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RESEARCH ARTICLE

The national and local politics of climate change adaptation in Zimbabwe
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The description and analysis of climate change adaptation programmes in low- and middle-income countries rarely examines
the political conditions and contexts in which these take place, or the way in which these activities may themselves shape local
and national politics. This paper uses a case study of Zimbabwe to examine how the discourse and practice of climate change
has been incorporated in, and has the potential to influence, national politics in a context marked by high levels of
contestation. It identifies the ways in which climate change is framed within national political discourses, and describes
the structures for governing climate change adaptation and how these are influenced by global priorities and policies. The
paper then raises specific questions that are fundamental to understanding the broader political implications of work
related to climate change in low-income countries, and argues that these must be engaged with if climate change
adaptation is to generate sustainable long-term improvements in livelihoods and well-being for citizens in these contexts.
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Introduction

A growing number of research papers, books, blogs, and
other articles refer to the “politics of climate change” as
one of the key elements shaping current and future
responses to this global challenge. This is usually presented
as an issue of global politics (related to the contested nego-
tiations of the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC)), as national politics in high-
income countries (for example, the tension between the
Obama White House and the US Congress over climate
change legislation), or in the role of global corporate
actors in the international politics and economy of climate
change (Tanner & Allouche, 2011). Similarly, the framing
of climate change in major international development
publications such as the United Nations Development
Programme’s (UNDP) Human Development Report and
the World Bank’s World Development Report focuses on
issues such as the attribution of responsibilities at a global
level, the need for market-based mechanisms to reduce
emissions and to reduce risk, and the global politics
involved in responding to these issues (Gasper, Portocar-
rero, & St.Clair, 2013) – but rarely recognize the political
dimensions of engaging with these issues at the national
level (particularly in low- and middle-income nations).
Although the governance of climate change in the urban

context has received substantial attention (Betsill & Bulke-
ley, 2006; Birkmann, Garschagen, Kraas, & Quang, 2010;
Bulkeley & Betsill, 2005; Kehew et al., 2013; Roberts,
2008, 2010; Tanner, Mitchell, Polack, & Guenther, 2009),
this literature has tended to focus on legal and institutional
frameworks and decision-making processes.

In contrast, the national and local politics of climate
change adaptation in low- and middle-income countries
and cities are under-explored (Lockwood, 2013), with
much more focus being placed on technical solutions to
support adaptation (whether these are community-based,
planning-based, or technological). However, the growing
scale of climate adaptation finance and the realization of
planning processes (including National Adaptation Plans)
within some of these highly vulnerable countries will
inevitably affect (and be affected by) social and power
relations, including relations between citizens and the
state. Although Tanner and Allouche (2011, p. 1) state
that there is still a “frequent assumption of linear policy-
making and apolitical, techno-managerial solutions to the
climate change challenge”, a long-established literature
on environmental issues and development (Adams,
2008; Blaikie & Brookfield, 1987; Bryant & Bailey,
1997; Forsyth, 2002; Keeley & Scoones, 2000) confirms
that local interactions both to protect resources and to

© 2014 The Authors. Published by Taylor & Francis.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0), which permits unrestricted
use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. The moral rights of the named authors have been asserted.

*Corresponding author. Email: david.dodman@iied.org

Climate and Development, 2015
Vol. 7, No. 3, 223–234, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2014.934777

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

41
.2

05
.2

31
.7

7]
 a

t 0
9:

28
 1

9 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
7 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0
mailto:david.dodman@iied.org


adapt to adverse changes in environmental goods and
services are highly political.

Politics, as elaborated by Leftwich (2008, p. 5), is
clearly essential for decision-making related to climate
change: “If it is to survive and prosper, any human
community – whether a family or a federation – must
have a means for making binding collective decisions:
that means is its politics.” Unless critical decisions are
made and implemented, climate change will not be
addressed. Both governments and civil society actors are
actively engaged in working out both the specificities of
climate change policy and programmes, and more generally
how societies might form binding agreements on what
needs to be done that are acted on. However, climate
change policy does not take place in isolation. Indeed, in
Zimbabwe, we recognize that decisions related to resource
acquisition and use are highly contested, with differences
frequently resolved by violence. Foucault’s suggestion
that “politics is war continued by other means” (Dean,
1999, p. 25) is therefore relevant, in that it highlights the
importance of nurturing political processes as a means for
dealing with contestation. More generally, there has been
a broad failure by development scholars and practitioners
to understand national political contexts and to pay atten-
tion to political relations and political outcomes (Hickey
& Bracking, 2005), with significant implications for the
effectiveness of development interventions, particularly
their ability to reach marginalized or otherwise vulnerable
groups. This is not only important because of a failure to
act and analyse politically, but also because all indications
are that political capability is not fixed but emerges through
practice.

The central purpose of this paper is to examine the way
in which the discourse and practice of “climate change” has
been incorporated in, and has the potential to influence,
national politics in a context marked by high levels of
political contestation (Zimbabwe). We believe (along
with Lockwood, 2013) that a neglect of these consider-
ations will weaken the ability of interventions aimed at
reducing vulnerability to result in meaningful long-term
change and that taking them on board will enable
adaptation activities to achieve broader development and
governance benefits. At the same time, we recognize
that the absence of a stable governance regime appears
not to be a barrier to the implementation of adaptation
planning and action: Bangladesh, Nepal, and the Maldives
are all countries well known for their activities in this
area during periods of political uncertainty (Alam et al.,
2011; Ayers, Kaur, & Anderson, 2011; Kothari, 2013).
However, we argue that understanding the way in which
climate change adaptation functions within contested pol-
itical spaces is vital to strengthening policy and action in
this area that meets the needs of highly vulnerable groups.

Our argument is that local and national politics matter
greatly: both in terms of how climate change is

incorporated into national policies and programmes and
in terms of how climate change-related politics has an
impact on broader political processes. In the cases cited
above (with the notable exception of Kothari’s research
in the Maldives), national political dynamics have been
treated relatively uncritically by climate change-related
commentators and academic researchers.1 Indeed, consist-
ent with Hickey and Bracking (2005), recent work has
argued that climate change adaptation in vulnerable
countries operates within an intentionally depoliticized
space (Kelman, 2013), and that this may lead to the per-
petuation of political systems that may result in long-term
maladaptation (Lockwood, 2013). The examination of
these dynamics in Zimbabwe – a country with widely
recognized challenges of governance and politics – can
help to illustrate some of the opportunities for addressing
the consequences of climate change and facilitating its
incorporation into a national political agenda even in con-
ditions that may be seen as unfavourable. Simultaneously,
however, it can highlight the threats that an uncritical
support for governments in this realm of activity may
have for broader developmental goals, particularly those
that affect low-income and marginalized rural and urban
populations.

The next section of this paper describes the context in
which this investigation has been undertaken. This includes
the governance, development, and climate-related situation
of Zimbabwe; and also an overview of the complicated
research terrain around issues of development, environ-
ment, and climate change policy. The first question
addressed by this paper – what is the way in which
climate change (in terms of both discourse and practice)
has been incorporated into Zimbabwean politics and
policies? – is answered in Section 3 through an examin-
ation of four key factors: the way in which the environment
and climate change issues are framed by key actors, the
national political context, partnerships between civil
society and the government, and global climate change pol-
icies. The fourth section explores the implications of this
process for broader political processes and relations and
argues that politicians and practitioners alike need to
engage with several fundamental questions if adaptation
is to generate sustainable long-term improvements in the
living conditions for citizens in low-income nations.

The research was informed by our prior engagement
with issues of urban poverty, urban development, and
climate change adaptation in various contexts (Dodman &
Mitlin 2013; Dodman, Mitlin, & Rayos Co, 2010) which
suggested the importance of engaging with local politics
and power relations informing the intersection of these
issues. It also builds on our previous work on housing
and shelter (Mitlin, 2004; Mitlin & Chitekwe, 2001), and
climate change (Brown et al., 2013) in Zimbabwe which
has highlighted the need to examine the relationship
between citizens, civil society, and the state as a means of
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understanding and influencing more effective and pro-poor
policy responses in these areas. The research presented in
this paper builds on these experiences and was sup-
plemented by 11 specifically targeted semi-structured inter-
views held between February and April 2013, as well as
several other less formalized discussions. Because of the
generally sensitive nature of Zimbabwean politics and pol-
itical appointments, the individual interviewees have not
been named, but they include a senior government minister
in the Government of National Unity (GNU) (that was in
power from 2009 to 2013); senior civil servants responsible
for issues of water, agriculture, and climate change; NGO
officials; representatives from UN agencies; NGO staff;
and academics. Topics for these discussions included the
basis for engaging with climate change in Zimbabwe; the
relationship between climate change and multiple stressors
affecting the country; and the roles of and relationships
between civil society, local government, and national gov-
ernment in responding to climate change.

Climate change in Zimbabwe: the environment,
development, and research contexts

Vulnerability to climate change in Zimbabwe

Vulnerability to climate change is usually understood as a
characteristic shaped by exposure to a particular climate
change-related hazard and the level of sensitivity and adap-
tive capacity of the exposed system (IPCC, 2007). Huq and
Ayers (2007) identify Small Island Developing States,
Least Developed Countries (LDCs), and all of Africa as
the 100 “most vulnerable” countries that are most likely
to be severely affected by climate change, and that simul-
taneously bear very little responsibility for historic or
present-day greenhouse gas emissions that cause this;
Füssel (2010) confirms the inequity between national
responsibility for emissions and the vulnerability of food
security, human health and coastal populations; while
Zimbabwe itself has long been identified as vulnerable to
climate change (Bohle, Downing, & Watts, 1994).

Exposure to future changes in the climate is one of the
factors contributing to a more general vulnerability.
Climate change projections are limited in Zimbabwe but
are available for Rusape (a town about 170 km south-east
of Harare) – and these demonstrate both the potential
risks and the uncertainties associated with the present
state of knowledge. A range of scenarios have been
produced for two different Representative Concentration
Pathways (van Vuuren et al., 2011), all of which show a
clear rise in temperature by the period 2040–2060 –
although predictions about the actual extent of this lack pre-
cision (it could be a less than 1°C increase in some months,
or a more than 4°C increase in others). Changes in future
rainfall are even less clear with possibilities of both
decreases and increases. This lack of certainty makes it dif-
ficult to identify and implement particular interventions –
and makes it more important to develop responses that
are appropriate for a wide range of possible climatic situ-
ations (Carmin & Dodman, 2013).

More recently, Zimbabwe’s Second National
Communication to the UNFCCC (Ministry of Environment
and Natural Resources Management, 2012) identifies the
main impacts of and vulnerability to climate change as
existing in the sectors of agriculture, biodiversity, range-
land, water, health, and human settlement and tourism –
indicating the main priority areas currently identified by
the government (Table 1). This table is not presented as
an uncritical and objective listing, but rather as an
indication of the priority areas currently identified by the
government. The Second National Communication is the
most comprehensive review of the anticipated impacts of
climate change in the country, while various NGO and
other reports (Brown et al., 2013) have also identified the
risks facing sectors such as agriculture, livelihoods, and
water resources. The relatively low prioritization given to
human settlements is notably problematic, given the rapid
urbanization that has been taking place in recent years –
the proportion of the population living in urban areas has
grown from 10.6% in 1950 to 22.4% in 1980 and 38.1%
in 2010, and is expected to increase further to 46.2% in

Table 1. Impacts, vulnerability, and adaptation to climate change in Zimbabwe.

Sector Explanation

Agriculture Vulnerability and adaptation assessed using three indicator crops (sorghum, maize, and cotton): area suitable
for maize and cotton will decrease in northern and southern parts of the country; sorghum shows less
sensitivity to climate change

Biodiversity Plant diversity and ecosystem function are expected to decline as a result of increasing temperatures and
decreasing rainfall

Rangeland Net primary productivity of rangelands is likely to decrease
Water Runoff expected to decrease significantly in the Umzingwane, Shashe, Nata, and Save catchments
Health Malaria selected as an indicator disease closely related to climate: high malaria hazard expected to be

concentrated in low-lying areas including Zambezi Valley and south-east lowveld
Human settlement and
tourism

Expected to be affected by negative effects of climate change on agriculture, health, water resources,
rangelands, biodiversity, and agro-ecological regions

Source: Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources Management (2012).
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2025 (UN DESA, 2012). In addition, the anticipated
impacts and vulnerability take no account of urban resi-
dents living in poorly serviced over-crowded low-income
and informal settlements, or any potential effects on urban
networked infrastructure (including buildings, roads, elec-
tricity generation and distribution networks, water supply
and drainage networks, or telecommunications networks).
This marginalization is in itself highly politicized and
reflects the prevailing governmental attitude throughout
much of Africa that urbanization is a negative process to
be avoided through effective rural climate and development
policy (Pieterse, 2010). However, while various authors
have identified deliberate acts of retribution against urban
voters in Zimbabwe in the period following the 2005 presi-
dential election (Bratton, 2011), this was not directly raised
as a factor to explain the relatively marginal treatment of
towns and cities in climate change response strategies.

The development and governance context in
Zimbabwe

In addition to exposure to changes in climate, the other
major drivers of vulnerability to climate change are sensi-
tivity (the potential of a system to be adversely affected)
and adaptive capacity (the potential of a system to adapt).
At the national scale, these are clearly shaped by the
overall social, political, and economic situation. Recent
decades have been particularly difficult for Zimbabwe.
Although not officially classified as a LDC, its overall devel-
opment and governance context clearly contribute to its vul-
nerability to climate change – its Human Development
Index of 0.397 (lower than the sub-Saharan African
average of 0.475) falls in the level categorized as “low
human development”, and positions the country at 172 in
the world by this index (UNDP, 2012), while 72% of
Zimbabweans lived in poverty and 22% in extreme
poverty in 2011 (Zimstat, 2013, p. 44). A key catalyst for
the economic difficulties faced in this recent period was
the spontaneous and then regularized (through the Fast
Track Land Reform Programme) land invasions. In addition,
mismanagement of the economy from 2003 onwards
resulted in accelerating inflation which reached an annual
rate of 231 million per cent in July 2008 (Central Statistical
Office quoted in Chimhowu, 2009, p. 20).

In 2009, following a disputed election in 2008, a nego-
tiated settlement resulted in a new GNU taking up office
with ZANU-PF and Movement for Democratic Change
(MDC) politicians sharing posts in the Cabinet. This gov-
ernment “dollarized” the economy to control inflation:
economic growth gradually returned and GDP is estimated
to have increased from $6.1 million in 2009 to US$7.4
million in 2011 (in constant 2009 prices), with per capita
GDP increasing from $501 to $573 over the same period
(Zimstat, 2013, pp. 9–10). However, there remains a con-
siderable inability of the government to support the local

population in many aspects of their well-being including
access to basic services.

Although some scholars have recently argued that
understanding climate change demands a more nuanced
understanding of politics and power relations (Arnall,
2013; Marino & Ribot, 2012), this has yet to filter down
to analysis of these relations within the process of govern-
ance in the global South. However, there are exceptions –
Felli and Castree (2012, p. 4) criticize the UK Government
Foresight Report on Migration and Global Environmental
Change for failing to discuss the conditions under which
“poor people could actually use their representative state
bodies in order to implement suitable adaptive measures
– for instance, developmental policies, welfare provision,
redistributive social protection, and infrastructural invest-
ments”. We recognize the importance of such analyses
and, in response to this, the following sections engage
with the key discourses and practices that shape the way
in which climate change is incorporated within government
and policy frameworks in Zimbabwe in part due to pressure
from organized citizens. As will be seen, these can include
both working within the policy spaces and opportunities of
the existing governance regime, and actively seeking
to shape these in a way that supports broader resilience
or transformation. This is based on a premise that
more meaningful involvement of low-income groups in
decision-making is essential to improving their lives and
well-being (Mitlin & Satterthwaite, 2013; Satterthwaite &
Mitlin, 2014) – a statement supported by ample empirical
evidence in relation to local-level climate adaptation pro-
jects (Ensor & Berger, 2009; Reid, Ampomah, Olazábal
Prera, Rabbani, & Zvigadza, 2012; Reid et al., 2009).

Incorporating climate change in Zimbabwe’s
national politics

Despite facing a range of political, social, economic, and
environmental challenges, many individuals, organiz-
ations, and agencies in Zimbabwe have become actively
engaged in addressing the consequences of climate
change. The country produced its Initial National
Communication to the UNFCCC in 1998 and its Second
National Communication in 2013; a National Climate
Change Response Strategy is currently under preparation
(Zvigadza & Madumira, 2012).2 There is also active civil
society involvement on the issue: the Zimbabwe Climate
Change Working Group has more than 30 civil society
organizations as members and meets regularly; and the
Zimbabwe climate change youth network coalition was
formed in 2009 “with a view to raising youth awareness
on climate change and enhancing their participation in
national, regional and international climate change
agendas” (Reid et al., 2012, p. 18). More broadly, infor-
mation on climate change appears regularly in the print
and broadcast media.
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In a context of continuing political contestation and
considerable development needs, it is not immediately
obvious why climate change has been an issue for govern-
ment or civil society. This section explores four main
factors that might help to explain this broad incorporation
of climate change in national discourses and politics in
Zimbabwe: the framing of weather and climate as a
central part of national life; the emergence of governance
structures that address climate change; the evolution of
partnerships between civil society and the state; and the
role of international climate change initiatives.

Framings of the environment and climate change

Framing can be understood as “the process by which issues,
decisions, or events acquire different meanings from differ-
ent perspectives” (Dewulf, 2013, p. 322), while frames can
be conceived of as “organizing principles that enable a
particular interpretation of a phenomenon” (de Boer,
Wardekker, & van der Sluijs, 2010, p. 502). Such framings
help to give meaning to particular phenomenon and involve
associations related to that phenomenon. The way in which
environmental and climate change issues are framed there-
fore shapes the ways in which people respond to them,
and provides an underlying basis for understanding how
such issues fit within social and power relations. Dominant
frames and narratives can both reflect the priorities of more
powerful groups and can be used to support the actions that
these groups wish to take – as documented for the case of
planned resettlement in the Lower Zambezi River valley
by Arnall (2013). When frames are made more explicit,
this can disturb taken-for-granted assumptions and can con-
tribute to the disruption of established norms. This appears
to have happened in the case of urban sanitation, as increas-
ing water shortages have demonstrated the redundancy of
water-borne systems and some municipalities have
responded positively to the demands of the organized
urban poor that eco-sanitation options be permitted within
local authority regulations (Dialogue on Shelter, 2014).

Despite growing levels of urbanization, Zimbabwe
remains a country in which even urban dwellers consider
themselves to have a rural home. This forms one frame
for issues of climate change: almost all interviewees
identified the high proportion of Zimbabweans reliant on
agriculture for livelihoods; almost all stated that “people
in communities” (generally referring to rural agricultural
communities) recognize changing patterns of rainfall and
seasons; and almost all recognized the relationship
between climate change (including changing seasonal pat-
terns) and food security (both for rural communities and for
the country as a whole). Many government and NGO offi-
cials also suggest that the country as a whole is conscious of
environmental and climate change issues because of the
influence of changing patterns of rainfall on agricultural
productivity. The recent economic crisis has reinforced

this understanding as increasing numbers of urban residents
sought to return temporarily to and/or secure food supplies
from rural areas to help them manage rapid inflation and
falling incomes.

In addition, climate change in Zimbabwe needs to be
seen against the backdrop of long-standing political ten-
sions over environmental issues in different forms, going
back to the colonial period. There is a history of environ-
mental actions being imposed by the colonial government,
for example, the forced construction of contour ridges to
prevent soil erosion (Marongwe, 2002). The controversial
(and complicated) land reform process can also be partially
interpreted as an example of a contest over natural
resources. It also needs to be seen alongside changing
demographic patterns, including the movement of people
into the “frontier” – which means that increased exposure
to climatic hazards can be a result of changing location of
people as well as changing intensity of hazards. The
“threat” of climate change is therefore frequently framed
as a threat to agricultural productivity and food security,
and as being strongly linked to national identity and
well-being (as a food-producing nation, despite substantial
challenges in this regard in recent decades). This framing
can help to explain why politicians and citizens alike see
climate change as a central issue for the nation, and why
it is accorded relatively high levels of political status.

Governance structures for climate change in
Zimbabwe

The governance structure for climate change in Zimbabwe
is composed of the following elements:

. National Climate Change Office. This office is based
in the Ministry of Environment and is funded by the
UNDP. It has responsibility for engaging with
UNFCCC and for producing the National
Communications.

. National Climate Change Task Team. This team is
coordinated by the Office of the President and
Cabinet (OPC) with a dedicated Permanent Secretary
and receives a small budget allocation from the
central government. The members of the task team
are the Permanent Secretaries from relevant minis-
tries (environment, water, agriculture, and economic
planning). This body is responsible for producing the
National Climate Change Response Strategy (and,
subsequently, the National Climate Change Plan)
according to the timeline indicated in the Zimbabwe
Medium Term Plan (2011–2015).

. National Climate Change Steering Committee. This
body has a wider range of participants from govern-
ment and civil society and is intended to guide the
production of the National Climate Change Response
Strategy.
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These systems for managing climate change have evolved
in a way that suggests the issue is indeed seen as a priority.
This has involved centralized coordination, with the cre-
ation of a National Task Team under the OPC. A similar
approach has been used for other cross-cutting issues
including the implementation of the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals, responses to corruption, the introduction of
Information and Communications Technology in schools,
and the structuring of the UN Development Assistance Fra-
mework. Observations on the efficacy of this approach
were mixed: with some interviewees being generally in
favour of this type of coordination, explaining that activi-
ties managed by the OPC are treated with greater priority
by other ministries, and that the OPC has a stronger
“power to convene” than individual line ministries (particu-
larly the Ministry of Environment). Others felt that the
actual successes of this body were much more limited.
The process of developing the National Climate Change
Response Strategy has been consultative, with meetings
in Nyanga, Bulawayo, and Harare, although there has
been no assessment of whether this has incorporated mean-
ingful engagement with low-income and vulnerable groups
– who themselves face a range of pressing issues related to
daily survival that quite reasonably curtail their involve-
ment in these types of activities.

The centralization of responsibility for climate change
has also marginalized some previously powerful actors in
the field. There appear to be some residual tensions from
ministries and agencies that previously had substantial
influence on climate change. Some identified a cluster of
ministries organized around the “environment” (environ-
ment, water, and agriculture) and a cluster organized
around the “economy” (economic planning, finance, and
small and medium enterprises), each of which had compet-
ing claims for priority in engaging with issues of the
climate and natural resources. The National Climate
Change Office is based in the Ministry of Environment
and Tourism and is funded entirely by the UNDP as part
of a three year, US$8.3 million project to strengthen
national capacity for climate change mitigation and adap-
tation.3 This office is the national focal point for engage-
ment with the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change and is responsible for producing National
Communications to the UNFCCC. One interpretation of
the reason for locating the Climate Change Office in this
ministry is the recognition of the need for technical exper-
tise in the area. But some interviewees felt that the presence
of externally funded “projects” in ministries could lead to
tensions with other less-well-resourced departments.

Yet despite some of these organizational changes to
address climate change concerns, there has only been
very limited allocation of resources by the government to
address the issue. The financial constraints facing the
Government of Zimbabwe are frequently referred to,
particularly the extremely limited budget available for

anything other than recurrent expenditure (particularly
civil service salaries).4 This may be a significant factor pre-
venting government spending on climate change activities
and may also be impeding more meaningful cross-sectoral
linkages being realized. Climate change can be seen as a
relevant issue in planning for future energy generation, in
implementing water, sanitation, and hygiene projects, and
in understanding the distribution of disease vectors. But –
in contrast to many other countries (and perhaps because
of the limited funding available) – climate change is not
being used as an entry point to engage with (or even
access international funds for) these other priority areas.
There are exceptions, notably in the water sector – where
climate change is clearly defined both as a stressor to
water availability and also as a reason to implement particu-
lar projects (particularly around hydro-meteorological
monitoring and early warning systems). In addition, the
Africa Ministerial Council on Water (AMCOW) has just
commenced funding activities on “water, climate, and
development” that will address issues of awareness, rain-
water harvesting, and small dams.

The policies and organizational structures around
climate change must also be seen against the backdrop of
present governance arrangements and tensions. Govern-
ment officials and ministers state the importance of
climate change, and it is frequently and increasingly
covered in the print and electronic media. While many
issues of government policy were disputed during the
period of the GNU (2008–2013) between ministries led
by representatives from the two main parties, climate
change appeared to be less disputed than many other
topics. Indeed, it was suggested that environmental issues
in general were recognized to be of public importance
and that Zimbabwean as citizens have a deep respect for
the natural world that results in something of a political
consensus. An interviewee at ministerial level stated that
climate change is not just a responsibility for northern
countries, but requires action on both mitigation and adap-
tation in the south – including in Zimbabwe. At the same
time, however, many other issues were clamouring for poli-
ticians’ and civil servants’ attention – not only the
economy, but also the rule of law, the creation of the new
constitution, and (at the time of the interviews) the
holding of the 2013 election.

Evolving partnerships between government and civil
society

“Partnership models” are increasingly accepted as being
essential components of effective climate change
adaptation in low-income countries (Dyer et al., 2013;
Forsyth, 2013), and a range of partnerships between civil
society and the state can be observed in Zimbabwe. In
general, there is substantial mistrust between civil society
organizations and the government, particularly with
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organizations addressing issues such as human rights and
the extractive industries: in contrast, however, there seem
to be much stronger working relationships between civil
society and the government around the topic of climate
change.

Interviewees agreed that there is a very effective Civil
Society Climate Change Working Group which provides
a useful focal point for relationships between government
and civil society, and which has helped to coordinate
civil society engagement in the National Climate Change
Steering Committee. Civil society is actively part of the
national steering committee, providing background infor-
mation and policy suggestions. There is recognition by
government stakeholders that civil society organizations
have been leading the process of engaging with commu-
nities around climate change, meaning that the relationship
between civil society and government around climate
change functions more effectively than this relationship
on other issues. This is recognized on both sides: civil
society organizations have “applauded progress” on the
government’s climate change response strategy (Zvigadza
& Madumira, 2012).

This cooperation is not unique to climate change: there
is also much collaboration around the coproduction of basic
services in many towns and cities that are facing a crisis in
the provision of these. In both cases, it appears that positive
relations are driven by functionality: without alternative
sources of funds and with a need for new approaches,
there is an increased interest in collaboration. Indeed, one
government minister stated that “there is no ministry that
does not work with civil society, although for some there
is a rhetoric of distance”. In the urban context, a somewhat
different politics is playing out more generally. The model
of state-led development that was supported by colonial
practices and maintained by the independent state is evi-
dently redundant. It requires resources (either from national
government or from local corporate activity) and this is not
happening. Consequently, local government (which is
dominated in rural areas by ZANU-PF and in urban areas
by the MDC) is more interested in partnership with civil
society. On the one hand, they cannot make their past
approach work – and hence have to be open to new
approaches if they are to be credible. On the other, they
are themselves resource starved and hence open to alliances
that might address investment needs.

What might be driving these partnerships around
climate change? Firstly, as described above there is some
cross-sector recognition of the effects of climate change,
particularly at the level of impacts on smallholder agricul-
ture – and few would deny this or not want to address it.
Secondly, there are many other issues that are seen as
higher priorities and that are more contested – food secur-
ity, the economy, job creation, and governance – which
means that climate change is a relatively “safe” topic on
which to demonstrate cooperation. Thirdly, there are

limited resources allocated to climate change, including
from international development partners (only UNDP is a
significant actor) – meaning that there are not substantial
funds to be struggled over.

Global climate change priorities and policies

Events and decisions at the global scale shape understand-
ings of climate risk and ability to respond within national
and local contexts. These can be formal, and include
decisions made in the UNFCCC negotiations and the cre-
ation of particular institutional arrangements for financing
climate change responses (e.g. the Green Climate Fund).
However, there are also institutional and discursive links
which mean that local responses to climate change cannot
be isolated from global discussions (Olwig, 2012, p. 112;
Rodima-Taylor, Olwig, & Chhetri, 2012;) – actors in
Africa have been shown to respond not only to changes
in climate, but also to the “idea” of adaptation as
promulgated by international actors (Weisser, Bollig,
Doevenspeck, & Muller-Mahn, 2013). Despite various
international sanctions (largely against individual govern-
ment officials), Zimbabwe and Zimbabweans are well
connected in many international agendas, including those
around climate change. Zimbabwe is an active participant
in the UNFCCC, and many international NGOs with pro-
grammes on climate change are present in the country. In
addition, the Zimbabwean media frequently report on
climate change concerns based on information generated
elsewhere in Africa and the rest of the world.

The recognition of climate change as an important issue
in Zimbabwe has been partially shaped by these inter-
national discourses, including donor priorities. But –
apart from UNDP – the main bi-lateral and multi-lateral
agencies are not engaged in projects or programmes for
climate change adaptation in Zimbabwe. Although the
resources allocated to climate change are almost entirely
generated from outside the country, they are still very
limited, as are the activities of donors in this area. Examples
include the UNDP “Coping with Drought and Climate
Change” project5 and some Global Environment Facility
small grants (also managed by UNDP). Humanitarian/aid
agencies have been more active, with a range of projects
that take community-based approaches to adaptation, that
seek to mainstream climate change adaptation and disaster
risk reduction, and that aim to increase food and livelihood
security in the context of climate change (see Brown et al.,
2013, for further description of these examples).

Climate change and its potential to influence national
politics

The preceding sections are based on empirical evidence
showing how climate change has been included in the
national political agenda. The following section poses
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three questions that remain unanswered, but that we believe
are fundamental to understanding the broader political
implications of work related to climate change in low-
income countries particularly those with political instabil-
ity. These questions are related to the implications for
state and citizen relations of an engagement through
climate change; the potential for engagement with climate
change to achieve transformational change; and the extent
to which current efforts to respond to climate change are
able to contribute to addressing broader political chal-
lenges. We raise these questions because we think that
the issues they raise have the potential to be significant
and because we think that there is some evidence that
each of them is happening. More importantly, however,
we argue that further attention needs to be paid to these
questions by researchers, by climate change and develop-
ment practitioners, and by politicians and state officials if
climate change adaptation is to generate sustainable long-
term improvements in livelihoods and well-being for citi-
zens in these contexts.

Does the attention to climate change contribute to
re-shaping relationships between citizens and the
(local and national) state through an understanding
and practice of comparative advantage?

Firstly, it is worth examining whether the patterns of
engagement around climate change could indicate new
ways of working between civil society and the state in
other areas that contribute to human development and
well-being. While partnerships between different stake-
holders are widely recognized as being important for effec-
tive implementation of climate change adaptation projects
(Adhikari & Taylor, 2012; Dyer et al., 2013), the lasting
implications of these for citizen–state relations are rarely
questioned in climate change literature. At the moment,
civil society actors working on climate change function
in a relatively strong position in Zimbabwe – they have
the ability to generate knowledge and information about
climate risks and responses, they can draw on resources
to implement projects and programmes around climate
change adaptation, and they are well integrated in global
networks (with substantial Zimbabwean civil society par-
ticipation at the UNFCCC Conferences of Parties and
other international meetings). In contrast, the state lacks
many of these resources – so has had to rely on partnerships
with civil society to demonstrate progress.

The relative weakness of the state therefore means that
the state and civil society can operate in closer partnership
than might otherwise be the case – but may suggest that the
issue of climate change itself has been “depoliticized”
(Arnall, Kothari, & Kelman, 2013; Kelman, 2013). As
described above, there is some evidence that climate
change is functioning in this way at this moment in time
although it might be the case that it is political but not

openly contentious. We argue that there is recognition
among all agencies that such choices are political and
involve an awareness of both the need for and difficulties
of collective decision-making. As we report above, there
are new forms of relationship between civil society and
the state emerging based on an understanding of sectoral
comparative advantage. However, it is not yet clear that
the state has come to understand that despite its apparent
power, social and cultural change can be instigated
through voluntary organizations and their associations in
ways that the state itself cannot easily replicate. A related
and critical question to ask is if more resources become
available, will these lessons be embedded or will there
between competition between state and civil society organ-
izations? And if this is the case, how should the providers
of resources proceed? At the moment, it is not clear that
such lessons and associated lessons are embedded, and
resource providers should proceed with caution. While
foundations are in place, it is not evident that they will
necessarily be built on successfully.

Can the attention given to climate change by the state –
and by the state in partnership with civil society – be
seen as “transformative”?

There is growing discussion about the different outcomes
that can arise from adaptation activities, and whether
these contribute simply to “coping” with difficult circum-
stances or contribute to more “transformative” change
that reduces long-term vulnerability to a wide range of
shocks and stresses (including, but not limited to, those
related to climate change) (Kates, Travis, & Wilbanks,
2012; O’Brien, 2012; Pelling, 2010). Moser and Boykoff
(2013, 14) explain “successful adaptation” as operating
along a continuum from “maladaptation” to “building
something different or better” (p. 14), while Dow,
Berkhout, and Preston (2013) highlight the need for
“transformative” approaches when financial, social, politi-
cal, technological, or cultural limits to more standard adap-
tation approaches are met. Zimbabwe is in an ongoing state
of political and social change. While the new constitution
was adopted in March 2013, the national elections in July
2013 consolidated the position of ZANU-PF in govern-
ment. While many changes can be observed, it is too
early to suggest whether these are transformative in
nature – indeed they appear to be in considerable flux –
and as yet, state engagement in climate change issues is
insufficient to have had this type of wide-ranging impact
on relationships between the state, citizens, and civil
society.

This paper points to two different but related questions
pertaining to transformation. Firstly, it highlights the
importance of enquiring whether activities undertaken
(either by civil society or state actors) with the purpose of
climate change adaptation lead to socially and
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environmentally just outcomes. In many ways, this is a
question of due process and “best practice”, in ensuring
that the necessary checks and balances are in place to
ensure that the consequences of these activities benefit mar-
ginalized or particularly vulnerable groups (including
awareness of gender, age, disability, and poverty). But
there is a second, more political question – do these
actions contribute to progress in moving towards a more
equitable society in which the underlying drivers of
vulnerability (both within and beyond changes in the
climate) are addressed, thereby contributing to broader
social progress as well as reduced susceptibility to
climate-related hazards? In other words, does engagement
with climate change build institutional practices that offer
broader application to other development challenges and
that build a consciousness that is likely to lead to broader
transformations?

Is the engagement with climate change able to address
the necessarily difficult political issues?

As described above, there is a long-standing recognition of
the importance of the environment in Zimbabwe: both for
its functional role as a central pillar of the national
economy and for its semiotic role as a component of
national cultural identity. However, in a political system
with considerable levels of mistrust, it is possible that
climate change simply plays a convenient role as an issue
around which collaboration and cooperation can be prac-
tised – because the delicate (and frequently disrupted)
balance of society requires the presence of issues of this
type to “hold things together”. So many other issues in
Zimbabwe are highly contested that there is a value for
both government and civil society agencies alike to have
areas in which they can demonstrate and practice
cooperation – without these, the social compact between
citizens, civil society, and the state would be even more
tenuous than it is at present and a range of day-to-day
tasks would be more difficult. To an extent, climate
change seems to be one area in which this type of partner-
ship can be observed.

In addition to politicians recognizing the immediate
functionality of practising engagement with their political
competitors around particular issues, it may be that
working together on these types of “consensus” issues
increases their own personal political legitimacy. For civil
society agencies, the context has been exceptionally
difficult with imprisonment and informal (often violent)
coercion. Bratton’s (2011) report on a survey of citizen
views on peace, violence, and transitional justice in
Zimbabwe highlights the priority given to peace and to
legal solutions, despite a very considerable exposure to vio-
lence, and suggests that it is in the self-interest of politicians
to invest in these activities. Are civil society agencies
investing in climate change in part because it offers them

a chance to build relations with the state and reduce oper-
ational risks? In that regard, it is worth continuing to ask
whether the apparent commitment to engaging with
climate change is really substantive – or whether it is
simply fulfilling a necessary political function that could
potentially be transposed to a different issue. If this is the
case then careful consideration needs to be given to the
implications for increased action on climate change that
will be contentious (as there will be winners and losers),
and hence not associated with consensus building and col-
laboration that underpins current efforts. However, it is also
possible to look more positively on these efforts. If we draw
on our earlier discussion to consider politics as an alterna-
tive to violence and war, then the significance of these
engagements is clearer and we can recognize that “depoli-
ticized” activities may be intensely political despite not
being contentious. Indeed, we need to differentiate
between those activities that are technical (i.e. not con-
cerned with politics) and those that involve political
relations albeit without explicit contestation. In the case
of the latter, we recognize that the capability to negotiate
and compromise across group needs and interests is built
through such activities, and demonstrated success is
likely to build both capacity and commitment for political
action within both state and civil society. Hence even if
addressing climate change is not secured through these
engagements in the short and medium term, they help to
build an agenda for a more peaceful future because they
build a repertoire of ways of acting that are political.

Conclusion: politics matters in multiple ways

The growing global importance ascribed to climate change
and the expanding policy framework for addressing it
have shaped national discourses and institutions in a
wide range of vulnerable countries – including Zimbabwe.
These include the creation of formal sections within
governments (like the National Climate Change Office
and Task Team in Zimbabwe) and the production of offi-
cial documentation (such as the National Communications
to the UNFCCC). Simultaneously, growing engagement in
this area by international NGOs and donors has shaped the
local civil society context, with new resources (knowl-
edge, finances, and networks) becoming available result-
ing in increased programming in this area. This paper
suggests that these two processes currently exist in a
state of dynamic tension in Zimbabwe – and that under-
standing and engaging with the local political context is
essential if the outcomes of this tension are to result in
substantial improvements in the resilience and well-being
of citizens.

The paper also highlights the need for further political
economy analysis of climate change responses in
Zimbabwe. Elements of this highlighted by Tanner and
Allouche (2011) include the role of ideology, actors, and
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power relations in the policy process; the role of scarcity
and poverty in mediating completing claims for resources;
and the influence of ideology, incentives, and power
relations in decision-making. At present, these issues are
understood in a relatively unproblematic manner, with a
tacit expectation that partnerships between civil society
and the state will lead to the creation of sound policies
that will result in positive outcomes. But evidence from
past contests over natural resources suggests that this is
rarely the case.

Much of the existing theoretical reflection about the
power relations around climate change has been based on
mitigation policies at a global level. Little has engaged
with empirical observation of policy processes in
low-income countries. Yet climate change is going to
shape patterns of aid and priorities for development in a
range of low-income nations like Zimbabwe, and the
ways in which this is affected by and is likely to shape
national politics need to be better understood. The way it
is managed will have implications both directly for the effi-
cacy of programme design and its effect on building resili-
ence in the most vulnerable groups. And it will also have
implications for the nature of democracy, the relationship
between the local and national state, and the relationship
between citizens and the state. The implications of
current relationships between state and civil society are
not clear and are unlikely to be clear in the short term –
but equally are critical to effective action.

Climate change policy and programming have provided
a useful meeting point for civil society and government
agencies. But it remains to be seen how this will develop.
While these relations may still be in – and may never pro-
gress beyond – their initial stages, and there is uncertainty
about the scale and nature of future collaborative interven-
tions, the interactive practices required for working
together are being developed and strengthened. These prac-
tices open up new options for politics in Zimbabwe that are
relevant both to effective responses to climate change and
other development goals.
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Notes
1. Of course, the significance of politics is not unique to the con-

texts of natural resource management or climate change:
Bratton (2011) shows how engaging with national politics
is essential for understanding the contrasting approaches to
peace and justice following Zimbabwe’s violent presidential
election campaign of 2008.

2. A consultation draft of this document is available at http://
www.ies.ac.zw/downloads/draft%20strategy.pdf.

3. http://www.undp.org.zw/component/content/article/21-envir
onment-energy-news/225-supporting-national-capacity-for-a
daptation-and-mitigation-to-climate-change.

4. In January 2013, The Guardian (UK) reported that
Zimbabwe’s national bank balance stood at only US$217
(http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/jan/30/zimbabwe
an-government-bank-balance-down?INTCMP=SRCH).

5. See http://www.undp.org.zw/focus-areas/environment-ener
gy/coping-with-drought-and-climate-change.
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