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ABSTRACT

The existing literature on barriers to adaptation focuses predominantly on the broad, generic factors, such
as financial, technological or institutional factors, as examples that might constrain adaptation. Not
enough is known, however, about how barriers converge in localities, what drives them and how they
interact to affect adaptation processes and outcomes. This paper considers the barriers to adaptation
in Namibia through the lens of the ‘adaptation activity space’ — a framework that positions the
adapting system in relation to its environment. In doing so, it questions not only what types of barriers
are encountered, but what their underlying drivers are and how the relationships among them
influence adaptation on the ground. Two intersecting ‘avenues’ within Namibia’s adaptation activity
space are explored, namely: (1) the policy-practice partition and (2) the adaptive capacity challenge.
Each of these avenues tells a story about the complex nature of barriers and points to the need for
greater integration between government spheres, across temporal scales and among actor groups.
Such integration is necessary for addressing the barriers to adaptation and for paving the way to a
more effective and sustainable adaptation activity space in Namibia.
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Introduction

Namibia, a middle-income developing country in south west
Africa, has encountered several challenges in its efforts to
adapt to climate variability and build the resilience of its sys-
tems and people to the impacts of climate change (Spear
et al, 2018; Spear & Chappel, 2018; Zeidler, Kandjinga,
David, Turpie, & Malema, 2012). Namibian communities
have historically demonstrated a strong capacity for living in
harsh climatic conditions and for adapting autonomously to
unexpected or extreme events such as drought and flood
(Spear et al., 2018). In the contemporary context of growing
development pressures and increasingly frequent and extreme
climate change impacts, as well as a commitment to inter-
national climate change agreements, the Namibian government
has now adopted a more formalized approach to adaptation
(Ministry of Environment and Tourism, 2011, 2013). Adap-
tation to climate change is seen as reducing the risks from cli-
mate impacts and may require changes in systems, actors or
underlying biophysical or socio-economic contexts (Eisenack
et al,, 2014; IPCC, 2014).

Despite a relatively enabling national policy environment,
adaptation efforts at the grassroots level in Namibia have
been fundamentally incremental and reactive, often comprising
an array of short-term coping mechanisms and technological
‘fixes.” These responses largely fail to contribute to more

systemic shifts in, for example, the approaches or paradigms
underlying adaptation initiatives — a form of adaptation that
is typically referred to as ‘transformation’ (Solecki, Dorsch, &
Pelling, 2015). Rather than just responding to or managing cli-
mate risks, transformation requires deliberate, targeted and
ongoing actions that purposefully seek to bring about major
changes in contexts where there is significant vulnerability
and wherein existing resources or mechanisms are no longer
sufficient to deal with climate impacts or other stresses (Few,
Morchain, Spear, Mensah, & Bendapudi, 2017; Kates, Travis,
& Wilbanks, 2012).

Whilst there may be conceptual differences between forms
of adaptation, coping strategies, incremental adjustments and
transformation, they are actually interrelated processes that, if
implemented appropriately, can build system resilience in
both space and time (Chhetri, Stuhlmacher, & Ishtiaque,
2019). Unfortunately, navigating this complex adaptation
space is challenging and often leads to what Chelleri, Waters,
Olazabal, and Minucci (2015) term ‘resilience tradeoffs’,
whereby immediate, proximate issues are dealt with at the
expense of those which might yield benefits across broader
spatial and temporal scales (for more on resilience tradeoffs
see, for example, Bedsworth & Hanak, 2010; Chelleri, Minucci,
& Skrimizea, 2016; Eakin, Tompkins, Nelson, & Anderies,
2009). In the Namibian context, the complex adaptation
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challenges and tradeofs that are being faced are not well under-
stood, as although there is a growing body of literature on bar-
riers to adaptation, few empirical studies have considered
barriers in the context of Namibia specifically. Moreover,
much of the existing work on barriers more broadly has focused
on classifying these factors into macro-generic categories and
identifying frameworks for overcoming or removing them
(Biesbroek, Klostermann, Termeer, & Kabat, 2013; Eisenack
et al.,, 2014). For instance, Moser and Ekstrom (2010), who
appropriately describe barriers as ‘simply impediments that
can stop, delay, or divert the adaptation process’ (p. 22027),
offer a typology of different barriers that commonly arise at dis-
crete phases of this process (i.e. at either the ‘planning,” ‘mana-
ging’ and ‘understanding’ phases). In a later paper, Ekstrom
and Moser (2014) categorize adaptation barriers into insti-
tutional, attitudinal, financial and political types. Similarly,
Antwi-Agyei, Dougill, and Stringer (2014) find that adaptation
efforts in sub-Saharan Africa tend to be restricted by financial,
socio-cultural, institutional, technological and information-
deficit barriers.

At least as a starting point, categories can indeed be a useful
heuristic for guiding research on barriers. However, this approach
also tends to give rise to simplistic narratives and generic solutions,
rather than accounting for local-level dynamics and contextual
differences, including more subtle variations in values, customs,
attitudes and aspirations (Adger, 2016; Adger, Barnett, Brown,
Marshall, & O’Brien, 2012; Davies, Spear, Chappel, Joshi, & Togar-
epi, 2018; Leck & Roberts, 2015; O’Brien, 2009). Without a deeper
understanding of barriers and how they interact, any intervention
aimed at eliminating them is likely to be superficial (Biesbroek
et al,, 2015; Biesbroek, Termeer, Klostermann, & Kabat, 2014).
Given this, there is a demand for more empirical work that con-
siders what causes barriers to emerge, how these issues play out
on the ground in different contexts, and in what ways they interact
to disrupt seemingly linear adaptation processes or reinforce nega-
tive feedback mechanisms (Biesbroek et al., 2015; Lehmann,
Brenck, Gebhardt, Schaller, & SiifSbauer, 2015). Inspired by Pel-
ling, O’Brien, and Matyas’s (2015) concept of an ‘adaptation
activity space,’ this paper seeks to bring focus to the spaghetti junc-
tion of intersecting barriers arising in the Namibian adaptation
context. Understanding the dynamics of intersecting barriers
within this adaptation activity space can help decision makers to
grasp where, and in what form, adaptation interventions could
be introduced. This understanding can help enable experimen-
tation with novel or transformative solutions that target the under-
lying issues or areas of concern.

The following section discusses the conceptual framework
used in this study, namely, the ‘adaptation activity space’ within
which barriers arise and intersect, and wherein more effective
adaptation initiatives could be realized. Following a presen-
tation of the methods, the barriers identified in this study are
positioned in relation to the Namibian adaptation context
(Table 1). Subsequently, these findings are explored in more
detail by mapping out two intersecting ‘avenues’ within Nami-
bia’s adaptation activity space, namely: (1) the policy-practice
partition; and (2) the adaptive capacity challenge. Each of
these avenues tells a story about the complex nature of barriers
and illustrates how these factors can coalesce to give rise to
cumulative challenges, reinforce negative feedback mechanisms

that maintain the status quo or undermine otherwise virtuous
adaptation interventions. The exemplars point to the impor-
tance of improved communication and collaboration between
different spheres of governance (from local to national govern-
ment levels, across government sectors and in partnership with
non-state organizations); better alignment of adaptation inter-
ventions across temporal scales (by seeking short-term ‘wins’
that match with and contribute to longer-term strategic
visions); and a more pragmatic way of bringing together differ-
ent actor groups (and their diverse interests, values, identities
and knowledge systems). Such an integrated approach can
help adaptation practitioners in complex development contexts
address the barriers to adaptation in a way that is more mean-
ingful to, and useful for, the intended beneficiaries. In turn, this
would pave the way to a more effective and sustainable adap-
tation activity space in Namibia.

Conceptual framework: intersecting barriers within
the ‘adaptation activity space’

This paper draws on the theoretical idea of the ‘adaptation
activity space, a framework put forward by Pelling et al.
(2015) that depicts the complex, social-ecological system in
which adaptation takes place. Pelling et al. (2015), who draw
on the earlier work of Harvey (2010), conceive this space as
being comprised of seven co-evolving ‘sites.” These include:
(i) the biotic and abiotic elements and processes of the natural
environment; (ii) regulatory (formal) and cultural (informal)
institutions; (iii) the values and identity of individuals, as well
as their peer-to-peer interactions and relationships with the
broader environment; (iv) technology, both in material and
organizational forms (e.g.: infrastructure and community-
based organizations); (v) production and labour processes
related to sustaining livelihoods; (vi) discourse (both popular
and policy); and (vii) the habitual practices and routines that
form the normative behaviour of actors.

The boundaries of Pelling et al.’s (2015) seven sites are per-
meable. They may overlap, there is a continuous exchange of
information and power among them and the expression of
one site’s context or experience may influence the character-
istics or actions of others. For instance, the routine behaviour
of an actor may be drawn from social relations or from his or
her individual values, which themselves may lie most closely
in material assets, environmental stewardship or kinship, for
example (e.g.: Gifford, Kormos, & MclIntyre, 2011; Turner,
Fiinfgeld, & Robertson, 2016). Similarly, livelihoods might be
regulated by institutions or by access to technology, while col-
lective identities, behaviours and relations with nature may be
shaped by contemporary discourses or by cultural norms and
expectations (e.g.Adger et al., 2012; Von Hase, 2013).

Pelling et al. (2015) devised their framework with the view of
provoking more transformative agendas for adaptation in both
research and practice. Whilst we do not discount this objective
in any way, we argue that the adaptation activity space is an
equally useful concept for analysing barriers to adaptation, as
it is within this space that barriers can arise, accumulate and
intersect. As such, we use the theoretical ideas of Pelling
et al’s (2015) framework as inspiration for our own, which
envisions the interactions and exchanges between the different



Table 1. Barriers to adaptation in Namibia’s adaptation activity space.
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Overview of
Namibian context

Examples of adaptation responses

Barriers to adaptation identified in this study

Environment (biotic

and abiotic)

Institutions
(regulatory and
cultural)

Technology (material

and
organizational)

Discourse (popular
and policy)

Livelihoods
(production and
labour processes)

Namibia has an arid to semi-arid climate, with

natural water scarcity, poor soil fertility and
hot, dry conditions year-round. The country is
home to sub-humid woodlands, true desert
and savanna biomes. The harsh environment
supports a range of terrestrial and marine
wildlife (Mendelsohn, Jarvis, & Robert, 2002).
Drought is a common occurrence and the
northern region of the country is also subject
to frequent flooding during the high rainfall
season, when water collects in ephemeral
watercourses known as lishana.

Namibia’s National Climate Change Policy

(NCCP, 2011) is complemented by other
relevant policies, including those for water
management and disaster risk reduction. The
Ministry of Environment and Tourism (MET) is
responsible for the implementation of the
NCCP as well as the 2013 National Climate
Change Strategy and Action Plan. The climate
change agenda is supported by the Desert
Research Foundation of Namibia (DRFN) and
the Environmental Investment Fund (EIF).
Most of the adaptation work that takes place
in Namibia is donor-driven. In parallel to a
democratic government system is a traditional
chieftainship system.

Namibia has limited financial and technological

resources, one consequence of which is a lack
of investment in education and skills
development. There is poor transport and
communications infrastructure in the rural
north of the country, and access to basic
services like sanitation, healthcare, electricity
and potable water is insufficient. Community
leaders, such as traditional authorities, local
councillors and village chiefs, are generally
trusted and well-respected within
communities.

Much of the national policy discourse in

Namibia is pro-poor and development-driven.
Government agendas thus tend to prioritize
issues such as poverty and inequality over
environmental concerns. There is a significant
focus on upscaling agricultural production,
while strengthening and coordinating Disaster
Risk Management is a strategic priority. At the
community level there is a strong sentiment
that government is responsible for improving
the lives of local people.

The principal livelihood activity in northern

Namibia is rain-fed, small-scale and
subsistence cropping and livestock farming.
Other natural resources such as wood, fish,
medicinal plants and raw material for crafts
are also important. Some people earn an
income from off-farm labour or from trade,
basketry or beer-making. Others own small
businesses such as ‘cuca shops’ or car washes.

Drought policy and drought relief
programme

Awareness campaigns for water saving

Drip irrigation and earth dams

Emergency flood response

Seed policy (provision of hybrid seeds and
certification to meet quality standards)

Green Scheme Policy (established to
maximise irrigation opportunities for food
production)

Namibia Agriculture Policy (for increased
and sustained agriculture production and
productivity)

Debushing advisory service

The EIF was accredited as the National
Implementing Entity (NIE) for the Green
Climate Fund in 2016

The DRFN was accredited as the NIE for the
Adaptation Fund in 2015

Debushing Advisory Service

Community Water Point Associations
introduced as a means to decentralize
water governance

Government subsidizes inputs like seeds,
fertilizer and tractors through the Dryland
Crop Production Programme

Newly formed agro-marketing and trade
agency

Establishment of rural markets (e.g.:
Otamanzi multi-purpose community
centre where produce / products can be
sold or traded)

‘Learning and Information Sharing for
Agriculture’ (LISA) — SMS service for
farmers

Support groups for people affected and
infected by HIV/AIDS

Government provides grants for vulnerable
children and orphans, pensioners and
people with disabilities.

School feeding programme

Drought relief programme

Green Scheme Projects, e.g.: Etunda
irrigation scheme

Omahenene Project (breed drought-
resilient varieties of pearl millet and
sorghum)

Community-based tourism initiatives, e.g.:
conservancies and a wildlife loan scheme

Community forestry projects (sustainable
forest management)

Communities lack the capacity, knowledge
and resources needed to adapt effectively to
droughts and floods. Government lacks the
resources needed to deal effectively with
problems such as bush encroachment and
the eradication of invasive species. This
limits the productivity of agricultural lands
and negatively impacts the availability of
water resources.

Adaptation is centralized at the national scale
while the local-level mandate for adaptation
is unclear. A lack of coordination, poor
vertical and horizontal integration and
insufficient sharing of information has led to
policy misalignment and inter-ministerial
power struggles. Whilst traditional
authorities are formally recognized by
government, they are not adequately
empowered. There is also a lack of long-term
planning and upscaling of donor-funded
projects, which are usually in the form of
short-term pilot interventions. This, coupled
with high staff turnover in government,
means that sustaining adaptation projects is
difficult.

Major infrastructural deficits include a lack of:
roads and bridges; hospitals (in Onesi
Constituency); stormwater drainage systems
(in informal settlements); grain storage
facilities; tractors; water pumps and
government vehicles. There is also
insufficient access to technologies such as
drought resistant seeds and rainwater
harvesting tanks, and limited access to
climate change data and adaptation options.
Most rural farming communities not aware
of initiatives that are meant to assist them
with information. Many of these barriers are
linked to financial resource and capacity
deficits.

Adaptation is not adequately mainstreamed
into development planning and there is a
lack of specific adaptation interventions.
Climate change is positioned as an
environmental rather than cross-cutting
issue. Rural communities remain
marginalized and many households are food
insecure. Vulnerable communities tend not
to take any action until climate-related
impacts are experienced — and even then,
people tend to wait on government for help.
Many farmers are risk-averse and reluctant
to try new farming practices. Above-average
rainfall in recent years has made some
people sceptical of climate change.
Government's response to climate-related
disasters are largely reactive rather than
proactive.

An economic dependence on natural
resources, coupled with a lack of access to
alternative employment opportunities,
makes communities vulnerable to climate
change. While most people have
experienced droughts and floods and are
aware of seasonal changes in weather and
climate, there is limited understanding of
climate change itself. There is a lack of

(Continued)
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Table 1. Continued.

Overview of
Namibian context

Examples of adaptation responses

Barriers to adaptation identified in this study

Many rural dwellers depend on in-kind
sources of food and income, such as donations
of millet from wealthier farmers or cash
remittances that are sent from their relatives
working in urban areas. State pension grants
are also a key form of income for the elderly,
whilst extremely vulnerable groups rely on
social grants from the government (Spear et
al., 2018; Spear & Chappel, 2018).

Farming is at the core of the Oshiwambo and
Ndongona cultures. People find their identity
in farming and are strongly attached to this
way of life. Mahangu (pearl millet) has strong
cultural significance and the ownership of
cattle is linked closely to the male identity, as
well as being valued as a measure of wealth,
prestige and social status. Many people also
have strong religious beliefs and their values
are thus tied to the principles of Christianity.
Traditional values remain prevalent in
Namibian society, particularly in rural areas of
the north where there is a dominant
Oshiwambo culture (Davies et al., 2018).

Traditionally, women are responsible for
household chores, child rearing, caring for
crops and collecting non-timber forest
products, and approximately 55% of
households in the Omusati Region are female-
headed. Men are usually responsible for
rearing livestock and patriarchy influences
decision-making, agency and control over
resources at the household level.

Individuals (values
and identity)

Behaviour (practices
and routines)

Community-based freshwater aquaculture
facilities

Training of farmers through agricultural
extension programme

Community gardening projects

Construction of earth dams

Government subsidies for sale of livestock
in drought years

Agricultural extension officers advise
farmer’s on using improved crop varieties
and livestock breeds

Provision of loans from Agribank for
farming inputs, including drought-
resistant seeds and fertilizers

SCORE project: Scaling up community
resilience to climate variability and
climate change in Northern Namibia, with
special focus on women and children

Government provides rippers for elderly
farmers and female-headed households

Establishment of women's cooperatives
(collect marula nuts)

infrastructure to support rural livelihoods, for
example access to markets to sell farm
produce. Whilst drought relief helps to meet
the immediate needs of vulnerable
communities it can lead to a dependence on
government hand-outs which, in the long-
term, reduces people’s capacity to adapt
autonomously.

There is a strong belief among some
communities that God will provide and that
only God knows the future. This can be a
barrier to the use of meteorological climate
information. Strong cultural attachments to
farming with pearl millet (mahangu) and
livestock without diversifying limits farmer’s
ability to adapt to climate variability and
change. Older, more traditional farmers are
often unwilling to sell off their livestock in
times of drought despite severe food and
water deficits.

There is an increasing pattern of migration to
towns and cities among males and the
youth, which is leading to labour shortages
in rural areas. Women and the elderly, who
are already among the most vulnerable
groups, are increasingly being left to tend
livestock and crop fields, as well as maintain
the household.

sites in the adaptation activity space as the ‘avenues’ that con-
nect them (Figure 1). Mapping out these avenues can unearth
where existing cul-de-sacs or road blocks are serving as barriers
to adaptation.

Figure 1 is a first attempt at denoting how barriers might
play out within the adaptation activity space. Although only
one avenue of intersecting barriers is represented in the
figure, in reality there are multiple of these, each of which is
part of a larger system of secondary and tertiary roads, along
which one might ‘travel’ through the adaptation activity
space. While some routes can be taken with relative ease, at
some point adaptation practitioners and decisions makers are
likely to encounter barriers, which are symbolized in Figure 1
by the blue arrows. Many of these barriers are cross-cutting,
some flow bi-directionally and others are curved as opposed
to linear, which implies that these challenges cannot always
be addressed in a straightforward manner. Moreover, barriers
can, at times, accumulate or reinforce one another, giving rise
to still stronger challenges, as represented by the thickly-lined
blue shapes illustrated in Figure 1.

The adaptation activity space depicted in Figure 1 is
intended to be descriptive rather than normative, and thus
should not be viewed as an exact representation of the way in
which barriers play out in a social-ecological system. Indeed,
this space will, in reality, reflect the specific adaptation context,
which may be more or less complex than that which is shown.
However, the framework is a useful conceptual tool for under-
standing the dynamics within the adaptation activity space and
for highlighting the intersections between and among barriers.

Hence, mapping out this space could help adaptation prac-
titioners and decision makers to grasp where and in what
form adaptation interventions could be introduced; whilst the
identification of patterns over time might help them to antici-
pate potential barriers or envision possible scenarios of inter-
action, plan adaptively and avoid situations of ‘stuckness’ in
future.

Methods

This study was conducted as part of the Adaptation at Scale in
Semi-Arid Regions (ASSAR) research project (2014-2018),
which aimed to deepen the understanding of climate vulner-
ability and adaptation in semi-arid regions of Africa and Asia
where millions of people are highly vulnerable to climate-
related risks and impacts (IPCC, 2014). In 2014 and 2015,
the ASSAR Southern Africa Team met with a range of different
stakeholders across Namibia. These included both state and
non-state actors from the national (in Windhoek) to the local
level (in the north-central Omusati region).

The engagements which took place in 2014 were in the form
of introductory meetings with eight key stakeholders, ident-
ified as those who were already working in the climate change
space or who held a more strategic position in government.
These meetings were intentionally arranged with experts
from government and support institutions (as opposed to
communities) in order to help the project team gain a basic,
higher-level understanding of the adaptation sphere in Nami-
bia in terms of what initiatives existed, what the challenges had
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KEY:

[]

The adaptation activity space

One avenue within the adaptation activity space

\ Intersecting barriers arising within the adaptation activity space

- Barriers can accumulate or reinforce one another, giving rise to still

stronger challenges

Figure 1. Conceptual framework showing one avenue of intersecting barriers within the adaptation activity space. Source: Author’s own, inspired by Pelling et al. (2015).

been to date and what were perceived to be the key areas for
research. Given the broad, exploratory nature of these meet-
ings, they were held in a small focus group’ setting, which
allowed stakeholders to brainstorm around adaptation issues
and opportunities in Namibia. The method of focus groups
is often used by researchers trying to understand a new field
or topic and was thus deemed appropriate in this context
(Longhurst, 2016).

Based on these findings, in-depth interviews 18 key infor-
mants were conducted in February of the following year
(2015). Interviewees were identified based on the recommen-
dations made by stakeholders in the 2014 meetings, as well as
by snowball sampling (see Suri, 2011). While the 2014 meet-
ings were discursive and open-ended, the 2015 interviews
were semi-structured in nature and sought to explore the
topic of adaptation planning and practice and barriers and
enablers of adaptation in detail. In addition to eliciting
more specific and targeted responses, semi-structured inter-
views are useful for gaining perspective on an issue from indi-
viduals who may have different knowledge and experience,
without the distraction or influence of other stakeholders
(Schensul & LeCompte, 2012).

Both the introductory meetings and key informant inter-
views were recorded and transcribed by the interviewers.
The data was then coded using the qualitative data analysis
programme, NVivo. The coding process sought to identify bar-
riers to adaptation, as well as current enablers or potential
opportunities for adaptation, as identified by the interviewees.

What barriers are found in Namibia’s adaptation
activity space?

Table 1 uses the seven sites identified in Pelling et al.’s (2015)
framework as an entry point for mapping out the adaptation
activity space in Namibia. Drawing on peer-reviewed and
grey literature, as well as the knowledge held by some authors
of this paper who are Namibian nationals and / or who work in
adaptation-related fields in Namibia; the table provides an
overview of the broader Namibian context (column 1) and
highlights existing adaptation responses (column 2). Based on
the findings of this study, it then highlights the barriers that
have been identified in Namibia (column 3). Each column is
positioned in relation to the environmental, institutional, tech-
nological, discourse, livelihood, individual and behavioural
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‘sites’ that influence the adaptation activity space, and which
inform the types of barriers encountered therein.

Two avenues for understanding the intersecting
barriers to adaptation in Namibia

This section describes two major ‘avenues’ of intersecting bar-
riers in Namibia, namely: (1) the policy-practice partition; and
(2) the adaptive capacity challenge. These exemplars emphasize
the need for a more integrated approach to adaptation in
Namibia, in which communication, collaboration, partnership
and participation pave the way to a more effective and sustain-
able adaptation activity space.

The policy-practice partition

A significant share of the stakeholders that participated in this
study expressed some discontent about the nature of policy and
planning processes in Namibia and the implementation of
adaptation on the ground. Essentially, it was felt that *... every-
body talks the talk but very few walk the walk’ (member of an
NGO). In other words, whilst sound policies are in place and
actors generally have the intention to deliver on these, there
is what Dupuis and Knoepfel (2013) call an ‘implementation
deficit,” whereby policies contribute only symbolically to pro-
blem solving. As described by an employee of a state-owned
enterprise, ‘the political will is there but the implementation is
maybe what is lacking.” The failure of policy to translate into
effective adaptation on the ground is what we refer to as the
‘policy-practice partition.” This avenue, along with the multiple
intersecting barriers that occur in the surrounding adaptation
activity space, is mapped out in Figure 2.

The challenges that Namibia has encountered with regards
to the implementation of adaptation policy are not unique to
this country, and indeed have been identified in other case
studies from the Global South. In east Africa, for example,
Ampaire et al. (2017) and Ampaire et al. (2016) found that a
disengagement between national, district and community levels
has been one of the critical factors limiting progress in adap-
tation efforts and in the implementation of climate change
actions more generally. Ryan (2015) focuses on the importance
of having the appropriate government capacity in order to
implement policies, such as legal, funding or organizational
resources. Similarly, many of the intersecting barriers sur-
rounding the policy-practice partition in Namibia can be traced
back to the institutional arrangements for climate change gov-
ernance. Considered a critical barrier in this regard is the highly
centralized governance structure, whereby the core mandate for
implementing the national climate change policy and strategy
sits in one department at the national level - the Ministry of
Environment and Tourism (MET). The problem with this cen-
tralized approach is that sub-national governments, as a result,
have little power when it comes to decision-making and the
mobilization of resources for adaptation interventions, a chal-
lenge that is exacerbated by an absence of sufficiently detailed
frameworks to guide those in operational positions. This is a
critical challenge elsewhere, too. For example, Hughes, Gnatz,
Borquez, Romero-Lankao, and Rosas-Huerta (2013) found, in
Mexico City and Santiago (Chile), that the capacity of insti-
tutional actors to implement climate policy was constrained
by high levels of centralization at the federal level and fragmen-
ted local institutional and political structures. On the other
hand, Roberts (2008) uses the case of Durban, South Africa
to highlight the value of embedding the climate change func-
tion at the local government level. She shows how such a
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Figure 2. The policy-practice partition (CC = climate change; MET = Ministry of Environment and Tourism). Source: Author’s own.



decentralized approach can enable local-level decision makers
to build knowledge and capacity around climate change
impacts and adaptation options (also see Roberts, 2010; Roberts
& O’Donoghue, 2012).

This study found that housing climate change within Nami-
bia’s MET was also problematic in that this arrangement pos-
itions adaptation as an environmental issue, rather than one
that is cross-cutting in nature. As such, adaptation tends to
be viewed as less of a priority relative to social and economic
concerns, a challenge that is often characteristic of developing
countries where multiple stressors can place great pressure on
government capacity and resources (Davies & Ziervogel,
2017; Shackleton, Ziervogel, Sallu, Gill, & Tschakert, 2015;
Ziervogel & Taylor, 2008). Strong arguments have therefore
been made for mainstreaming adaptation into development
more broadly (IPCC, 2014; Lebel et al., 2012). Several case
studies, for example from the Pacific region (Gero, Meheux,
& Dominey-Howes, 2011; Nalau et al., 2016), also draw con-
nections between climate change adaptation and disaster risk
reduction and show how (in the case of Australia) adaptation
can be effectively governed by integrating it into disaster risk
management and subsequently spreading responsibility for
these joint mandates across government departments and
agencies. Figure 3 highlights how the institutional, technologi-
cal and discourse-related barriers found in Namibia contribute
to the policy-practice partition.

The centralization of adaptation without adequate inte-
gration among government departments and across govern-
ance scales (from the national and regional to local levels) led
to adaptation interventions being poorly coordinated in Nami-
bia. As such, planning occurs in a fragmented manner, one
consequence of which is that adaptation objectives are incom-
patible with the focus of overarching and sectoral policies,
including Namibia’s National Development Plan. There were
examples of poor vertical and horizontal integration, coupled
with insufficient communication between government depart-
ments, that has resulted in adaptation interventions being
duplicated. At times this may cause conflict due to inter-min-
isterial power struggles and the politicization of non-political
(e.g.: technical) issues. As expressed by a regional-level
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government stakeholder, ‘power [causes this lack of coordi-
nation] ... Nothing else. Everyone is saying I am the boss,” or
T'm running my institution here.” Indeed, Nightingale (2017)
notes how politics and power are often innate in climate change
adaptation efforts, and argues that investments in institutional
reshuffling or the implementation of technical adaptation inter-
ventions will continue to face barriers if these more fundamen-
tal issues remain unaddressed.

The findings of this study suggest that a lack of coordination
within government intersects with adjacent barriers, such as
information, resource and technical capacity deficits, to create
stronger barriers to adaptation on the ground. For example,
Namibia now has a Country Climate Smart Agriculture Pro-
gramme (Ministry of Environment and Tourism, 2015),
elements of which are already embedded in the Ministry of
Agriculture, Water and Forestry’s agricultural extension pro-
gramme. Yet, there is little evidence of farmers adopting cli-
mate-smart practices such as conservation tillage and water
saving techniques, or switching to drought-resistant crops
and livestock breeds. Although the reasons for the slow adop-
tion of novel farming practices are complex (e.g.: see Davies
et al,, 2018; Spear & Chappel, 2018); the problem can be attrib-
uted largely to the fact that the policy framework for climate-
smart agriculture is not matched with the support or resources
needed on the ground. As explained by a regional level non-
government stakeholder, ‘they [farmers] would love to adapt
but they do not know the strategy, or they do not have the
means. Everybody wants to improve his or her quality of life,
but the resources might not be there.’

A lack of coordination within government was found to be
mirrored by the poor collaboration between government and
local communities, this study found. As described by one
regional-level government official, ‘most climate change activi-
ties are concentrated at the national level rather than what is
happening within the community ... they [government] need
to talk to the people on the ground ... most of the talks about cli-
mate change are taking place in Windhoek. Without adequate
and ongoing institutional and financial support from centra-
lized government ministries, the capacity and effectiveness of
local-level operations is restricted. Where work is taking
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Figure 3. Example of how institutional, technological and discourse-related barriers can contribute to the policy-practice partition. Source: Author's own
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place, it is usually related to development more broadly, rather
than offering solutions that are targeted specifically at climate
change adaptation: ‘there are a lot of interventions that are
being implemented, but they do not bring any changes which
really, meaningfully address climate change,’ explained a
researcher from the University of Namibia. Similarly, adap-
tation interventions that are rolled out are often done so in a
top-down, ‘one-size-fits-all’ manner without a proper under-
standing of the local context. An employee of an international
development agency based in Namibia finds fault with such
‘blanket” solutions, explaining that what often happens is that

somebody has already conceived of a project idea, not because it
really fits with our context or it could make a true difference on
the ground, but maybe it might be something that’s popular glob-
ally [or] regionally. Some have said, ‘ya you guys must try this.” You
know, almost like a flavour of the month kind of thing.

It is for this reason that Westskog, Hovelsrud, and Sundqvist
(2017) argue for the importance of understanding diverse
local contexts and making these matter at the national planning
scale, and similarly why Roberts (2008) emphasizes the need to
ensure that adaptation agendas are ‘rooted in local realities’
(p. 521).

The challenge of doing this in Namibia can be attributed, in
part, to the fact that much of the adaptation work happening in
the country is donor-driven and overseen by external NGOs or
development agencies, whose mandate is to respond to the
terms of reference laid out by project funders rather than to
the specific needs or aspirations of the beneficiaries. Moreover,
because they are not always embedded at the local level, exter-
nal project coordinators might inadvertently disregard the
appropriate channels for community engagement. For instance,
‘community members [in Onesi Constituency] now respect, or
they value the participation of the councillor’a local government
official explained. ‘As long as the councillor is not there, they
don’t want to take part. And that hampers the implementation
of adaptation.” This is problematic, as when communities are
not adequately involved in decision making or are not properly
informed about adaptation projects, then there is likely to be
resistance to change and a low level of buy-in at the grassroots
level. This is particularly true within Namibian communities
who uphold strong values and customs related to the Oshi-
wambo culture, in which crop and livestock farming is at the
core of their cultural identities (also see Davies et al., 2018),
and for whom traditional agro-ecological knowledge has been
used to inform dryland farming practices for generations (e.g.
see Newsham & Thomas, 2011). A local-level government sta-
keholder gave the following example:

Last year, there was some beans from the U.S. [United States of
America] that [were] distributed to the community. But you see
now, [those] beans were too small, the seed is too small. Then people
started to complain ... Like the sorghum also, they distributed sor-
ghum seeds to the community and then that stem is too short...
You see the culture in Oshiwambo, they like the tall one.

Given these context-specific nuances, and because there is
insufficient co-ordination and collaboration between donors /
NGOs and local governments or boundary organizations,
adaptation projects in Namibia are often limited in their effect.
They also tend to stay at the pilot phase, as once the NGO

leaves, there is a lack of continuity and support for realizing
longer-term and broader-scale impacts: °... there is a lack of
funds [for adaptation] due to a withdrawal of donor support
... it takes a long time to claim funds from the government,” a
local official explained.

Despite the intersecting barriers associated with the policy-
practice partition, which arise from institutional, technological,
individual and discourse-related ‘sites’ (see Pelling et al., 2015),
there do seem to be champions who are dedicated to respond-
ing to climate change in Namibia. As told by a national govern-
ment official, ‘we have people who are willing, I mean passionate
people in the field. There are really people who are committed to
this process in Namibia.” Other studies (e.g.: Burch, 2010;
Davies & Ziervogel, 2017; Pasquini, Ziervogel, Cowling, &
Shearing, 2014; Roberts, 2010), have found that such people
often play a key role in steering the adaptation agenda on the
ground, and adaptation champions in Namibia should there-
fore be enabled with the capacity, finances and political support
needed to do so. Moreover, if those working in the adaptation
space in Namibia could incorporate the knowledge, values and
needs of communities into planning processes, as opposed to
merely informing them about predefined projects or pro-
grammes, it is likely there would be more ownership and rel-
evance of local adaptation responses (Leck & Roberts, 2015;
Morchain et al., 2019).

The adaptive capacity challenge

Since 1997, Namibia has endeavoured to follow a decentralized
governance framework, the objective being to enable greater
grassroots participation in governance processes, and to
enhance the effectiveness of basic service delivery through the
devolution of responsibilities, powers and resources from
national to sub-national levels (Republic of Namibia, 1997).
Some government ministries, including those of health, edu-
cation and government housing, have managed to follow a
decentralized approach with some aptitude. Other ministries,
however, have been slower to adopt this model, which in
some instances has made it more difficult for subnational
departments to achieve their mandates. A local government
official explained that ‘the government put a policy [in place]
for decentralisation. But until now, some ministries did not
decentralise ... some ministries that have decentralised, it’s easier
to implement projects with those. But the ones who are in Wind-
hoek - it’s very difficult.” The findings of this study highlight a
major barrier to be that the vision and goals of decentralization
have not been adequately matched with appropriate capacity
building activities, contributing to what we call ‘the adaptive
capacity challenge’ (Figure 4).

One area within Namibia’s adaptation activity space that
the adaptive capacity challenge comes to the fore is local
water governance. In accordance with a decentralized
approach, community members are called to take on voluntary
positions with Water Point Committees (WPCs). Their respon-
sibilities as members of the WPC involve the provision and
management of water resources, which are distributed to
local consumers via communal standpipes. However,
because their membership to the committee is voluntary,
those responsible for opening taps and collecting water service
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Figure 4. The adaptive capacity challenge. Source: Author’s own.

payments can only do so at times that do not conflict with
their regular work (also see Bosworth, Hegga, &
Ziervogel, 2018; Ziervogel & Hegga, 2018). Unfortunately,
with a lack of investment in rural areas and limited opportu-
nities for livelihood diversification and skills development,
there is an increasing pattern of rural to urban migration, par-
ticularly among younger members of the population. As a
result, there is a shortage of labour in these areas, which places
greater demands on the time, energy and resources of (increas-
ingly elderly) rural dwellers. Many WPC volunteers therefore
find it difficult to deal with water management issues and bal-
ance the demands of their voluntary tasks with the daily activi-
ties that are essential for sustaining their livelihoods - most
notably small-scale, rain-fed farming. A government official
from the Directorate of Water Supply and Sanitation Coordi-
nation explained:

You find the person who is responsible to open the water point at 10
[a.m.], that person has come to town. The people have to get water,
and the person is not there ... You go there in the morning and in the
afternoon, the person is not around. So now we are in the process of
setting up a way to remove those water points ... Because right now,
the committees are not working at all.

The failure of a decentralized water governance model has been
one factor contributing to significant water insecurity in the
region. Other intersecting challenges in this regard include
increasingly frequent and severe droughts; financial deficits,
which preclude some households from purchasing piped
water; a lack of infrastructure for supplying potable water to
rural communities; and deficits in both the knowledge and
technology needed to harvest and store water when the rains
do come. Water shortages have serious implications for crop
productivity and livestock mortality, which in turn affects
household food security, income generation, human health
and overall wellbeing.

We were heavily affected by the [2013 / 2014] drought,” a national
government official reflected. “We had nothing... The farmers
were forced to stop [working] on their plots. There was not enough
grazing, not enough water for giving to animals ... If there is no
water, what can you do?

Because rural communities largely do not have the skills, assets,
know-how or technical support services needed to adapt to
these challenges, many become stuck in a ‘vulnerability trap.’
Thus, without targeted investment in rural development —
including in infrastructure, basic services, markets and voca-
tional training - policy interventions such as decentralization
can result in maladaptive outcomes. This can be seen, too, in
the case of Namibia’s drought relief programme, which was
introduced in the 1960s, soon after the country’s independence.

Whereas drought relief can be important for helping the
most vulnerable communities to cope with drought in the
short-term, it can simultaneously create a dependency problem
whereby people expect, and wait on, government to provide for
them (also see Maru, Smith, Sparrow, Pinho, & Dube, 2014).
This undermines people’s capacity to adapt autonomously
and there is an evident lack of innovation and drive within vul-
nerable communities in Namibia. This sense of apathy was
observed by a member of an NGO, who had been talking
with local community members about environmental change
over the years, and about what could be done to ensure
resource security in future: ‘Someone in Ogongo, a lady, told
me that ... she does not care anymore’ the interview respondent
reflected; ‘that as [a] community [we] just a have an T do not
care anymore’ attitude.” This suggests that, because of their vul-
nerability, people are more concerned with meeting their
immediate needs than planning for the future. This mindset
can be traced back to the tendency of vulnerable people to
adopt risk-averse behaviour, which itself is partly a result of
poverty and subsequent insurance and collateral deficits.
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However, a narrative of indifference and inaction is perpetu-
ated by the expectation, based on experience, that government
will provide support when resources do become scarce, or when
communities are impacted by disasters like droughts or floods.

The findings of this study further show that part of the
dependency problem is that social protection mechanisms,
like drought relief, are used as a political canvassing tool: by
promising this support to communities, politicians are more
likely to secure votes in election years. As such, they have a per-
verse incentive to uphold the status quo. An employee at a
national-level NGO explained that

the [institutional] environment right now is enabling [only a] few,
and life becomes much more difficult for the people that are already
vulnerable ... it’s actually the system that makes them dependent.
Sometimes it is not by choice. But maybe it’s the reality.

Figure 5 shows how the provision of drought relief can give rise
to a dynamically interlinked set of barriers, causing a vicious
cycle of dependency and undermining the adaptive capacity
of vulnerable communities.

The barriers linked to the adaptive capacity challenge are
rooted in several of Pelling et al’s (2015) ‘sites, including:
the biophysical environment (e.g.: drought and water scarcity);
institutions (e.g.: the decentralization policy and drought relief
programme), technology (e.g.: resource and capacity deficits),
behaviour (e.g.: rural-urban migration) and discourse (e.g.
apathy, dependency). By mapping out these intersecting bar-
riers, it becomes evident that a more strategic approach towards
providing government support is needed if communities are to
become resilient to climate change in the long term. This
includes supporting communities not only in drought years,
when they are at their most vulnerable, but in good rainfall sea-
sons too. Moreover, the type of support that is provided needs
to be reassessed with capacity building in mind.
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the impacts of
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Low adaptive
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supportin
drought years

Growing sense
of apathy and
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Figure 5. If not rolled out strategically and with capacity-building as a key objec-
tive, drought relief can cause a vicious cycle of dependency, perpetuating a state
of vulnerability within affected communities. Source: Author’s own.

Concluding discussion

This paper has provided some insight into Namibia’s adap-
tation activity space, in which an array of barriers have served
as roadblocks to adaptation policy and practice. The two ‘ave-
nues’ described in the previous sections detail some of the chal-
lenges being faced and begin to highlight just how complex the
adaptation activity space is. Consider Avenue 1: ‘the policy-
practice partition.” While a national policy agenda for adap-
tation exists on paper, this does not always translate to effective
adaptation on the ground. A lack of technology, human
capacity and finances for adaptation activities contribute
strongly to the policy-practice partition; but so too do more
‘software’ barriers, such as power dynamics within government,
the perception of climate change as a ‘green’ (environmental)
issue, as seen in places like South Africa too (Ziervogel & Par-
nell, 2014) and a poor understanding of community needs and
values. These barriers do not arise autonomously but are driven
by overarching institutional arrangements and policy dis-
courses, which themselves are informed by underlying struc-
tural challenges like poverty, wealth disparities and gender
inequality.

Similarly, Avenue 2: the adaptive capacity challenge shows
how vulnerability has been perpetuated by the convergence of
several barriers, including water scarcity, budget deficits, a
lack of infrastructure and limited access to alternative liveli-
hoods. At times, these more proximate ‘hardware’ barriers
can overshadow the underlying drivers of the challenges
being faced. In the case of local water governance, for example,
we see that the failure of decentralization has more to do with a
lack of investment in capacity building at the local level, than
with the decentralized approach itself (also see Bosworth
et al, 2018). Through the lens of the adaptation activity
space, we are also able to see how the challenges associated
with the ‘policy-practice partition’ have filtered into ‘the adap-
tive capacity challenge,” in which the decentralization policy
and drought relief programme have not been implemented
effectively or sustainably in practice. And vice versa, the slow
implementation of the Country Climate Smart Agriculture Pro-
gramme (Avenue 1) is due, in part, to a lack of capacity to adapt
within farming communities (Avenue 2).

The examples provided in this study further illustrate how
barriers that arise within the adaptation activity space might
coalesce to give rise to cumulative challenges, reinforce negative
feedback mechanisms that maintain the status quo or under-
mine otherwise virtuous adaptation interventions. For example,
conservatism associated with customary values interweaves
with dependency attitudes, risk aversion, and information,
resource and capacity deficits to create stronger barriers to
the uptake of novel or alternative farming practices. Also evi-
dent are the impacts of intersecting barriers across space and
time which can result in ‘resilience tradeoffs’(Chelleri et al.,
2015). For example, higher-level institutional and political chal-
lenges, like a lack of coordination in government and the low
prioritization of the adaptation agenda, filter down to the com-
munity level where the consequences of these barriers play out
with more immediate effect.

Understanding the dynamics within the adaptation activity
space and recognizing how barriers interact can help decision



makers to grasp where and in what form adaptation interven-
tions could be introduced. In some cases, these may be incre-
mental adjustments to existing processes or initiatives. For
instance, improving the degree to which adaptation is main-
streamed into development practice by ensuring that climate
change is explicitly included in policy and planning processes
across sectors and governance scales. Greater strategic invest-
ment in rural development, awareness raising, and skills devel-
opment are also important for building the adaptive capacity of
communities and for addressing some of the barriers to
adaptation.

While incremental adaptation is necessary, it will also be
important for stakeholders to begin recognizing where more
transformative forms of adaptation are required. These will
necessarily challenge the very system in which adaptation takes
place by questioning the social conventions and contracts that
form its foundation (Matyas & Pelling, 2015; Pelling et al,
2015). For example, while drought relief is important for helping
the most vulnerable communities to cope in dry years, the
underlying political incentives for relief programmes need to
be questioned; while the overall approach to government support
needs to be transformed such that communities are left empow-
ered, rather than being left with hand-outs that only address vul-
nerability in the short-term. When transformation plays out in
the adaptation activity space, it creates opportunities for new
relationships and dynamics of power to be formed and allows
the deep-seated drivers of vulnerability and risk to be tackled.

To begin addressing the barriers to adaptation in Namibia,
we argue that a more integrated approach to adaptation is
needed. This integration should occur:

(a) between national, regional and local level government. This
includes greater alignment of policies and strategies, which
itself depends on improved communication and
cooperation among ministries, as well as a commitment
to more inclusive and collaborative planning processes;

(b) across time, meaning that short-term interventions (such as
drought relief and time-bound, donor-driven projects) need
to be complemented by more strategic programmes that
build the adaptive capacity of vulnerable communities in
the long-term. This might include skills development,
awareness raising around climate change and adaptation
options (e.g.: through on-site demonstrations) and the cre-
ation of opportunities for livelihood diversification (e.g.:
through greater investment in rural economies); and

(c) among actor groups with diverse knowledge and experience,
including government, farmers, community members,
NGOs, researchers and the private sector. Integration
between government and communities is particularly
important for ensuring that adaptation interventions con-
sider, and are tailored to, the needs and values of local
people; while integration between NGOs and government
or boundary organizations is essential for ensuring that
adaptation projects are impactful across broader spatial
and temporal scales.

It is important to recognize, however, that interventions
aimed at realizing a more integrated approach to adaptation
can themselves come with an array of difficulties. For instance,
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Pasquini, Cowling, and Ziervogel (2013) highlighted how
efforts to mainstream climate change adaptation in local gov-
ernment in South Africa’s Western Cape Province have been
thwarted by various barriers, ranging from a lack of under-
standing of climate change, to internal party politics and a dis-
interest in the adaptation agenda. Spires, Shackleton, and
Cundill (2014) discussed the challenges of working with local
communities to implement planned community-based adap-
tation in developing countries. They found that issues such as
the persistence of technical and managerial discourses and
ineffective communication between experts and community
members are common barriers to realizing this more integrated
adaptation approach on the ground. Adaptation practitioners
in Namibia should therefore remain aware of these potential
issues and find ways to mitigate them as they work toward
achieving a more integrated adaptation activity space.

The framework used in this study is a useful conceptual tool
for understanding the drivers of and intersections among see-
mingly discrete or unrelated barriers to adaptation. By learning
from experience and anticipating the roadblocks or cul-de-sacs
that might arise at different intersections, decision makers can
begin to proactively identify and implement adaptation sol-
utions. In doing so, it will be important to plan adaptively
and recognize when incremental interventions will suffice,
and in what instances more transformative adaptation is
needed. Future studies could focus more explicitly on how
this could be done, and indeed on how transformation agendas
could be operationalized in practice. This is an important
moment when adaptation practitioners in Namibia could
work together more to identify innovative ways to incorporate
adaptation initiatives into existing development agendas
(rather than framing adaptation as something ‘extra’) (Eriksen
& Brown, 2011); to capitalize on existing strengths (such as a
robust sense of community trust in local leaders); and to
make use of existing resources, including traditional agro-eco-
logical knowledge, the presence of individuals committed to the
climate change agenda and the strong NGO and donor support
base. In this way, and with continuous engagement and
capacity-building at the local level, a more effective and sustain-
able adaptation activity space could be realized.
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