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ZAMBIA
Strengthening Climate Resilience in the Barotse Sub-basin

CASE STUDYCASE STUDY

As a landlocked country in southern Africa, Zambia faces significant development challenges stem-
ming from its vulnerability to climate change. Rising temperatures, declining rainfall, and increasingly 
frequent extreme weather events—such as floods and droughts—have severely impacted Zambia’s climate- 
sensitive sectors, particularly agriculture and natural resources. In the Barotse Sub-basin climate-related  
hazards have deepened long-standing poverty and vulnerability. With a poverty rate of 64.3%, among the highest 
in the country, communities in the region are geographically isolated, face limited economic opportunities, 
and suffer from chronic food insecurity.

The Government of Zambia has made climate change a 
national priority and taken steps to incorporate climate con-
siderations into development policies and programs at all lev-
els. Zambia was one of the first countries in Africa to develop a 
National Climate Change Response Strategy, based on the 2007 
National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA). This provided 
the basis for the National Climate Change Development Program 
and a robust policy framework for cross-sectoral coordination. 
However, implementation remains uneven, and gaps persist in 
ensuring policy coherence and local-level impact.

Program
To build resilience in one of its most vulnerable areas, the 
Government of Zambia partnered with the Climate Investment 
Funds (CIF) and the World Bank through its Pilot Program for 
Climate Resilience (PPCR) to implement the Strengthening 
Climate Resilience in the Barotse Sub-basin project from 2013 
to 2022. With US$50.6 million in financing, the project aimed to 
enhance institutional capacity and improve the adaptive capac-
ity of vulnerable communities through locally led action across 

People travel by boat on the Zambezi river along the Barotse plain, Zambia.  Credit: ©Joerg Boethling/Alamy

Locally Led Climate Action

This case study was authored by Yujie Shen, with contributions from Anna Maria Chitembo Kawimbe Chunga (CIF), 
Robin Mearns, and Ngao Mubanga.
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multiple sectors, including food and water security, agriculture, 
livelihoods, and women’s empowerment. Implementing agen-
cies included the Disaster Management and Mitigation Unit, the 
Ministry of Finance and National Planning, the Ministry of Green 
Economy and Environment, and the Zambia Meteorological 
Department.

This multi-donor program focuses on three areas of climate 
adaptation interventions:  

	■ Strengthening national institutional and financial frame-
work for climate resilience. The program helped main-
stream climate resilience into national processes. This 
included developing climate screening guidelines, training 
climate change champions, enhancing climate finance 
management, and supporting the development of viable 
climate risk financing instruments. The Zambia National 
Climate Change Secretariat received technical, financial, 
and administrative support, while climate information sys-
tems were improved through awareness campaigns, early 
warning systems, and a pilot open data platform for sharing 
climate risk data among government entities.

	■ Piloting locally led adaptation. A core innovation of the 
project was its locally led, participatory approach to adap-
tation. Local NGOs, serving as climate risk and adaptation 
facilitators (CRAFs), provided targeted technical support 
and training to help community members understand cli-
mate risks, participate in local decision-making, and pre-
pare grant proposals tailored to their needs.1 Tools such 
as the Climate Risk and Vulnerability Assessments and 
mainstreaming guidelines were customized for local use, 
combining historical data from rainfall patterns and tem-
peratures with community knowledge of seasonal changes 
and their impacts on livelihoods. District governments and 
local NGOs helped deliver participatory climate risk and 
adaptation training with community groups. Based on this 
foundation, grants were issued directly to communities to 
implement adaptive measures such as crop diversifica-
tion, aquaculture, small ruminant rearing, and solar-pow-
ered water systems. Direct disbursement of grants to 

1	 CRAFs are locally recruited NGOs and civil society organizations who know the communities well, including their norms and culture. These local 
organizations can also provide ongoing support to communities beyond the program funding cycle, such as linking communities to other financiers. 

communities fostered trust and ownership, while prioritiz-
ing vulnerable and women-headed households. 

	■ Water resource rehabilitation and sustainable manage-
ment. The program financed both mechanized and cash-
for-works activities to rehabilitate seven priority canals, as 
well as numerous secondary and ancillary canals. Selected 
for their potential to provide multiple socio-economic ser-
vices, the canals supported transportation, irrigation, and 
water resources for agriculture in the Upper Zambezi flood-
plain which was often inaccessible for months due to sea-
sonal inundation. Local community members conducted 
most of the rehabilitation work using simple, project-fi-
nanced equipment, such as shovels and spades, which 
they were allowed to retain for regular canal maintenance. 
Traditional leaders and community members contributed 
to canal embankment stabilization through grass planting. 
These activities laid the groundwork for forming  water 
user association to manage canal operations and upkeep. 

Results
The project strengthened the adaptive capacity of vulnerable 
communities by diversifying livelihoods, rehabilitating water 
infrastructure, and promoting women’s participation and lead-
ership in climate resilience. 

	■ Diversified local livelihoods. Through locally led adapta-
tion efforts, the project supported 581,028 individuals to 
adapt to the impacts of climate change, with almost all 
beneficiary households reported having additional sources 
of income. A total of 2,233 grants were awarded to individ-
uals, communities, wards, and districts, with all projects 
completed and transferred to government ministries for 
continued technical support. Capacity-building support 
was also provided to local governments to ensure effective 
oversight and sustainability of the grants. Communities 
began cultivating drought-resistant crops such as cas-
sava, sorghum, and millet. Solar-powered borehole pumps, 
funded through the grants, expanded access to safe drink-
ing water, created communal gardens, and facilitated 
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small-scale irrigation schemes. The diversification of agri-
cultural products provided alternative income sources and 
reduced the risk of total crop failure, improving food secu-
rity for vulnerable households.

	■ Improved water infrastructure. Extensive canal rehabil-
itation—including seven priority canals and 722 second-
ary canals—significantly improved agricultural drainage, 
enabling communities to cultivate a wider range of crops 
and exceeding the initial target of 220 canals. Combined 
with the construction of crossing points, these efforts also 
ensured year-round access to essential services such as 
schools, health centers, and markets. As a result, more 
than 2,000 households gained access to additional land 
for new economic activities, including crop production and 

fish farming. By project closure, 42 water user associations 
had been established to manage the operation and mainte-
nance of the canal infrastructure.

	■ Leverage women’s role in resilience building. The project 
recognized and leveraged women’s critical role in house-
hold economic activities and community governance. Over 
half of the direct beneficiaries (55.2%) were women, and 
approximately 42% of households were female-headed. 
More than half of the individual champion grants were 
awarded to women, who also accounted for over half of 
the labor days dedicated to rehabilitating and maintaining 
the canals. In addition, many of the supported enterprises 
were led or staffed by women, contributing to greater 
employment opportunities and economic inclusions. 

Huts submerged in the Barotse floods of the Zambezi in Zambia. Credit: © Gerrit Rautenbach/istock.com
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Key Takeaways
The project offers several key lessons on how locally led adaptation can deliver effective, inclusive, and sustainable climate resil-
ience when supported by strong community engagement, technical assistance, and institutional collaboration:

1 	 Multi-sectoral approach. Addressing interconnected 
community needs—such as agriculture, water access, and 
livelihoods—through a locally led approach proved critical 
to building resilience in an integrated and sustainable way. 
In this project, communities used grants to implement 
climate-resilient agricultural practices and construct 
renewable energy-powered water pumps and small-scale 
irrigation systems. Canal rehabilitation not only improved 
water access and transportation, but also enhanced agri-
cultural productivity and created income opportunities for 
community members engaged in the rehabilitation work. 
Empowering local communities to lead adaptation efforts 
helps ensure that multi-sectoral solutions are context 
specific, practical, and sustainable. 

2 	 Strong technical and financial support. Communities 
participating in the project received consistent support 
from highly-capable, local NGOs and civil society orga-
nizations, which served as Climate Risk and Adaptation 
Facilitators (CRAFs). These facilitators played a critical 
role in helping communities understand climate risks, 
prioritize adaptation strategies through participatory 
approaches, and develop community grant applications. In 
parallel, the project provided capacity building and budget 

support for local government staff, strengthening environ-
mental, social, procurement, and financial systems at the 
local level. Timely and effective assistance from line min-
istries and sub-district extension services was also instru-
mental in ensuring the smooth implementation of project 
activities. Together, this coordinated support enabled 
both communities and local institutions to plan and exe-
cute adaptation measures effectively.

3 	 Leverage local knowledge and foster trust and 
collaboration in multi-stakeholder processes. By 
establishing transparent and accountable procedures, the 
project fostered open communication and trust between 
government institutions and local communities. This 
foundation ensured smooth coordination and effective 
collaboration among stakeholders, contributing to effi-
cient resource allocation and decision-making. Strong 
partnerships between local communities and government 
are essential to sustaining a locally led approach. With 
the skills and experience gained through this pilot, local 
stakeholders are now better equipped to use participatory 
processes to design project proposals that address local 
climate risks and development priorities. 
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