argument that locally driven adaptation is not only necessary
but also more effective in addressing context-specific vulnerabilities, thereby
strengthening resilience outcomes.

This article reviews the literature and investigates the various adaptation
strategies that local governments in Africa have adopted to address climate
change, as well as theresultsand challenges they face. Specifically, itaddresses
the following: (i) identify the range of adaptation strategies implemented
by local governments across Africa and their outcomes in enhancing local
resilience and (ii) examine the institutional and governance challenges that
constrain effective local adaptation. Such an analysis is important because
local adaptation solutions will enhance the sustainability of adaptation
strategies. In addition, local governments” planning and implementation of
climate adaptation strategies will be specifically suitable to meet the needs
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of each locality, given their proximity to the communities (Bulkeley, 2010).
Furthermore, climate change adaptation plans developed at the national
level are implemented at the local government level; thus, ensuring local
participation in these climate change adaptation plans to ensure greater local
acceptance, participation, and sustainability becomes relevant (Adger, 2003;
Shemdoe, Kassenga and Mbuligwe, 2015). This article argues for adaptation
initiatives to emerge from the local level, where local governments serve
on the frontline in the implementation and planning of climate change
adaptation. The reason for proposing this structure, which differs from the
current top-down approach, remains that adaptation is local, and thus, the
impacts of climate change are felt at the local level.

By synthesising empirical evidence in Africa, this study contributes
to the growing body of literature on decentralised climate governance
by offering a continental-scale perspective on local adaptation planning,
thereby addressing an important gap in existing scholarship that often
focuses on case-specific or single-country analyses. The remainder of this
paper is structured as follows. The literature review section explains key
terms applicable to the study. The next section provides an overview of the
methodology adopted in this study, followed by the sections that present
and discuss the key findings. The last section concludes the article.

Context and Research Gaps

Climate change adaptation

The term adaptation refers to actions adopted to prevent, minimise,
or take advantage of the negative effects of climate change (Hutcheon
and O'Flynn, 2012). Adaptive responses help individuals cope with the
associated consequences and take advantage of the associated opportunities.
Adaptation strategies are those implemented for the adaptable system to
moderate and cope with the consequences of climate change, with the view
of taking advantage of these consequences of climate events. The key area
of concern for local governments on adaptation is adaptive capacity, which
refers to the capacity of the systems to reorder, reduce adverse effects, and
maximise any positive effects from climate change (Hutcheon and O'Flynn,
2012).

Discussions on adaptation often present it in two forms: reactive and
anticipatory (Easterling, Hurd and Smith, 2004). Reactive adaptation applies
during emergencies, while planned adaptation, also known as anticipatory
adaptation, is undertaken before the impact of climate change is apparent
to enhance the capacity of the local people to cope with the consequences of
climate change (Easterling, Hurd and Smith, 2004). Anticipatory/planned
adaptation is achieved by mainstreaming climate change into long-term
decision-making (Atanga, Inkoom, & Derbile, 2017).
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A distinction is also often made between adaptation interventions based
on who is planning and for what benefits: institutional or private. While
institutional adaptation refers to adaptation initiated by the government or
institutions for larger societal benefits, private adaptation refers to adaptation
initiated for private gains (Healey, 2017). For communities to adapt, there
is a need for collective capacity building through education and improved
decision-making ability (Atanga, Inkoom and Derbile, 2017). Mobilising and
deploying resources under the guidance and planning of the state to respond
to climate change across various scales will involve institutional adaptation.

However, adaptation differs from coping strategies. Coping strategies
refer to the intended and unsystematic ways through which a system may
cope with the consequences of a changing climate (Plessis and Kotzé, 2014).
Overall, adaptation captures adjustments, responses, and actions taken by
people and natural systems to reduce and accommodate the vulnerability
associated with the impact of climate change (Plessis and Kotzé, 2014).

Theoretical framing of local climate change adaptation

There are three complementary theoretical perspectives for understanding
local governments’ responses to climate change within a complex governance
system: multi-level governance, vulnerability frameworks, and institutional
theory.

Multi-level governance explains how climate adaptation is shaped by
interactions across local, national, and global scales (Fairbrass and Jordan,
2004; Bulkeley & Betsill, 2013). While national policies and international
frameworks establish strategic direction, their success depends on how these
policies and frameworks are transformed into local-level actionable policies.
Implementation gaps, according to multi-level governance, are often caused
by misalignments across governance levels, thereby limiting the success of
adaptation strategies.

According to the vulnerability frameworks (Adger, 2006; Marshall et al.,
2009; IPCC, 2022), impacts of climate change are unequally distributed across
regions and populations, shaped by socio-economic inequalities, exposure,
and adaptive capacity. This perspective brings the need for context-specific
and localised responses that integrate indigenous knowledge systems and
prioritise vulnerable groups in the planning of adaptation.

The institutional theory advanced by Scott (2001) and North (1990)
explains how formal rules, governance structures, and administrative
capacities shape local adaptation outcomes. In many African contexts,
institutional constraints, such as limited technical expertise, weak inter-
agency coordination, and insufficient policy integration, hinder the effective
mainstreaming of climate adaptation into local development planning.
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According to Peters (2019), institutions spell out the rules for action, influence
policy instrument choices, and determine the extent of policy compliance.
Legitimacy, adaptation, and institutional strength were also introduced by
Agrawal etal. (2012) and Burch (2010) as factors that determine the successful
implementation of climate policy.

A critical examination of the academic approach shows two recurring
themes in climate change adaptation across Africa. Firstly, there is a broad
agreement that local governments are essential to adaptation planning
because of their role in development planning and service delivery and
their proximity to communities. Secondly, adaptation initiatives commonly
include fostering partnerships with civil society and international actors,
promoting community-based adaptation and mainstreaming climate change
into development plans.

Research gap and contribution

Despite the large body of academic studies onlocal climate change adaptation,
several gaps remain. Firstly, continental-scale and systematic analyses
that synthesise adaptation responses across multiple African countries are
lacking. Many academic studies adopt a descriptive approach, focusing on
single-country case studies without engaging in comparative analysis across
different contexts. This limits the ability to develop transferable policy lessons,
draw generalisable conclusions, or identify broader patterns. Secondly,
many studies have insufficiently integrated theoretical perspectives,
particularly in linking governance structures, vulnerability conditions and
institutional dynamics to observed adaptation outcomes. This constrains the
analytical depth of the academic literature and limits the advancement of
a more complete understanding of adaptation processes at the local level.
Thirdly, while community-based and participatory approaches are widely
stressed, there is limited critical assessment of how these approaches are
operationalised in practice and the extent to which they sincerely impact
decision-making processes.

This article addresses these gaps by using a traditional review approach
to assess the responses of local governments to climate change across
selected African countries. By synthesising evidence across multiple
contexts, the study moves beyond country-specific case studies to provide
a broader understanding of adaptation challenges, outcomes and strategies.
Furthermore, the study integrates multilevel governance, vulnerability
frameworks and institutional theory to offer a more complete analytical lens
for assessing local adaptation processes. This theoretical integration provides
deeper insights into the factors shaping the effectiveness of adaptation.
Through this, the study identifies cross-cutting patterns, contributes to the
literature by consolidating fragmented knowledge and offering policy-
relevant suggestions for firming local adaptation to climate change in Africa.
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Data and Methods

This review comes from a synthesis of published literature collected through
multiple strategies. According to Petticrew and Robert (2008), clarifying
the literature search inclusion and exclusion criteria from the onset is an
important criterion for addressing bias in systematic reviews. The inclusion
criteria for the search were: ‘Local Government” and “Climate Change
Adaptation.” On the other hand, studies dated before 2000 were excluded.
This delimitation ensured that only the contemporary state of knowledge on
the topic was captured in the review.

In addition to search criteria, the choice of databases for conducting
literature search, locating studies, and selecting studies also addresses
bias concerns (Green and Glasgow, 2006). In this regard, Hong et al.
(2000) emphasised the need for scholars to select appropriate databases
for conducting a literature search. This study consulted the following key
databases: ProQuest, Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, and Scopus.

Thenature of theliterature search conducted before and during the review
is also important in the literature review (Green and Glasgow 2006). Further
literature searches were conducted using combinations of keywords such as
“Climate change adaptation + Local government + Africa,” “Adaptation +
Local government + Africa,” “Climate + Local government + Africa,” and
“East, West, North, Central, and Southern Africa + Local government.”

The collected documents were then examined for relevance, including
quality assessment. Overall, 72 items were generated from the search,
comprising published articles and book chapters. These were further
examined manually to ensure compliance with the set criteria. A final
compendium of 12 articles was used for the analysis. While this method does
not explicitly employ more established approaches (such as PRISMA) for the
selection of articles, it mirrors such practices in essence and was successful in
identifying documents that are relevant to the scope of the review.

Responses of Local Governments to the Impact of Climate Change
in Africa

Hlahla, Nel, and Hill (2019) have assessed climate change responses in South
African local governments across five main areas, which have been adopted
for this review. These five areas were used to assess the responses of local
governments to climate change, which include integrating climate change
into development decision-making, building strategic capacity, learning
how to undertake climate change governance, societal mobilisation and
access to financial resources.

Integrating climate change into development decision-making answers
the question of the extent to which climate risks are embedded in the policies

41



Artha - Journal of Social Sciences ISSN 0975-329X

and planning process of local governments. Building strategic capacity
enhances the technical, human, and institutional capabilities required to
implement and design climate responses at the local level. This requires
moving beyond rhetorical policy to technically sound and evidence-based
interventions, without which well-designed policies may fail during
implementation. Learning how to undertake climate change governance
requires continuous learning, institutional innovation, and adaptation,
highlighting the importance of local governments’ organisational learning
process.

Societal Mobilisation brings on board a broad range of stakeholders to
effectively engage in local-level climate action. This idea considers that local
governments alone cannot effectively handle climate action. Thus, societal
mobilisation refers to local governments empowering and engaging a broad
range of stakeholders, the private sector, civil society, and the community
for climate action. The benefit of this approach is that the impacts of climate
change are experienced at the local level. Through societal mobilisation,
climate change adaptation initiatives are successfully implemented due to
behavioural change, local ownership, and collective action. Finally, access
to financial resources, which assesses the ability of local governments to
effectively use and mobilise financial resources, significantly affects local
climate action.

Institutionalisation of climate change at the local level to build
capacity

Cameroon has institutionalised climate change through the enactment of the
National Climate Change Action Plan (NCCAP) in 2012, which focuses on
building the capacity of local stakeholders, such as chiefs, local government
officials, and farmers (Tani & Tume, 2019; African Development Fund
[ADF], 2013). This aligns with broader continental evidence showing that
national adaptation frameworks significantly enhance local institutional
capacity and coordination (UNEP, 2018; UNDP, 2021). South Africa has also
institutionalised climate change at the local level (eThekwini Municipality,
2014; Durban Adaptation Charter [DAC], 2014). Empirical studies indicate
that municipalities participating in structured adaptation frameworks, such
as the Durban Adaptation Charter, demonstrate a stronger integration
of climate policies into local governance systems (ICLEI, 2016). A similar
step is being taken in Tanzania, where the government is reportedly in
the process of developing policies to institutionalise climate change at the
local level (Shemdoe, Kassenga, & Mbuligwe, 2015). Uganda is also using
cross-sectoral coordination through local governments’ natural resource
departments to integrate climate change issues at the local level. Such cross-
sectoral institutional arrangements improve policy coherence and adaptation
outcomes in DGSs (World Bank, 2020).
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Integrating climate change into the development plan (decision-
making)

Hlahla, Nel, and Hill (2019) observe that not all local governments in South
Africa have adequate strategic capacity, as only a few have climate change
leaders and sufficient access to knowledge and expert advice. This reflects
broader evidence across sub-Saharan Africa, where gaps in institutional and
technical capacity remain key constraints to effective climate mainstreaming
(Ayers & Dodman, 2010; UN-Habitat, 2018). Furthermore, only a few local
governments in South Africa have clearly defined their climate change
priorities within their strategic policy frameworks. Not all local governments
have integrated climate change adaptation into their local development
plans. Empirical estimates indicate that fewer than one-third of African
local governments have effectively mainstreamed climate adaptation into
development planning frameworks (UNEP, 2018). Leck and Simon (2018)
report that the South African government has developed the National
Climate Change Response White Paper (NCCRP) (Republic of South Africa,
2011) and the National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy (Republic of
South Africa, 2017), which outline national climate adaptation strategies.

The eThekwini Municipal Adaptation Plan (MAP), widely recognised as
one of the world’s leading municipal adaptation initiatives due to its focus
on health, water, disaster management and food security, is a notable success
story from South Africa (Leck & Simon, 2018; Roberts, 2010). This plan is
frequently cited as a global best practice because of its measurable adaptation
indicators, strong institutional coordination, and multi-sectoral integration
(UN-Habitat, 2018; ICLEI, 2016). Another important aspect of eThekwini’s
response to climate change is that it is led by an Environmental Planning
and Climate Protection Department (EPCPD), a dedicated climate team, and
strong local leadership (comprising departments and key individuals). In
addition, ad hoc funding opportunities and sustained international and local
networking for knowledge sharing are available.

Other scholars, such as Shemdoe, Kassenga, and Mbuligwe (2015),
report a step taken by the Tanzanian government to respond to the impact of
climate change and help local government officials to do the same through
the Tanzanian Draft Urban Development and Management Policy, in which
climate change was considered a national problem and provides support to
local governments to plan and implement actions to deal with the impact of
climate change. Plessis and Kotzé (2014) stated that biodiversity management
plans, which are prepared by local government officials and the Minister
of Environmental Affairs, must be implemented by mainstreaming the
plan into the local government development plan with the ultimate aim of
protecting biodiversity from climate change vulnerability.
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Tani and Tume (2019) also report the presence of community
development plans (CDPs) in Cameroon, which have been updated to add
a component called the severity of the problem and constraints to climate
change adaptation. This plan assesses the sensitivity, exposure, and resilience
of health, road infrastructure, agriculture, forestry, and wildlife livelihoods.
Friis-Hansen et al. (2015) reported a success story of the responses of local
governments to the impact of climate change in Uganda. They report an effort
to enhance cross-sectoral coordination. Uganda’s local governments have a
natural resources department whose job is to integrate all climate change
issues within the decentralised departments into the local development
plans. Hlahla, Nel, and Hill (2019) report the institutionalisation of climate
change response at the local government level in South Africa (eThekwini
Municipality, 2014; Durban Adaptation Charter (DAC), 2014). Apart from
these success stories, studies conducted in other African countries, such as
Ghana, have reported poor institutionalisation.

Societal mobilisation

Local governments have made efforts to encourage the active participation
of stakeholders in key socio-economic issues. Similarly, a few local
governments were embarking on public education and informed public
discussion on climate change. According to Leck and Simon (2018), one of
the response strategies adopted under the eThekwini Municipal Adaptation
Plan (MAP) is the inclusion of stakeholders, such as local leadership from
the community, such as departments and key individuals, Environmental
Planning and Climate Protection (EPCPD), and local and international
networking. The same approach has been adopted by local governments in
Cape Town and Johannesburg, with few local governments yet to embrace
the response strategy (Leck and Simon, 2018). According to Plessis and
Kotzé (2014), the Biodiversity Act 10 of 2004 of the Republic of South Africa
indirectly protects biodiversity from the impact of climate change. The Act
(Section 43) also makes provision for stakeholder engagement through
consultative engagement between the local governments and the Minister
of Environmental Affairs to develop biodiversity management plans and
ensure implementation with the local government authorities (Section 44 of
the Biodiversity Act 10, 2004). Evidence shows that participatory governance
significantly improves the effectiveness, acceptance, and sustainability of
climate adaptation initiatives (Lebel et al., 2012; Reed et al., 2009).

In Cameroon, the formation of Cameroon Traditional Rulers against
Climate Change (CAMTRACC) in 2009 has been an effective step in
engaging Cameroon’s traditional rulers in the fight against climate
change at the local level. In addition, all local government officials, non-
governmental organisations, the media, and other influential community-
based organisations are involved in an intense community sensitisation
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effort on the impact of climate change on agriculture, forestry, wildlife,
road infrastructure, and health (Tani and Tume, 2019). Again, they report
an increasing attention and focus on climate change by international donors
and NGO in Cameroon. Such community-led initiatives have been shown
to enhance local ownership and resilience outcomes in climate adaptation
processes (UNDP, 2021).

Climate change governance learning

Only a few local governments in South Africa have developed targets,
measurable goals, and indicators for climate change adaptation projects.
Despite this achievement, none of the local governments have a monitoring
and evaluation framework; thus, no studies have been conducted within
the local governments to evaluate the current status of the environment and
the effectiveness of the local governments” environmental policies. This is
consistent with broader findings that monitoring and evaluation systems for

climate adaptation remain underdeveloped across many local governments
in Africa (World Bank, 2020; UNEP, 2018).

Access to financial resources

Limited financial resources are a major constraint on the ability of local
governments to implement climate change adaptation initiatives (Pasquini
et al., 2013). Globally, less than 10% of climate finance reaches local
governments in developing countries, limiting their capacity to implement
context-specific adaptation strategies (UNDP, 2021; World Bank, 2020). The
same observation was made by Atanga, Inkoom, and Derbile (2017), who
reported the absence of statutory funding for promoting climate change
adaptation programmes and projects. Friis-Hansen et al. (2015) reported
funding challenges for implementing local governments” climate change
adaptation plans. Furthermore, the funding structure, which is dominated
by external sources such as non-governmental organisations and the central
government, influences the projects and programmes of local governments in
Uganda (Friis et al., 2015). This funding is top-down in nature and supports
the global agenda and the agenda of external funding organisations, which,
in most cases, are contrary to the local people’s agenda. Such external
funding discourages local participation in the planning and implementation
stages of climate change adaptation projects and programmes. According
to Ayers and Dodman (2010), top-down funding mechanisms reduce the
effectiveness of adaptation interventions and local ownership. Ben Youssef
(2022) reported limited financial resources, especially at the national level,
to implement climate change adaptation policies. Ben Youssef (2022) also
reported a lack of national financial resources to implement climate change
adaptation.
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The barriers discussed by Pilato, Sallu, and Gaworek-Michalezenia
(2018) include the frequent barrier of lack of financial resources, which
was expressed clearly in words by all local governments in Tanzania.
Yakubu (2018) also reported financial challenges to funding climate change
adaptation projects in Ghana as a major challenge with local government
response to the impact of climate change. This is similar to Tani and Tume
(2019), who discussed the limited financial resources to carry out local
government adaptation projects in Cameroon.

Barriers to Local Governments’ Responses to Climate Change
Impacts in Africa

Pasquini et al. (2013) conducted an important study that identified three
factors to explain the barriers to mainstreaming climate change adaptation
in local governments in South Africa. These three barriers are cognitive/
individual, regulatory and institutional, and socio-cultural. These three
categories are the analytical framework used for discussing the barriers
faced by local governments in mainstreaming climate change adaptation in
Africa. Cognitive or individual barriers refer to limited skills, perceptions,
knowledge, and awareness among stakeholders and local government
officials. The greatest challenge here is the limited understanding of the
concept of climate change adaptation and risks among local decision-
makers. Regulatory and institutional barriers are related to the formal
structures, policies, governance arrangements, and administrative systems
that shape the actions of local governments. Finally, socio-cultural barriers
refer to social norms, values, practices, and power relations that influence
how communities and institutions perceive and respond to climate change.
These factors are critical in shaping the effectiveness and acceptance of local
adaptation strategies.

Notably, these three categories of barriers do not operate alone; however,
they are deeply interconnected. For example, socio-cultural dynamics
shape both implementation and perception outcomes, whereas weak
institutional frameworks reinforce individuals’ cognitive limitations. A
holistic approach that combines inclusive governance practices, institutional
reform, and capacity building is needed to address these barriers. Therefore,
strengthening the ability of Africanlocal governments to mainstream climate
change adaptation depends on transforming the underlying socio-cultural,
institutional, and cognitive conditions that constrain effective action and
technical solutions.

Cognitive and individual barriers

Atanga, Inkoom, and Derbile (2017) note that Ghana’s local government
officials need the capacity to mainstream climate change adaptation into
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local government plans. Local government officials” capacity to understand
climate change situations and appropriate areas for intervention is lacking.
Their study reported low levels of understanding, knowledge, and awareness
of climate change among local government officials in Ghana. Hlahla, Nel,
and Hill (2019) raised issues of low capacity and lack of understanding of
climate change in their study on climate change adaptation among local
governments in South Africa. Tani and Tume (2019) reported the same
challenge, that is, despite their full knowledge of the impact of climate
change on agriculture, water, and health, local government officials lack
the requisite knowledge to manage climate change adaptation strategies,
thus resulting in the lack of capacity to measure, predict, and respond to
the impacts of climate change on livelihoods in Cameroon. Such capacity
constraints, particularly in climate data analysis and technical modelling,
have been widely documented across African local governments (UNEP,
2018; World Bank, 2020).

Generally, Ghana’s local governments fail to mainstream climate change
adaptation plans into their local development plans. Pilato, Sallu, and
Gaworek-Michalezenia (2018) report the lack of expertise on climate change
and technical resources (technology) as barriers to the implementation of
climate change adaptation in South Africa. Hlahla, Nel, and Hill (2019)
reported the same in their study of local governments in South Africa.

Cognitive and individual barriers become worse in instances where the
influence of party politics sets in. In cases where the political appointment
of senior officials for local governments influences the mainstreaming of
climate change adaptation into local government development plans. The
process for appointing these officials is not based on capacity (most qualified)
but according to political alignment. Local governments tend to place more
emphasis on local service provision, such as roads, schools, and healthcare,
than on climate change adaptation. In addition, their ability to provide local
services secures their re-election into power compared to climate change
adaptation projects. In the case that political influences supersede the service
delivery functions of local government officials, then climate adaptation has
ceased to be on the priority list of local governments in South Africa.

Regulatory, institutional, and socio-cultural barriers

Another importantaspect of the findings of Pasquini etal. (2013) is the issue of
institutional silos as a key barrier to climate change adaptation. They further
argue that institutional silos prevent collaborations among departments and
institutions to truly understand the impact of climate change on climate-
sensitive systems such as water resources, health, and infrastructure.
Globally, institutional fragmentation has been widely recognised as a major
constraint to effective climate governance (OECD, 2020). Pilato, Sallu,
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and Gaworek-Michalezenia (2018) report a lack of coordination among
local public sector institutions. Empirical studies have shown that weak
inter-agency coordination reduces efficiency and leads to duplication of
climate adaptation efforts (UN-Habitat, 2018). Institutional collaborations
are important to have a holistic understanding of the vulnerabilities of
climate change on climate-sensitive systems such as agriculture, water, and
health (International Panel on Climate Change, 2007). The same issue on
collaboration was raised by Shemdoe, Kassenga, and Mbuligwe (2015) when
they observed weak institutional collaboration and raised the alarm that for
local governments to effectively address the impact of climate change at the
local level, weak institutional collaboration should be resolved in Tanzania.

An interesting observation by Atanga, Inkoom, and Derbile (2017)
indicates that mainstreaming climate change adaptation in the existing
planning structure of local governments in Ghana is lacking. Atanga,
Inkoom, and Derbile (2017) further argued that despite the inclusion of
climate change in national development policy documents, such as the
Ghana Shared Growth and Development Agenda, institutional structures
at the local government level for effective mainstreaming of climate
change adaptation are lacking. They attributed this to the fact that local
governments have no climate change desk officer responsible for planning,
facilitating, and coordinating climate change adaptation programmes from
the various departments at the local level. Similarly, Yakubu (2018) reported
an inadequate number of agricultural extension officers as a major challenge
in local government response to the impact of climate change. Because of the
lack of local climate change expertise, most local governments in Tunisia do
not have a local-level strategy for climate change adaptation. Pilato, Sallu,
and Gaworek-Michalezenia (2018) raised the same challenge. Pasquini et
al. (2013) also reported that local governments in South Africa do not pay
systematic attention to mainstreaming climate change adaptation in local
development plans.

The lack of external policy coherence between the 2025 Tanzania
Development Vision and climate change was another main finding of
Pilato, Sallu, and Gaworek-Michalezenia (2018). They further stated that the
national development policy framework does not recognise climate change
as a threat to development. Therefore, adaptation strategies are not included
in the plan. Local government officials were implementing some adaptation
strategies, such as planting drought-resistant crops, conservation agriculture,
and diversifying livelihood activities. However, because these measures
were not documented in the national development policy framework, a
question is raised on their sustainability. Furthermore, it is very difficult to
identify the mandate for climate change, as it is not clear which department
is responsible for climate change adaptation at the local level.
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Ben Youssef (2022) reported on the role of local governments in
climate adaptation in Tunisia. According to Ben Youssef (2022), Tunisia’s
decentralisation process is incomplete, thus affecting the level of policy
engagement between local government authorities and ministries at the
central government level. Again, the highly centralised systems affect the
local government to act proactively, thus affecting policy intentions (central
government level) and operations (local level). For the scholars, weaknesses
across planning, financing, and operationsaspects of the projectsimplemented
in municipalities accounted for abysmal results of adaptation planning.
Municipal staff with higher education comprised a small proportion of the
population, while available technology was heavily underutilised, with the
few skilled people overloaded. This affected operations but also reflected the
limited resources to hire the staff needed for adaptation planning.

However, the central government’s important role included providing
information and guidance on climate change. In doing so, local governments
would be strengthened to access the information needed for adaptation. In
turn, local governments are responsible for mobilising local stakeholders for
participation in adaptation planning. They are deemed the most effective for
making decisions about local climate actions and natural hazards, and they
are close to the hazards’ effects.

Pilato, Sallu, and Gaworek-Michalezenia (2018) again report the lack
of coordination, manifesting in poor communication. Communication
between the local government and the local people is poor, as measures
used to communicate with the local people through village extension
officers were considered ineffective by the local people. Some localities do
not have extension officers, and there are very few in places with extension
officers, and thus, information takes a long time to reach the local people.
Poor communication often results in low participation and the possibility
of neglecting the integration of rich community perspectives and local
knowledge into the planning process for climate change adaptation. This
reduces the effectiveness and relevance of adaptation initiatives, thereby
affecting their implementation and local sustainability.

Discussion

Several African countries have taken steps to address climate change.
Some of the good-performing countries include South Africa, Uganda, and
Cameroon, although all of them face similar challenges of limited financial
and human resources in managing climate change adaptation projects in
their respective countries. These countries have been able to meet most of
the criteria established for the proper implementation of climate change
adaptation, including the institutionalisation of climate change, integration
of climate change into development plans, societal mobilisation, and climate
change governance.
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This study demonstrates that including climate change adaptation
in national development plans (which meet the criteria: integrating
climate change in development plans) does not automatically lead to
the mainstreaming of climate change in the development plans of local
governments, as in the case of Ghana (Atanga, Inkoom and Derbile,
2017). Mainstreaming can be achieved through proper channels for local
institutional collaboration (such as local farmers’ associations, traditional
leaders, local NGOs, and environmental organisations at the local level)
and the availability of adequate funding to local governments to finance
local climate change adaptation projects, especially funds raised locally or
discretionary or unconditional funding for which local governments have
adequate control over expenditure. In addition, proper mainstreaming
through the creation and employment of qualified local officers in charge of
climate change at the local government level is needed to integrate climate
change adaptation activities and projects of local institutions, which can be
followed by raising political interest in climate change through capacity
building.

Scholars such as Pervin et al. (2013) report that vertical integration
policy (integration between the national and local government climate
change adaptation projects) is very common in Africa, whereas horizontal
policy (integration between local government and other local stakeholders
(institutions)) on climate change adaptation projects is low. Nunan,
Campbell, and Foster (2012) further report that horizontal policy integration
minimises inconsistencies, makes efficient use of scarce resources, and
avoids duplication in climate change adaptation projects and programmes
at the local level. In practice, the two are essential for successful climate
change adaptation.

The most important of all is the active mobilisation and participation
of the local people and other local institutions in the planning and
implementation of climate change adaptation projects, as has been done
in Cameroon through the involvement of local chiefs, non-governmental
organisations, farmers’ associations, and other relevant local organisations
(which meets the criteria: societal mobilisation). One way to increase the
active participation of the local people is through increased and regular
public education on the impact of climate change. Societal mobilisation
improves the local people’s knowledge and understanding of the need to
get involved and take ownership in climate change adaptation projects,
a step towards localising these projects to enhance their acceptance and
sustainability at the local level (Dick-Sagoe and Nyamadi, 2022). Lebel et
al. (2012) concur that mainstreaming climate change is a multi-level process
that involves stakeholders from local and national levels. Ben Youssef (2021)
reported that non-governmental organisations play an important role in
local climate change adaptation.
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This article presents an observation from Tanzania, which indicates that
local government officials were implementing climate change adaptation
strategies, such as promoting the planting of drought-resistant crops,
conservation agriculture, and diversifying livelihood activities, when climate
change adaptation was not recognised in Tanzania’s 2025 Development
Vision, indicating a lack of integration in formal development planning.
Ben Youssef (2022) reported the same in the Tunisian local government,
embarking on pressing climate change adaptation without considering
national policies on climate change adaptation. Therefore, the question that
arises is the sustainability of the implementation of these climate change
adaptation strategies that were not backed by the national development.
Lack of integration reduces the long-term framework for the integration of
climate change and development (Lebel et al., 2012).

Finally, the efforts of local governments in Africa to respond to the
impact of climate change are bedevilled by several challenges. Thus, local
and national factors strongly influence the capacity to respond to the risks
associated with climate change and manage the impact of climate change
at the local level (Tompkins and Adger, 2005). There are challenges with
funding and human resource capacity to handle climate change issues.
The problem of political interference is also relevant. Measham et al. (2011)
report that competing priorities often reduce local attention to climate
change issues.

The reviewed evidence gives us some important perspectives for future
action. Mainstreaming climate change into local development planning
has resulted in the alignment of adaptation priorities and improved
policy integration within decentralised governance systems. Where this
mainstreaming is effectively implemented, local governments demonstrate
clearer planning frameworks and stronger institutional coordination.
However, in practice, mainstreaming remains uneven and partial, thereby
constraining its effects on resilience’s long-term outcomes.

Improved context-specific responses to climate risks, incorporation
of indigenous knowledge, and increased local participation have been
made possible by using community-based adaptation approaches. These
approaches have enhanced the relevance of adaptation initiatives and
strengthened local ownership. However, the effective use of community-
based adaptation approachesis limited by insufficient resources, institutional
support, and the inclination to remain consultative rather than openly
collaborative.

While the state-civil society collaboration structure has enabled
knowledge exchange, the implementation of local-level adaptation
initiatives and resource mobilisation need some more concentrated efforts.
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State-civil society manifests in partnership between community groups,
non-governmental organisations, and local governments have significantly
advanced adaptation efforts in resource-constrained settings, even when
there have not been any national-level backing. In light of this, concerns
have been raised about the continuity and sustainability of these donor-
driven and externally funded adaptation initiatives, as these collaborative
adaptation initiatives solely depend on external donors.

Generally, climate change adaptation initiatives have a potential to make
important contributions in building local resilience, resource availability,
governance arrangements, and institutional capacity. But, adaptation
outcomes are not the same across different contexts, reflecting broader
spatial and structural disparities in the implementation and planning of
adaptation across Africa.

Conclusion

This review examined the various adaptation strategies employed by the
local governments in Africa to address climate change and the challenges
they face. The findings indicate that local governments in Africa are
progressively understanding their role in building climate change
adaptation. However, the level of institutionalisation of adaptation planning
continues to be unequal and spatially differentiated across Africa. While
some countries have adequately embedded climate change in decentralised
planning systems, others continue to function with nascent or fragmented
adaptation frameworks. This unevenness displays broader structural
disparities in policy coherence, resource allocation, and governance capacity
across African countries.

The adaptation strategies of local governments are largely centred on
fostering collaboration with civil society actors, promoting community-
based adaptation, and mainstreaming climate change into development
planning. However, the effectiveness of these adaptation strategies is
limited by overreliance on donor-driven initiatives, weak institutional
coordination, inadequate technical expertise, and limited financial resources.
Consequently, many local governments” adaptation initiatives remain short-
term and reactive, rather than transformative and proactive in addressing
long-term climate risks.

This review raises the importance of local government responses to
climate change risks at the level of different African countries. The findings
prove that local governments are critical mediators between local realities
and national policies. Through mediation, local governments translate a
broad framework of adaptation into context-specific interventions. Despite
this role, evidence shows a significant number of misalignments between
the capacity of local implementation and national policy directives, often
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undermining the effectiveness of local-level responses. This calls for
reinforcing the need for a stronger coordination network linking horizontal
and vertical governance. Therefore, this article argues for making adaptation
mechanisms to be generated from the local level in an effort to change the
existing top-down structure.

This review highlights the following practical implications. First,
local governments should strengthen their administrative and technical
capacities to implement and design effective local-level climate change
adaptation initiatives. This includes improving data systems to support
evidence-based planning, improving access to climate finance, and investing
in local government staff’s capacity building. Furthermore, the importance
of integrating active community participation, collaboration, and local
knowledge into the local-level climate change adaptation processes should
be emphasised to ensure sustainable and context-specific outcomes.

Theoretical perspectives reinforce the importance of multilevel
governance, vulnerability frameworks, and institutional theory in
understanding adaptation to local climate change. From the institutional
theory, the study portrays how the arrangement of different institutions
significantly shapes local-level climate adaptation outcomes, as fragmented
governance structures and weak institutional capacity limit the effective
response ability of local governments to climate change. Likewise, the
findings of the review fit well with the vulnerability frameworks. This is true
because adaptation efforts should be geared towards environmental and
local socio-economic conditions where vulnerability is most visible. Multi-
level governance is also demonstrated as an effective adaptation that rests
on alignment and proper actions across local, national, and global levels.

From the policy perspective, the findings call for rethinking the
frameworks of climate governance that prioritise local-level adaptation.
This includes embedding climate change considerations into local planning
instruments and development policies, ensuring that institutional mandates
are clear, strengthening decentralisation processes, and improving
coordination across levels and sectors of government. In addition, more
sustainable financing mechanisms are needed that support long-term local-
level planning of climate change adaptation and reduce dependence on
funds from external donors.
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