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please refer to the RCCP Knowledge for Adaptation series.
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Climate change adaptation: an integrated approach 

Adaptive capacity and resilience
While the African contribution to greenhouse gas emissions is a 
fraction of the global problem, the continent is very vulnerable 
to climate change, facing global temperature increases and 
more frequent extreme weather (droughts and floods).  In 
southern Africa, where adaptive capacity and resilience to 
climate variability is inherently low, climate change is an 
additional stress factor. Poor resilience results from inadequate 
socioeconomic development, undiversified economies and 
livelihoods, high prevalence of disease, inadequate resources 
and infrastructure, low institutional strength and poor 
governance. Responses to climate varialbility and change should 
be primarily adaptive but very few systems and communities 
have the resilience required to cope. Even in urban areas, the 
burgeoning peri-urban zones, where most migrants find new 
homes, provide little protection against climate hazards.

Multilateral negotiations on how to limit the extent of the 
problem, and how to assist vulnerable regions in responding 
appropriately, are ongoing. Whatever solution is eventually 
implemented, vulnerable populations such as those in southern 
Africa have no option but to accept that they are already living 
in a changing climate and feeling its effects. The region needs 
to build resilience and strengthen adaptive capacity — now.

Strategies for adaptation
Adaptation strategies that are coherent and build resilience 
to climate impacts at a range of levels are necessary if 
southern Africa is to achieve its development objectives 
in the context of a changing climate. However, climate 
impacts are notoriously difficult to predict, and it is not 
always easy to ascertain the relationship between current 
climate variability and future climate change. Certainty 
about which adaptive responses are the most appropriate is 
thus not always achievable. 

Adaptive responses need to take a wide range of factors 
into consideration, and should combine scientific, policy-
related and financial aspects. The process should begin 
with the establishment of a compelling evidence base that 
will convince policymakers at the various levels of national 
government, as well as multilateral development agencies, 
to allocate the required resources to domestic policy 
improvement and international and/or local action.

Climate change and climate variability 
Climate change is attributed directly or indirectly to 
human activity that alters the composition of the 
global atmosphere and is in addition to natural climate 
variability observed over comparable time periods.
Adaptation 
Climate change adaptation is understood to be any 
adjustment in natural or human systems in response 
to actual or expected climatic stimuli or their 
effects, which moderates harm or exploits beneficial 
opportunities.

Adaptation planning thus needs to be integrated and 
mainstreamed into core development planning. A systems-
based, adaptive management approach is required for 
effective decision making in situations characterised by 
uncertainty. There is always the risk of maladaptation, 
where decisions may fail to meet their objectives, or even, in 
some cases, increase the vulnerabilities they were intended 
to combat. Policymakers need to recognize that low-regret 
options, where investment is moderate, risk of failure is 
minimised and ambitions are tempered by realism, may in 
the longer term be more effective than grand schemes in 
building adaptive capacity.

Approaches to adaptation
The RCCP has developed an integrated approach to 
adaptation which is rooted in developmental needs. Key 
elements of this approach  are summarised below. 

Risk and vulnerability: Adaptation approaches need to 
take into account current climate risk and livelihood 
vulnerabilities at the local level.

The RCCP’s risk and vulnerability hotspot mapping project 
(see Midgley et al., 2011) has shown that the region is widely 
differentiated in terms of climate events and impacts. 
Spatial overlays of projected climate and population changes 
show where future vulnerabilities could intensify or emerge. 
These maps have been validated through stakeholder 
engagement at the local level and provide useful information 
for appropriate adaptation planning. 

In Africa, where greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are generally low and where most of the 
population is dependent on rain-fed agriculture for food security and livelihoods, adaptation 
to climate change is becoming a key focus area for many governments and institutions.
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Adaptive management: the adaptive management 
approach, which essentially involves an iterative, context-
specific process of ‘learning by doing’, underlies the RCCP’s 
approach to adaptation responses and interventions. 

Adaptation interventions are never simple, due to the 
variability and unpredictability of climate change impacts. 
In situations characterised by lack of full knowledge about a 
system, adaptive responses are by their nature iterative and 
evolve through an on-going learning process. 

Systems-based approach: Systems-based approaches 
are those that allow adaptation responses to be flexible 
enough to respond to highly complex socioeconomic and 
environmental contexts. 

While the interconnectedness of systems and approaches to 
livelihoods is generally accepted, adaptation responses often 
do not reflect this. RCCP experience shows that a system-
wide approach is needed in crafting adaptation approaches.  

Transboundary integration: Intersectoral, regional and 
transboundary integration are crucial to successful adaptation. 

Critical natural resources, such as water and food systems 
are often strategically located along, or traverse, political 
boundaries. The RCCP’s Transboundary Water Assessment 
indicates that regional cooperation and commitment is 
imperative if scaled-up adaptation approaches are to be 
successful. Similarly, barriers to transboundary and regional 
food trade urgently need to be dismantled.

Ecosystem management: Land, natural resources and 
related ecosystems and their services need to be factored 
into developing adaptation responses. 

Ecosystem management is an essential factor in reducing 
vulnerabilities of communities and increasing their resilience 
to climate risks. Diverse and healthy ecosystems provide 
communities and countries with multiple services that can 
provide a basis for adaptation approaches. 

The role of women: The most vulnerable members of 
society, particularly women, need to be placed at the centre 
of adaptation responses. 

Women are often the most productive agents of 
household livelihoods, and yet they are projected to suffer 
disproportionately from climate change. Due to their 
involvement in a range of land and natural resource-related 
livelihood activities, women generally have a high level of 
awareness of the implications of climate change. In many 
instances, women evolve their own coping strategies that 
can usefully feed into sustainable adaptation approaches. 

Indigenous and local knowledge: Adaptation approaches 
should seek to inform and be informed by indigenous and 
local knowledge practices. 

Communities possess unique localised knowledge of their 
environments which can be useful in formulating adaptation 
policies and interventions. Indigenous and local knowledge 
can increase the success and sustainablility of climate 
change adaptation interventions and reduce the costs of 
implementation.

A balanced approach: A balance between the immediate 
livelihood needs of communities and the long-term goals 
of climate change adaptation projects should be sought at 
all times. While the introduction of new technologies may 
underlie many adaptation approaches, it is by no means a 
given that long-term resilience necessarily requires the use 
of new technologies. Nor can approaches that are reliant 
on exogenous technological innovation and infrastructure 
always be expected to show immediate benefits. 

Meanwhile, poor communities have immediate and 
ongoing needs for food, water, health facilities and income-
generating opportunities, which have to be balanced against 
the reduction of vulnerability and strengthening of resilience 
for the long term. 

By Stephanie Midgley
Stephanie Midgley is a plant and crop scientist at OneWorld, with a 
special interest in climate change and food security, and is currently lead 
researcher for the RCCP.

The RCCP’s Risk and Vulnerability mapping work (see Midgley, et al, 
2011), provides an overview of the adaptive capacity of countries in the 
southern African region. Areas shown in red indicate low levels of adaptive 
capacity, while areas in blue show higher levels. These values were derived 
from spatial overlays of projected climate and population change. 


