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Planned relocation
A climate adaptation response for Southern Africa
Aimée-Noël Mbiyozo
Despite contributing the least to climate change, Southern Africa is among the worst-affected regions in
the world. People with the least resources to adapt to the effects of climate change will bear the greatest
brunt. Adaptation costs are rising faster than the finance available to respond. Planned relocation is a
potential, hitherto overlooked, measure that must be budgeted for and carried out proactively.

Key findings
Most climate financing has been directed at
mitigation, but adaptation is equally important.
Studies show that every US$1 invested in
adaptation generates a return of between US$2
and US$10.
Least-developed countries are the furthest
behind in adaptation, have the highest
adaptation costs and the lowest resources to
finance, plan and implement measures.
Funding commitments have fallen short and
adaptation costs are increasing faster than
finance is being provided.
Because such financing is still new, there is no
consensus about what constitutes adaptation
nor how to record and report expenditures.
Mozambique, Zimbabwe and Malawi are among
the five most vulnerable countries but climate
financing received is not commensurate.

Finance tends to flow to countries where
donors already have a presence and
to regions where countries have strong
institutional capacities to implement projects.
Planned relocation and voluntary movement
in anticipation of climate impacts have better
outcomes than unplanned displacements in
emergencies.
Interest in planned relocation has historically
been low because past attempts were badly
managed and produced poor socioeconomic
outcomes.
Interest in voluntary and planned relocation as
an adaptive measure is growing, particularly in
response to slow-onset climate impacts. Preemptive relocation to less-vulnerable places
can protect lives, livelihoods and assets while
maintaining community ties.

Recommendations
For governments:
Adaptation funding must be mobilised and
implemented. Early action is imperative as
costs increase rapidly.
Countries must mainstream climate adaptation
into polices and projects across all sectors of
society.
Voluntary and planned relocation should be
developed in areas prone to slow-onset climate
change impacts. Planners must carefully
consider the socio-political context given
that many historical removals were done for
nefarious reasons.
Planned relocation should be a last resort,
voluntary and developmental.
Governments should strengthen links between
local and national planning and mainstream
adaptation projects into all sectors.
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Local participation is imperative in designing
and implementing relocations and in adaptation
planning. Local governments and community
leaders should be thoroughly consulted ahead
of time.

For donors:
Donors must meet their funding commitments
to maintain trust with developing countries and
encourage them to remain in climate change
agreements.
Donor financing instruments should seek
consensus on definitions, tracking and
evaluation to improve the quantity and quality of
adaptation funding.
Adaptation finance should develop flexible tools
to reach vulnerable populations.
Multilateral, bilateral and regional adaptation
instruments should include voluntary and
planned relocation.
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Introduction
Despite contributing the least to climate change,
Southern Africa is among the worst-affected regions,
with the least resources to adapt to it.1 The World
Food Programme (WFP) has called Southern Africa the
‘epitome’ of the link between climate and the waterenergy-food nexus.2 Climate change is increasing the
frequency, intensity, duration and locations of both slowand sudden-onset impacts.3
Rainfall and temperature variability are contributing to
water stress, pest infestations, and increased drought
and flood cycles. Average rainfall has decreased and is
predicted to continue to do so over parts of Southern
Africa where small-scale farmers who depend on
rain generate 90% of the food. They are extremely
susceptible to increasing water stresses and droughts.
Climate impacts are already severely disrupting social,
economic and environmental realities and the impacts
on food, health, security and economics across societies
are growing.4
Climate change governance is divided broadly into two
categories. The first is mitigation, which refers to reducing
carbon emissions to slow or stop climate change. The
second is adaptation, which refers to adjusting ecological,
social and economic systems to reduce vulnerabilities
and enhance resilience.
As the impacts of climate change worsen, the most
vulnerable areas and people will be hardest hit. Southern
Africa must focus urgently on adaptation to protect
people and society. To do so, it needs funding.
Climate adaptation has progressed substantially in recent
years. Historically, climate change policies and platforms
prioritised mitigation, but adaptation measures are now
embedded in most national and multilateral policy and
planning platforms. As of 2021, 72% of countries have
at least one national adaptation planning instrument.5 In
Southern Africa, all countries except Angola have national
plans.6 In June 2020, Botswana publicly recognised
that climate change is damaging progress towards
Sustainable Development Goals and launched a National
Adaptation Plan (NAP) Framework.7
The economic case for investing in adaptation is very
strong. Limiting climate damages is economically
imperative. International studies have shown that every

US$1 invested in adaptation generates a return of
between US$2 and US$10.8 According to the Global
Commission on Adaptation, investments of US$1.8 trillion
in early warning systems, climate-resilient infrastructure,
dryland agriculture, mangrove protection and resilient
water sources would avoid costs of US$7.1 trillion.9
In 2018, Cyclone Ava caused US$156 million in losses to
Madagascar, 2.9% of the country’s 2017 gross domestic
product (GDP).10 In 2019, Cyclone Idai cost Zimbabwe
US$274 million and Mozambique US$3 billion,11 1.6%
and 19.6% of their respective 2019 GDPs.12
As with most climate change factors, adaptation
funding is very unequally distributed. Least-developed
countries are the furthest behind, but have the lowest
resources to finance, plan and implement adaptation
measures and the highest adaptation costs relative to
GDP.13 Poor communities have the highest social and
economic vulnerabilities and greatest exposures to
climate hazards.

Climate adaptation investments of
US$1.8 trillion would avoid future costs
of US$7.1 trillion
The inherent inequality of climate change adaptation has
long been recognised by international institutions. The
United Nations (UN) Network Convention on Climate
Change has recognised this double burden since its
onset in 1994.14 It includes collective commitments for
the wealthiest countries most responsible for climate
change to those with the highest risks and lowest
capabilities to address them.
A cornerstone of the 2015 Paris Agreement was that
rich countries – that have exploited natural resources
and fossil fuels to attain their wealth – direct major funds
to less-developed countries to help them mitigate the
impact of climate change and adapt. Annual financial
assistance of US$100 billion by 2020 was pledged from
public and private sources to cut emissions and adapt to
climate impacts.15
The funding has fallen short.16 Furthermore, adaptation
costs are increasing faster than finance is being
provided.17 Adaptation costs will increase exponentially
over time. According to the UN Environment Programme
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(UNEP) Adaptation Gap Report 2020, annual costs are currently about
US$70 billion and will rise to US$140 to US$300 billion in 2030 and US$280
to US$500 in 2050.18 The costs – economic, social and environmental – of
not adapting are enormous.
Covid-19 has pushed climate change down the priority list as countries and
institutions focus on economic recovery and health. In some cases, resources
allocated to adaptation have been redirected.19
Migration and displacement are key responses to both sudden- and slowonset climate impacts. Most movement occurs internally within countries.
Migration is a critical adaptation strategy against climate change impacts,20
yet it is almost always overlooked in adaptation strategies and financing.21
Planned relocation and voluntary movement in anticipation of climate
impacts have better outcomes than unplanned, emergency displacements.
Some communities and areas could become uninhabitable. In these cases,
spending on adaptation when it will not change the outcome is a worse
strategy than planned mobility and relocation.
Yet, financing for pre-emptive responses to slow-onset climate impacts is
particularly insufficient and ad hoc. Relocation projects do not feature. Of the
400 adaptation projects funded by the Adaptation Fund, Green Climate Fund
and Global Environment Facility, none include planned relocation.22

None of the 400 adaptation projects funded by the
Adaptation Fund, Green Climate Fund and Global
Environment Facility include planned relocation
This policy brief examines planned relocation as a relatively uncharted climate
adaptation strategy. It summarises climate adaptation financing in Southern
Africa because this is fundamental to understanding where and how planned
relocation could occur. It explores complexities and socio-political histories of
past relocations and provides recommendations based on best practices.

Adaptation financing
The UN defines adaptation financing as that which reduces vulnerability and
exposure, and boosts resilience to actual or expected impacts of climate
change.23 Historically, most financing has been directed at climate change
mitigation,24 but this is changing. According to UNEP’s Adaptation Gap Report
2020, adaptation has made major progress. It ‘is now widely embedded
in policy and planning across the world, but levels of engagement and the
quality of instruments are vastly different from country to country’.25
ADAPTATION COSTS OF
± $70 BILLION WILL RISE
TO $140–US$300 BILLION
IN 2030
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Adaptation spending is impossible to measure accurately. Mitigation measures
are easier to agree on and track universally, while adaptation measures are
highly place-specific, often multisectoral and overlap with mandates such
as development. Public adaptation finance spent in 2019 was estimated at
reaching US$28 billion.26
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Because adaptation financing is still relatively new and large amounts have
been mobilised in a short time, there is not yet consensus on what constitutes
it or how to record and report expenditures.27 Different entities apply different
definitions and processes. For example, the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development applies Rio markers that identify investments
with ‘principal’ or ‘significant’ adaptation features and counts the entire
project as an adaptation expenditure.28 Multilateral development banks credit
only portions of funds that directly address adaptation. Research shows that
these recording gaps have led to both under-reporting and over-reporting of
adaptation financing.29

Because adaptation financing is still new, there is
not yet consensus on what constitutes this financing
or how to record and report expenditures
Chart 1 shows the cumulative value at March 2021 of multilaterally governed
funding pledges, deposits and project approvals for each Southern African
Development Community (SADC) country since 2003.30 Other private,
bilateral, national and regional funding channels are not included, nor is multicountry nor regional funding.
Chart 1: Multilateral climate funding in SADC countries
Country
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Adaptation
funds
(US $ million)
25.7

Botswana

Total climate
funding
(US $ million)
34.8

% of climate
funding
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74%

0

4.4

0%
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69.6

79.7

87%
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26.8
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1.7

5.1

33%

Lesotho

43.9
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24%

Malawi
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Mauritius

9.1

62.8

14%

139.2

227.1

61%

47.8

71.9

66%

6.5

15.9

41%

South Africa

13.6

612.6

2%

Tanzania

151

235.7

64%

144.9

238.2

61%
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45.3

11%

Mozambique
Namibia
Seychelles

Zambia
Zimbabwe

Source: Climate Funds Update, Data Dashboard31

South Africa received the most multilateral climate financing on the continent
and was sixth highest internationally, but only 2% is directed to adaptation.
Botswana received no adaptation funding.

2%

AMOUNT OF CLIMATE
ADAPTATION FINANCING THAT
SOUTH AFRICA RECEIVED
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There are no universally accepted standards to evaluate whether projects are
helping communities become more resilient to climate change.32 Most are still
too new to claim a reduction in climate risks. According to UNEP, only 3% of
1 700 adaptation actions are at the risk-reduction stage and most approved
projects to date are not clear on their lasting outcomes.33
While the climate finance community regularly voices the need to prioritise
the most vulnerable countries, there is no consensus on which these are.34
Spending analyses show that many countries and communities with the
highest risks and needs are left behind and that vulnerability is not a key factor
in determining where funds go.35 According to Germanwatch’s Global Climate
Risk Index 2021, Mozambique, Zimbabwe and Malawi were the first, second
and fifth most affected countries by extreme weather events in 2019.36 They
rank 32nd, 108th and 75th in climate financing received.37

Finance flows to countries where donors have a
presence and that have strong institutional capacity and
perceived ability to implement projects
Finance tends to flow to countries in which donors already have a presence
and that have strong institutional capacities and perceived ability to
successfully implement projects.38 Investors seek sufficiently predictable
environments to measure and generate return on investment and are reluctant
to invest in countries with poor policy, institutional and market environments.39
Even where very vulnerable countries receive adequate adaptation funding,
it does not necessarily reach vulnerable communities. Some highly at-risk
communities and countries lack financial, technology or human resource
capacities. Corrupt governments or individuals sometimes siphon from
funds en route to communities. Mitigation financing offers flexible tools for
complicated situations. Similarly, adaptation finance innovations must be
available to exposed communities despite the barriers.

Botswana
& eSwatini
RECEIVED THE LEAST
ADAPTATION FUNDING OF
ALL SADC COUNTRIES
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A 2021 study40 into climate adaptation financing in Zimbabwe found that
awareness of climate change and its impacts has grown, and that it is
becoming a government priority. Yet climate change policy and adaptation
planning are still in their infancy. There are not yet policy frameworks
to implement adaptation strategies and Zimbabwe has not been able
to attract desperately needed public or private funding. Disharmony
between the public and private sector is not conducive to public-private
partnership funding models. The national government and multilaterals
view adaptation differently.41
Adaptation is highly localised. Faced with the same climate hazards,
community abilities to adapt vary drastically. Each community has unique
vulnerabilities and resilience opportunities.42 Despite this, adaptation finance
is often driven internationally and nationally, excluding local governments
and community leaders. Most climate financing is nationally focused and
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very little is directed to or determined by local governments or communitybased organisations.43
Adaptation planning and finance must be inclusive to be successful. A
World Resources Institutes report analysing projects in Ethiopia, Kenya and
Uganda found that local communities are often excluded from planning and
designing interventions, rendering them ineffective. Priorities determined
internationally or nationally often don’t match local needs. Failing to engage
local policymakers can create suspicion and frustration, and lower community
ownership. This report further established that projects enabling civil society
to create transparency and generate meaningful engagement improve climate
adaptation outcomes, including spending efficiency.44

Pre-emptively relocating people to less-vulnerable places
may protect lives and assets from future harm, while
maintaining community ties
Planned relocation
Some communities and areas in Southern Africa could become uninhabitable
as climate impacts increase. Sea-level rise, salinisation, acidification and
desertification are already irreversible in some places. In certain cases, early
warning systems, or improved infrastructure and technologies, support
adapt-in-place strategies. In others, spending on these measures could
be futile and have worse outcomes than planned mobility. A pre-emptive
relocation to less-vulnerable places may protect lives, livelihoods and assets
from future harm, while maintaining community ties.45
Planned relocation is defined as state-led resettlement of populations severely
exposed to climate change impacts.46 It differs from migration because it is a
deliberate community intervention. Whereas migration is an individual decision
with varied potential destinations, planned relocation is moving people
systematically to a safer place with services and infrastructure.47
Planned relocations remain relatively uncharted and there is still uncertainty of
how to conduct them effectively and efficiently. Most have been in response
to sudden-onset disasters. Some have resulted in loss of land, property,
livelihoods and food access that have further marginalised people and
produced poor socio-economic outcomes.48
Interest in planned relocation as a potential strategy is growing, particularly
in response to slow-onset climate impacts,49 which have received far fewer
policy and finance responses than rapid-onset impacts. Most laws and
funding mechanisms are focused on disasters such as flooding and severe
weather events.50
Planned relocation is difficult, particularly if it is to improve people’s
prospects. Most people have strong place attachment and do not want
to leave their livelihoods, communities and homes, which are often their

Comoros
& Angola
RECEIVED THE MOST
CLIMATE FUNDS FOR
ADAPTATION OF ALL
SADC COUNTRIES
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biggest assets. Destination communities also often resist new groups
and population shifts can have political and social ramifications.51
Examples of planned relocations in response to climate hazards are
limited, particularly for slow-onset impacts. Small communities in
India, Kiribati, Fiji and Panama, however, have pre-emptively relocated
due to rising sea levels.52 In Africa, state-led relocations are not
new. Under colonial rule, large groups were denied land tenure and
freedom of movement, and were forcefully relocated. Many postcolonial planned resettlements have occurred for other reasons that
hold important lessons.

Most people have strong place attachment and don’t
want to leave their livelihoods, communities and homes,
which are often their biggest assets
State-led relocations have taken place in Egypt, Ethiopia, Rwanda,
Tanzania and Zambia. They have varied in purpose, but all include
socio-economic redistribution and ‘villagisation’ goals and grouping
rural people collectively, ostensibly to attain development goals.53 In
2010, Ethiopia launched a ‘villagisation’ project to relocate 1.5 million
people, citing poor agricultural yields. The reasons were political,
including to clear land for commercial agriculture. According to Human
Rights Watch, the moves were involuntary and many people were
abused and threatened by armed forces and taken to areas without
adequate food, health and education facilities.54
A University of Reading study examined planned climate-prompted
relocations in eight countries in Africa and Asia. It highlighted three
principles for success:55
• They should be a last resort when alternatives have been exhausted
or are not available.
• They should be voluntary. Free and informed consent strongly
influences long-term success.
• They should be developmental. People should be better off
after moving.

30%

OF HOUSEHOLDS
RELOCATED AFTER
MOZAMBIQUE’S 2008
FLOODS RETURNED TO
THE FLOODPLAINS
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Planned relocations that have not followed these principles have
had poor results. Several have been staged for political objectives.
People were worse off after relocation but political leaders refused to
acknowledge failures.
Research has examined relocations following cyclones and floods in
the Zambezi River Valley in 2007 and Mozambique in 2008. Mozambique
received international funding to relocate small-scale farming communities
from floodplains to high regions. National government promoted the move
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to local communities. The new locations were close
geographically, but in a less-fertile agricultural zone.
Donor funds were used to create new livelihoods
to compensate for lost livelihoods from subsistence
farming. The study found that farmers relocated
nearby who received greater technical and financial
support enjoyed improved livelihoods.
Others relocated further away or who received
less assistance were significantly worse off than
before. About 30% of households returned to the
floodplains. Those who were visibly worse off than
before stayed only because of strong messaging that
the new sites were more ‘modern’ or ‘progressive’
and provided better protection against the armed
militant and political movement, Renamo. Here,
failures were not related to financial support but to
poor planning and implementation.56

Conclusion
Southern Africa has urgent climate adaptation needs,
which will grow considerably into even greater threats
to all aspects of society. While adaptation planning and
implementation are still young, progress is rapid. Sound
strategies are emerging to improve adaptive capacity and
better track and monitor community resilience to climate
change. It is promising that all stakeholders are making
concerted efforts to increase not only the quantity of
adaptation financing and projects, but quality.
Planned relocations should be part of adaptation planning
and finance should be allocated. Given the history of
forced removals under colonial- and minority rule and
their poor record on the continent, such initiatives must
be proactive and strategic. Waiting until there are no
other options and relocating in haste will have far worse
outcomes than strategic relocations that allow time
for community buy-in and leadership, and significant
coordination across government levels.
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