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Climate policy processes, local
institutions, and adaptation
actions: mechanisms of translation
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This paper reviews and synthesizes the published literature on decentralization of
renewable resources and development interventions to identify four key lessons for
future adaptation planning at the national level. After presenting an analysis of why
studies of decentralization reforms are relevant to adaptation planning, the paper
examines priority adaptation projects identified by 47 Least Developed Countries in
their National Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPAs). Our research analyzes
the range of institutional instruments and relationships visible in contemporary
decentralization reforms. The four major lessons for adaptation planning concern
the need for national adaptation planners to: (1) attend systematically to local institutions relevant to adaptation and increase local capacity through transfers of information, financial, and technical resources; (2) empower communities and local governments by increasing local autonomy so as to decentralize adaptation planning
and implementation; (3) create mechanisms for information sharing among decision makers across sectors and levels of decision making; and (4) improve accountability of local decision makers to their constituents.  2012 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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INTRODUCTION

O

ver the past few years, research on climate
change has made clear the lasting impact
of ongoing climate shifts and the need for
greater attention to adaptation to climate change.1
Particularly important is attention to the needs of
poor, more vulnerable groups of people that are likely
to suffer disproportionately from negative climate
impacts. Indeed, the need for adaptation has led to a
large body of work on historical and future adaptation
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strategies.2–4 This paper examines how purposive
actions to assist effective adaptation by poor,
vulnerable populations can build on lessons from past
experiences of relevant social and policy interventions.
In particular, it investigates how insights from writings
on decentralization of renewable resource governance
and development can contribute to the design of more
effective interventions to support adaptation.
Existing studies of adaptation have substantially
advanced the understanding of how people in specific locations have responded to climate risks and
also highlighted the enormous gap that remains to
be met to address future climate impacts.5–8 Other
policy-relevant work on adaptation has shown how
lessons from ongoing adaptations can be incorporated
into the design of adaptation policy interventions.9–12
But given the relative paucity of cross-regionally comparative research on the empirics of adaptation (as
contrasted to adaptive capacity), useful evidence for
better design and implementation of adaptation policy
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can also be sought in policy and implementation experiences in other domains. The experience of decentralized renewable resource governance interventions is
particularly apt for thinking about adaptation for two
important reasons.
For one, decentralized renewable resource governance and development interventions are typically
place specific: differences in characteristics of locations,
populations, and social and political dimensions matter. These differences demand place-specific planning,
intervention, implementation, and governance. Differences in social, economic, political, and cultural characteristics, resource endowments, and people’s responses
mean that blueprint approaches to the governance of
renewable resources and development projects may
miss the most important opportunities for improvements in outcomes.13 Approaches that adapt interventions to territorially specific and relevant requirements
have a greater likelihood of being effective. Analogously, sensitivity and vulnerability to climate impacts
vary at relatively fine scales, and adaptation possibilities
are not the same across places. Adaptation to climate
impacts, therefore, is likely to require territorially and
scale-specific responses as well.14
At another level, decentralized renewable
resource governance and development interventions
are also about creating a better connection between
the local variety of institutions and organizations
and national level policies and interventions. Effective
decentralization not only enables the representation
of variety in socio-political, institutional, and asset
endowments across locations but also makes it possible to coordinate macro-scale actions and decisions
to supply information, resources, or organizational
arrangements that a given locality lacks. Similarly, in
the context of climate adaptation, there is an urgent
need to understand how national policies on adaptation can be structured through an analysis of the
relationship between different levels of strategic implementation to enhance effectiveness. Higher-level coordination of territorially specific adaptive responses is
essential if adaptation efforts are to be broadly effective because at times past experiences of local adaptations are likely to be inadequate in the face of unprecedented climate change. Thus, locally specific strategies,
articulated and coordinated through national policy
mechanisms, are of paramount significance in the context of adaptation to climate risks and impacts. The
impact of the existing scholarship on adaptation can,
therefore, be enhanced through greater attention to
the diverse effects of different kinds of linkages across
policy and decision-making levels.9,15 Research on
renewable resource governance and development can
usefully inform judgments about effects of different
566

mechanisms to articulate local adaptation actions and
higher-level adaptation policies.
The chief elements of the ensuing argument can be
summarized. National-level plans—whether for adaptation, for development, or for renewable resource governance—are managed and implemented through different kinds of local institutions (humanly created formal and informal mechanisms that shape social and
individual expectations, interactions, and behavior)
and organizations (concrete manifestation of institutions with an identifiable location, personnel, and rule
structure).16,17 A wealth of experience and knowledge
about renewable resource governance and development projects is available to show how local institutions and organizations connect to national objectives
and with what effects. These experiences form a fertile source of information for structuring future adaptation interventions and translating them into actions
and outcomes. Accordingly, this paper examines the
experiences of decentralized renewable resource governance and development to identify useful knowledge
for adaptation-related interventions.
The paper begins by taking stock of the most
prominent national-level efforts in poor countries to
plan for adaptation: the National Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPAs). The NAPAs were mandated in 2001 through the Marrakesh Accords reached
at the Seventh Conference of the Parties (COP7) to
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Country governments in the
50 Least Developed Countries (LDCs) worked with
United Nations agencies to ‘identify priority activities
that respond to their urgent and immediate needs with
regard to adaptation to climate change’ (Ref 18, p. 3).
Program documents available from the UNFCCC are
the basis of the analysis reported in the next section on
the NAPAs.
After analyzing the specific areas in which
NAPAs can strengthen local implementation and the
articulation of the local and national organizational
structures, the paper uses a review of the literature
to examine the major lessons of scholarly research
on decentralization of renewable resource governance
and development. The historical depth of work on
decentralized renewable resource governance and
development, the substantial number of case-based,
comparative, and statistically oriented work on the
subject, and the policy orientation of much of this
work creates the potential to usefully inform future
adaptation efforts. Scholars and decision makers
interested in adaptation face similar conceptual and
practical challenges as those faced by scholars and
decision makers interested in renewable resource
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governance and development. There is a useful affinity
between their subject matters and policy interests.

METHODS
The conclusions in this paper rely on the analyses of
two sets of documents and published literature. The
first comprises the NAPA reports produced and submitted to the UNFCCC by 47 of the 50 LDCs (Angola,
Equatorial Guinea, and Somalia are the three countries
whose NAPA reports were not available as of March
2012). In addition to the NAPA country reports, we
also rely on other NAPA-related papers and analyses
produced by the UNFCCC Secretariat. The NAPA
country reports contain information on the NAPA
process that the country followed, the main stakeholders involved in the NAPA process, climate change
threats identified for the country, and a prioritized
list of adaptation projects selected by country-level
stakeholders. As such, these documents are a valuable
repository of original information on the process and
substance of adaptation planning in LDCs. Nothing
comparable to these documents exists for any other
group of countries.
Our analysis of identified projects relies on the
relatively consistent project descriptions in NAPA
country documents. This information includes basic
information about the project and the sector of the
project, the reasons stakeholders identified the project
as being of immediate or urgent priority, and the
estimated costs of the project. All information was
coded by two research assistants and the consistency
of the coding was cross-checked and validated by the
first author of the paper.
In addition to the NAPA project reports, we also
examined available information about the adaptation
projects submitted to the Least Developed Countries
Fund (LDCF) by May 2012 for implementation
support regarding which some basic information is
also available with the UNFCCC.
The second set of writings we reviewed is that
for renewable resource governance and development
projects. We identified cases of decentralized
governance by using keyword searches for studies
of grazing, fishing, forest, and irrigation projects. To
identify articles and papers we relied on the ISI Web of
Science database. Our keyword searches were based
on a combination of two sets of terms. The first set
concerned the renewable resource type and included
the following terms: ‘fisher*’, ‘forest*’, ‘irrigate*’,
‘pasture’, ‘pastoral’, ‘goat’, or ‘sheep’. The second
set focused on mode of governance and included
‘common*’, ‘common property’, ‘common govern*’,
‘local govern*’, ‘comanage*’, and ‘decentral*’. Using
Volume 3, November/December 2012

this approach, we found 446 case studies of renewable
resources. Of these, 63 contained information on
local governance mechanisms and the relationship
across scales of governance. The information in these
studies forms the basis of our conclusions about how
the experience of decentralized renewable resource
governance and development projects can inform the
design of future adaptation efforts.

THE NATIONAL ADAPTATION
PROGRAMMES OF ACTION
The NAPAs are the most prominent national-level
effort to identify priority areas in which adaptation
to climate change is necessary. As such, they are a
useful basis for trying to understand how nationallevel efforts to understand and analyze adaptation
needs have worked in practice.
The 2001 Marrakesh Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change mandated the creation of NAPAs.19
NAPAs highlight the highest priority areas for adaptation interventions as seen by important stakeholders
in the relevant countries: these include government
ministries and departments, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and scholars and research institutions
engaged with climate change. They showcase the
existing international institutional framework through
which nation states created adaptation plans. For the
most part, the NAPAs are an analysis of likely climate
impacts in the relevant country, and a prioritized listing of adaptation needs and projects. For a variety
of reasons, few of them examine how to mobilize
relevant actors and resources for stated adaptation
priorities, how to coordinate adaptation efforts across
different agencies and sectors, how to organizationally locate the planning and implementation efforts
related to adaptation, or the institutional and organizational arrangements that would be necessary to
implement identified adaptation projects. The experience of creating the NAPAs and the information in the
NAPA documents nonetheless constitutes an opportunity to understand how national-level adaptation
planning processes can serve the interests of the more
vulnerable social groups in the poorest countries.
The NAPAs, in identifying priority areas for
adaptation interventions, were expected to be guided
by a common approach that considered the local
nature of adaptation as well as the need for
external support in effective local adaptation. At
one level, the local nature of adaptation was
recognized in the design and process of crafting the
NAPAs. The ministries of environment and other
agencies that developed the programs did so in
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FIGURE 1 | National Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPA)
projects and their sector-wise distribution.

consultation with many local NGOs and institutions.
The extent to which such consultation occurred across
countries varied greatly in practice. On the basis
of these consultations, NAPA planners collectively
identified 513 adaptation projects with a total cost
of approximately $1.5 billion.20 In arguing for the
need for additional support for adaptation, they
also recognized the likelihood that future adaptation
challenges could overwhelm the local capacities of
poorer groups who might bear a significant proportion
of the burden of climate impacts.
Figure 1 indicates that the largest number and
proportion of adaptation projects are focused on
sectoral issues for improvements in natural resourcesrelated activities such as in agriculture, forestry, water,
and in the development of infrastructure—close to
75% of all identified projects. Nearly all projects
identified in the NAPAs focus on rural areas. Despite
rapid urbanization in much of the developing world,
including in the countries that prepared the NAPAs,
less than 5% of the projects focus on urban impacts
of climate change or on urban adaptation issues. This
overwhelming focus on rural adaptation continues to
be true for the 60 projects that have been approved
for support by the global environment facility (GEF)
in the last 3 years (see below).
It is also worth noting that more than 85% of the
project descriptions in the NAPA reports find no mention of local organizations or institutions as having a
role to play in implementing adaptation. They identify
central government agencies as managing adaptation
actions despite the acknowledgment in the NAPA
guidelines that adaptation will require widespread
stakeholder involvement and participation.
A detailed analysis of the projects included in the
NAPA reports cannot be carried out because of the
limited available information about them. Even for
the preliminary analysis and conclusions presented
568

below, it is worth noting that it is based mainly
on documentary rather than interview or participant
observation evidence. It ignores, therefore, many of
the subtleties of the NAPA process itself or of the
social and political concerns that led to the form of the
reports. Because of these limitations, our discussion
below focuses more on the outcomes of the NAPA
process as represented in the country reports than on
the political economy of the creation of the NAPA
process or reports.
In terms of outcomes, it is important to highlight
for the purposes of this paper that most NAPA
projects appear to aim to build national governments
capacities rather than strengthening the capacity of
local actors and institutions to undertake adaptation
as also pointed out by an early study of the NAPAs.21
That the NAPAs have paid only limited attention
to local institutions or to the relationship between
local and higher-level institutions is evident in
particular for projects that are focused on agriculture,
water, forest management, fisheries, small-scale
infrastructure, and capacity building at the local
level. Such projects provide particularly apposite
opportunities for incorporating local institutions and
supporting their role in enhancing adaptation. The
gap at the local level is regrettable as well because
the NAPA process required widespread consultations
with NGOs and other civil society actors.
It would thus appear that despite increasing
attention to adaptation to climate impacts, national
and international adaptation planning is still at an
early stage. The NAPAs constitute an important beginning of the long process through which national-level
planning for adaptation will begin to be put into place.
Effective future adaptation will require strong connections between local institutions and national planning
and implementation processes.
Creating and improving such linkages will
require that decision makers and implementers identify and strengthen the local institutions that play
a key role in adaptation to climate variability and
change. It will also be necessary to facilitate stronger
connections across the sectors in which adaptation is
planned, and between national and local institutions
involved in planning and implementation. Indeed,
without closer linkages between national and local
institutions, national efforts to plan for adaptation
are likely not to facilitate adaptation at the local level
where it matters most for the lives of poor and vulnerable peoples. Effective adaptation will also require
that national plans incorporate local knowledge and
histories of adaptation into future efforts.
Adaptation efforts will also need to be
integrated better with ongoing development and
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natural resource management plans than has hitherto
been the case. Such plans are already working
through many different kinds of local institutions
in different parts of the world. Ignoring the lessons
of existing development and resource governance
policies, especially as such lessons are pertinent to
adaptation interventions, will be to reinvent the
wheel. As the reality of climate change is recognized
more widely, the need to integrate adaptation into
development and conservation projects will become
more urgent—coordination among these diverse
functions of local institutions and the mechanisms
through which such coordination can be achieved will
also therefore become more important. To protect
the interests of the poorest and most vulnerable
populations, the role of local institutions in adaptation
is undeniable—this important role is one major reason
the linkages of local institutions and the effects of
different kinds of linkages needs to be considered
more fully and frontally.
In this context it is also worth mentioning that
in some contrast to the early stages of the NAPA
planning process, more recent evidence indicates that
community and local level processes are beginning to
find at least a minimal representation in the implementation of NAPA projects. By May 2012, the LDCF had
endorsed 60 NAPA projects submitted by 44 different
countries.22 Although much detailed information for
these projects is again not available, nearly 25% of
these projects seem to have incorporated some role
for communities and local organizations. GEF commitment for these projects exceeds $260 Million and
the total investment in these projects is on the order
of $1.2 Billion, constituting perhaps the most critical
systematic commitment to adaptation in the LDCs.
It is worth noting that in contrast to the estimated
average cost of a project included in the NAPA report
(on the order of $3.0 Million), the costs of projects
funded by the LDCF is closer to $20.0 Million!
As the implementation of these projects proceeds, lessons from existing experiences of decentralized renewable resource governance and development
become all the more important to review and assess.

DECENTRALIZED GOVERNANCE
OF NATURAL RESOURCES
AND DEVELOPMENT: INSTITUTIONS
AND INFLUENCES
Recent efforts to decentralize the governance of renewable resources and development have been going on
at least since the mid-1980s.23 Beginning in this
period, decentralization attracted widespread attention as a policy choice and as a solution to the
Volume 3, November/December 2012

problems confronting state-led centralized attempts
to conserve the environment. There is certainly debate
over the scope, extent, and depth of the reforms that
have occurred since the late-1980s. Positions in this
debate range from those for whom nothing much has
changed24,25 to those who see the world of governance
to have undergone a major transformation.26–29 Much
of the debate’s heat may be explained by differences
in the regional and territorial focus of the reforms
that are studied and the resources and policies that
are the focus of attention. It is also true that governments in many countries have demonstrated at least
some commitment to decentralized management. This
commitment to decentralization covers most natural
resources that play an important role in the day-today subsistence of many poor people: forests, coastal
and inshore fisheries, rangelands, and irrigation water
among them.
Nonetheless, there is great diversity in the nature
of decentralization reforms across locations. There are
variations in the extent of decentralization of resource
governance and development interventions. The local
actors that gain decision-making powers differ. The
actions domains in which they can make decisions
are dissimilar from one case to another. Also, certainly, the reasons for decentralization reforms are
often distinctive, depending on context.
But all decentralization reforms have at least
one common goal. This goal is to create mechanisms
that establish formal linkages between central
governments and localities. Such linkages typically
generate new types of relationships between central
agencies and existing local institutions. These new
relationships may result either from the creation of
new organizational structures or through a revision
of relationships with existing institutional partners.
For example, the Joint Forest Management Program
in India, an attempt to decentralize the governance
of forests in partnership with local communities,
has often selected existing local forest management
committees and recognized them formally as partners.
This occurred, for example, in the provinces of West
Bengal and Orissa. But in other provinces such as
Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan, decision makers in
the forest department more often created entirely new
organizational structures at the local level with whom
they entered into partnerships to reallocate decisionmaking authority for forest use and management at
the local level.
A review of decentralization reforms is instructive particularly because the decentralized governance
of renewable resources and development projects has
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led to highly variable outcomes—some intended, others unintended. These reforms have sometimes reinforced existing inequalities and social heterogeneities
and at other times undermined them. In some cases,
they have strengthened local autonomy, and at other
times led to stronger integration of local units of
governance into national plans. The formal relationships and local–central partnerships sometimes
successfully extend the capacity of governments to
manage resources sustainably and equitably. In other
situations, they are ineffective in achieving both sustainability and equity objectives, and they may even
undermine local institutions. The variations in the outcomes of different decentralization reforms provide a
rich tableau of experiences to be analyzed in relation to adaptation policies. In reviewing the outcomes
of decentralization reforms it is particularly important to understand the mechanisms through which
local actions and collective outcomes are connected to
central policies and institutions.
Our review suggests that governments in
different countries have sought to influence outcomes
of decentralized governance of fisheries, forests,
irrigation, and pastures using a slew of mechanisms.
Their efforts and the representation of these have
led to widely ranging outcomes. We discuss below
four thematically relevant conclusions for climate
adaptation policies that emerge from our review:
1. Diversity of local actors and decision makers:
Decentralization reforms transfer decisionmaking authority to, and rely upon, a number
of different kinds of decision makers at different
levels of decision making to implement reforms.
2. Diversity in mechanisms of local-central
articulation: There is also a large variety
of institutional, informational, and financial
mechanisms through which to create durable
relationships between local and higher-level
organizational structures—these have different
implications for local institutional capacity.
3. Institutional relationships and local autonomy:
Decentralization initiatives sometimes reduce
local autonomy and at other times enhance
it—the specific political effect is usually
driven by institutional relationships encoded in
decentralization policies; and finally.
4. Institutional relationships and equity: The
nature of accountability relationships, information sharing, and levels of access to institutions
have a key role to play in shaping whether
decentralization relationships will lead to more
or less equitable outcomes.
570

Diversity of Local Actors and Decision
Makers
Local governance of natural resource management is
characterized by the involvement of a great number
of actors whose interests differ. Differences in the
interests of local actors are on the one hand a function
of the level at which decentralized decision making
occurs: village or community, district, provincial, or
regional. On the other hand, the identity of the local
actors, the property rights they hold, and the domain
of their functioning—private, civic, and public—also
obviously shape their interests. At the local level,
decentralization may lead to greater decision-making
responsibilities on the part of community councils,
local governments, NGOs, cooperatives, resource-user
committees in different sectors, and in some cases,
even private market-based organizations. At higher
levels, decentralization reforms tend to confer greater
powers and responsibilities for decision making
typically for public rather than civic or private agencies
and actors—whether these are elected bodies or line
agencies of central ministries and departments.
The diversity of local decision makers who
gain authority to make decisions as a result of
decentralization is instructive for adaptation processes
because it indicates that there is no single best solution
to enhance local capacities to undertake adaptation.
An examination of the interests, relative strengths,
legitimacy, and property rights of decision makers
in different domains also indicates that the goals of
decentralization reforms often shape choices about
appropriate partnerships at the local level and at the
same time influence the degree of local flexibility in
decision making, findings important when designing
partnerships to address climate change adaptation.

Formal versus Informal Institutions
Creating new civil society or public organizations to
allocate resources can help sidestep existing unequal
political relationships in a given context and thereby
help improve equity in resource allocation through
local organizations. But such a solution may occur
only at the expense of the effectiveness of the
local organization. Contrasting strengths of different kinds of civil society institutions around irrigation
in Yemen illustrate the trade-off between equity and
effectiveness.30
Spate and masque irrigation are the two main
forms of irrigation in Yemeni highlands.a The basic
water allocation principle is that landowners located
upstream in a valley (wadi) irrigate their lands before
those located downstream. Sheikhs, decision makers
located within tribal structures of social interactions,
are typically responsible for managing the allocation
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of water. They are well connected to other local
institutions and decision makers, but less integrated
with higher-level or central institutional arrangements
and decision makers. A number of recent irrigation
projects opted to establish new water users’
associations and groups. Two different World Bankassisted projects, for example, sought to improve spate
irrigation and soil and groundwater conservation by
bypassing the sheikhs and other decision makers in
tribal water management institutions in favor of new
water management structures.b
This strategy has advantages and disadvantages
that recall the issues of fit (the interaction between
institutional characteristics and ecosystem properties),
interplay (intended or unintended relationships among
institutions), and scale (the differences or similarities
between institutions to respond to local to higher-level
environmental challenges).15 Traditional institutions
are generally better connected to local populations,
work to represent local interests and concerns, and
mediate between external interventions and local
communities, suggesting their strong fit with local
realities. But traditional decision-making structures
are weak at interplay: they have only limited ability
to change existing rules for allocating water or
mobilizing large-scale support. They are also not as
relevant in helping maintain irrigation structures in
areas close to formal administrative centers. Finally,
traditional institutions are less effective in addressing
large-scale action that requires coordination and
resources beyond the spatial scale of the functioning
of local institutions. These could be tasks requiring
supra-local coordination include repairing large-scale
damages or undertaking preventive measures to
reduce problems resulting from flooding and droughts.
These points illustrate problems of interplay and scale
in the functioning of traditional institutions.
In contrast, new water users’ associations and
groups such as those established by the World Bankassisted project in Yemen seek local involvement on a
more equitable basis instead of favoring landowners in
upper catchments of valleys and rivers. They also enjoy
formal recognition and the capacity to change rules
formally. Finally, they have better information about
water availability in making decisions about water
allocation. However, these advantages regarding scale
and fit are offset by problems of interplay because
of their limited connections to communities and
households. Nor do new institutions enjoy the same
legitimacy as do tribal leaders and institutional
structures.
More generally, the example indicates the
advantages and disadvantages of reliance on formal
versus informal institutions in efforts to implement
Volume 3, November/December 2012

development, conservation, or adaptation strategies.
Externally introduced institutions and organizations
are often structured so that their activities can
promote greater equity in distribution of benefits,
especially when NGOs and international donors are
involved in the implementation. But these institutions
take time to find acceptance and in the meanwhile
may not find sufficient traction in the communities
where they are located. In contrast, when externally
introduced programs for sustainable development rely
on prevailing institutions, they may help consolidate
existing patterns of inequality.

Deconcentration versus Devolution
Similar trade-offs between effectiveness, representativeness, and democratic functioning mark the decision to decentralize powers to elected local governments versus local administrative bodies. The common
distinction that is often drawn in the large literature
on decentralization between devolution and deconcentration (or political/democratic vs administrative
decentralization) typically turns on whether the local
actors empowered through reforms are elected governments or administrative branches of central ministries
and departments. However, the real question in the
effective decentralization of decision-making powers
may be not so much whether it is elected or administrative bodies that partner with central bodies but
whether decentralization reforms allow newly empowered local actors to exercise these new powers.
Two examples illustrate this variation. An early
effort to decentralize forest governance in India
occurred in Kumaon in 1931 when local residents
resisted the efforts of the colonial government
to convert the region’s forests into state-owned
resources. As a result of local protests, the central
government agreed to permit the formation of elected
forest councils in each village in the region. More
than 3000 such councils exist today, and each has the
authority to manage small plots of forests close to their
village.31 They have effectively limited deforestation in
the region, and also met many of the demands of local
users for different subsistence products from forests.32
The decentralization reforms in the forest sector
in much of East and West Africa stand in contrast
to the success of India’s reforms (Ref 33, p. 17–25).
Referring to decentralization of resource governance
as ‘fettered reforms’, Ribot outlines how the extent
of local decision-making powers is greatly limited in
many countries. In Mali and Uganda, for example,
elected local governments have the rights to make
decisions related to forests, but they lack any
significant forests over which to make decisions. In
Senegal, although local governments are elected, they
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are still upwardly accountable to higher-level forest
authorities, meaning that local level authority remains
restricted.34
Sectoral administrative bodies—for example,
local units of the forest department—on the other
hand have substantial decision-making powers in
all the above countries (India, Mali, Senegal, and
Uganda) regarding forests. They are empowered to
make decisions about where, what, how much, and
how to harvest, and whether to allocate any benefits
to local populations. In addition, they are also often
responsible for monitoring whether forests are being
used in accordance with existing laws and have the
capacity to impose sanctions on users that break laws.
In some countries, governments and international donors have relied upon help from local or
international NGOs to make decentralization more
effective.35–37 NGOs often provide substantial managerial inputs into decentralization efforts, promote
participation, and gain local support.38 They enjoy
legitimacy and local support, but even the best functioning NGOs remain unaccountable to local populations on whose behalf they act.39 Consequently, one
limitation of transferring significant authority and
responsibilities to NGOs is that it can be difficult to
identify legitimate and effective NGOs from those that
are conduits for cash transfers.
As part of the formal administrative apparatus,
administrative bodies have greater decision-making
powers than elected local governments or NGOs—but
they suffer in comparison with respect to their
ability to elicit participation, and in the extent to
which they are accountable to local populations.
Chiefs and informal power brokers at the local level
are often well connected to local populations, but
may not be interested in pursuing more equitable
resource allocation. Elected local governments enjoy
greater legitimacy and where elections are fair and
competitive they may also be more accountable to
their constituents. But without broad participation,
effective decision-making powers, and capacity to
implement reforms, they will turn out to be ineffective.
The above discussion on the advantages of
NGOs versus administrative bodies versus local
governments has two key implications for selecting
the actors involved in designing and implementing
climate change adaptation programs and policies.
We suggest that to overcome the gaps in capacity,
legitimacy, and accountability, partnerships with local
actors have to be chosen with attention to the specific
advantages they confer, particularly in terms of greater
local acceptance and legitimacy. Thus, building multiactor partnerships may be a key to address adaptation
needs at the local level. Adaptation policies aiming
572

to create effective partnerships will thus need to
work with a variety of local actors, and use the
strengths of different actors to promote specific goals
related to design and implementation of adaptation
projects, participation of and accountability to local
users, and monitoring and sanctioning related to
implementation. Such coordination is costly; in the
longer run, it is also more effective.

Diversity in Mechanisms of Local–Central
Articulation
Studies of decentralized resource governance and
development also document many different ways in
which central policies articulate with and integrate
existing and new local institutions into decentralization policies and legal frameworks. The discussion
of the diversity of local actors suggested that policy
makers cannot draw upon blueprint approaches to
decentralization reforms to support effective adaptation. All the goals of decentralization—whether it is
improving local capacity, promoting efficient implementation, enhancing the legitimacy of new or traditional institutions, integrating local institutions better
in administrative processes, increasing the accountability of decision makers to their constituents, or
enabling participation and local support for new projects—depend on specific institutional and resource
transfer mechanisms. Table 1, based on a survey of
63 cases of decentralized resource governance related
to forests, irrigation, rangelands, and fisheries, highlights the diversity of articulation mechanisms used by
central governments to link local actors with central
decision makers.40
As Table 1 illustrates, central governments
use a variety of mechanisms to connect local
decision-making bodies with formal mechanisms of
rule. These include technical, monetary, and other
resource transfers, rules to integrate traditional or
new institutions into legal frameworks, creation of
incentive systems, shifts in accountability relations,
changes in information flows to affect monitoring and
reporting, and accounting and audit mechanisms.
Advice is the most common information
mechanism. In the forest sector, in particular, the
reviewed studies described how technical forest
officers provide advice, support, and training on
silvicultural practices and technical aspects of forest
management.41–47 Provision of reports on annual
performance is another information mechanism that
governments use to create better links with lower level
actors, particularly in the fisheries sector.
Human resource development and capacitybuilding mechanisms often promote interactions
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TABLE 1 Mechanisms to Connect Local Institutions with
Higher-Level Decision Makers and Policies

Mechanisms to Articulate Local
and Central Institutions

Effects of Mechanisms

Information mechanisms
-Advice
-Audits
-Mechanisms for reporting
corruption
-Activity reports
-Management plans

-Improve transparency
-Improve coordination
-Provide local institutions and
actors better knowledge for
making decisions
-Increase accountability of
decision makers

Human resource and capacity
building mechanisms
-Appointment of officials
-Performance monitoring
-Training
-Education
-Exchange programs

-Increase ability to make
decisions and carry out plans
-Improve quality of planning
and implementation at local
level
-Promote interactions among
local institutions

Institutional change
-Create accountability relations
mechanisms
between decision makers at
-Creation of new rules
local level and their
-Authority to monitor, sanction, superiors as well as lower
adjudicate
level constituents
Elections
-Protect/improve resources and
local governance strategies
-Reduce free riding
Financial mechanisms
-Accounting reports
-Funds transfers
-Taxing authority

-Increase local autonomy
-Change dependency
relationships

among local level institutions and multiple levels of
institutions. For example, when a higher level of government appoints officials to local institutions, as
De la Torre-Castro48 shows for fisheries officers in
Zanzibar, the appointed official comes to serve as a
link between formal administrative bodies and village
level management. This type of mechanism can also
improve local level planning as described by Lin49 for
Myanmar.
Human resource mechanisms such as performance monitoring also show how central governments
may grant authority to local level actors in some
domains but retain power and oversight authority
for other decisions. Nayak and Berkes50 describe
how forest department officials serve as members of
forest management committees and the forest department retains the power to decide which species are
planted under Joint Forest Management schemes in
India. Similarly, Raik and Decker51 note that mayors in Madagascar must recognize community forest
associations before they are allowed to operate and
these associations are then subject to evaluations after
Volume 3, November/December 2012

3 years to ensure that the communities meet outlined responsibilities. Nunan52 notes similar oversight
of Beach Management Unit (BMU) committees in
Uganda, where its rules are approved by local government, and performance is monitored annually.
Institutional change mechanisms also illustrate
how central government may use certain requirements
to regain power. Saunders et al.53 describe how the
Tanzanian government revoked community rights to
manage forests on the grounds that the community
was not meeting its responsibilities. In the cases
described by Saunders et al. erstwhile community
forests once again were then placed under the control
of central government authorities.
Financial mechanisms are common across all
sectors. They mechanisms include revenue sharing,
higher levels officials approving funding requests from
those at lower levels, or financial support. In some
cases, lower levels of governments may also be granted
the authority to collect taxes, as Tan-Mullins54 illustrates in Thailand: the subdistrict has jurisdiction over
fishing in the first 3 nm (1 nm = 5.55 km) of inshore
water, while the district has the jurisdiction and tax
collection authority for the next 6 nm. Three different
ministries have district offices involved in fisheries. He
concludes that the involvement of officials from multiple levels of the government results in duplication of
responsibilities and may also cause confusion for local
level officials.
Financial mechanisms may also be used as
incentives, such as when the National Irrigation
Administration allows local irrigation authorities to
retain revenue that they collect from farmers.55
Maikhuri et al.56 also identified revenue sharing and
tax collection responsibilities in their examination
of pasture resources, where forest officials share
percentages of revenue from auctioning dead trees
with community forest councils, district development
boards, and the local revenue board.

Institutional Relationships and Local
Autonomy
In an important paper on participation and
decentralization, Blair57 refers to the ideal of
public accountability in decentralized democracies:
Administrators should be accountable to elected
officials who in turn should be accountable to
the public through elections. This ideal holds only
debatably even in western, long-standing democracies
where the relationships between administrators and
elected representatives as also those between the
voting public and elected politicians are beset with
agency problems and information asymmetries. In the
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context of local level electoral and appointed officials,
the degree of local autonomy and accountability is
highly variable across the world. In the context of
climate change adaptation this degree of autonomy
is important because without sufficient autonomy,
effective climate change adaptation will remain a
top-down activity, undertaken without sufficient
information about local risks and capacities relevant
to climate change.
Questions of agency relationships and the direction of power flows are particularly important in
the case of decentralized center–local relationships.
Because decentralization of natural resource governance has fared poorly in many countries, a large
number of scholars view decentralization as a means
for modern states to create formal linkages that extend
projects of regulation and control over local populations and institutions. Samakande et al.58 talking
about irrigation in Zimbabwe, state that smallholder
irrigation is a ‘political tool to control the poor
masses’ (2004: p.1075). Hoffman59 illustrates how
the Nigerian federal government extended its reach
into localities through the creation of local governments. Meinzen-Dick and Raju60 suggest that Indian
decentralization does not result in autonomous government by local resource users in the same way
as in self-governing systems. Instead, state involvement often constrains the institutional autonomy of
user groups.
Decentralization reforms constrain local autonomy and capacity particularly when they are accompanied by upward forms of accountability. New forms
of reporting outcomes and methods of monitoring
are two ways to create such upward accountability.
For example, the Government of Uganda devolved
activities and powers, including development and
enforcement of bylaws, collection of information,
and participation in the licensing process to Beach
Management Units that came to be legally recognized by the 2003 Fish (Beach Management) Rules.
Despite such increases in responsibilities, local autonomy declined: the local government is expected to
approve Beach Management Unit rules and the central government monitors the annual performance of
BMUs. Maikhuri et al.56 further illustrate the ways in
which decentralization reforms may include reporting
requirements that ensure upward accountability and
transfers of funds from localities to the center. Village forest councils are required to submit proposals
to received monetary payments for dead trees, and
revenues from forest timber products are collected
through centrally controlled auctions, ensuring that
even locally generated revenue accrues to both district
and central government levels.
574

State interventions often ignore traditionally
coordinated and regulated resource access, as both
Thebaud and Batterbury61 and Singh et al.62 document for pastures. Thebaud and Batterbury,61 following Scott,63 write that state ‘modernization projects’
weaken traditional mechanisms of governance. In
Niger, pastoralists historically dug their own water
sources, which allowed for local negotiation of pasture areas and limited the number of animals that
could graze within the area. The state introduction
of modern infrastructure, such as permanent cement
wells and deep tube wells, undermined traditional
systems of governance and a system of open access
emerged. Similarly, Singh et al.62 showed how an
external intervention of placing watering ponds in
traditional rainy season pasture lands ignored local,
traditional knowledge, and reduced the effectiveness
of local institutional systems. In a review of South
African development community (SADC) countries,
Swatuck64 demonstrates a similar process in which
state government actions led to a decline in existing cooperation and conflict resolution mechanisms
in the irrigation sector. Furthermore, powerful social
actors at the local level dominated the new institutions, resulting in the replication of previous power
relations.
Two cases from Indonesia’s fisheries sector provide an example of how government decentralization policies can both undermine and support local
institutions.65,66 The 1979 Village Administration
Law eroded traditional institutions and management
norms66 as did the New Order’s Basic Provisions
of Local Level Government Law.65 However, the
1999 Local Autonomy Law encouraged traditional
fishing community based decentralization policies.64
Indonesia’s laws now seek to support and revitalize traditional management authoritiesc and recognize
local authorities and institutions, allowing for their
adoption in local governance.66 Thornburn67 also
notes that customary institutions in Indonesia survived colonial government, national structures, and
regional trade networks; despite all the different
waves of external actors, Kei people in the case
study area have maintained their livelihoods and social
structures.
Successful examples exist in which decentralization leads to greater local capacity, cooperation
between local and central decision makers, and
improved local effectiveness. A certification program
in the Philippines fisheries sector illustrates how new
mechanisms can promote effectiveness. The Government of the Philippines addressed a lack of capacity,
collaboration, and integration, limited financial sustainability, and weak law enforcement through a local
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government certification program.68 It promoted local
participation in coastal management and devolved
responsibilities to local governments through the 1991
Local Government Code and the 1998 Fisheries Code,
partially in response to donor and NGO support for
Integrated Coastal Management. These new policies
created new institutional roles for both national and
local governments, resulting in an uncertain period of
transition, where jurisdictional and legal responsibilities were often unclear. To address these uncertainties
the Government of the Philippines developed a coastal
resource management certification system to promote
incentive strategies for local governments. Over 100
local governments have now implemented this certification system. Benchmarks for the first level of certification include baseline assessment conducted, annual
budget allocated, organizations for coastal resource
management formed and active, multiyear coastal
resource management and shoreline plan developed
and adopted, and at least two best practices implemented. Provinces initially review certification and
then it is reviewed by the Department of Environment and Natural Resources and a multi-sector agency
body. Certification is considered a seal of approval for
local governments and a motivating factor in improving coastal resources management.68
This review of examples of decentralization
reforms and the evolving relationship of local
decision makers with central actors suggests that
even when decentralization is undertaken, there are
many pressures to keep local autonomy at low levels.
But effective local adaptation requires flexibility and
autonomy in decision making at the local level
because without such flexibility it is difficult for
local governments and other decision makers to take
advantage of available information and capacities. For
effective adaptation, therefore, central governments
need to realize and recognize existing local capacities
as also to promote the use of existing information
among local decision makers.

Institutional Relationships and Local Equity
Accountability relationships are key in shaping the
balance of power between the center and the locality,
and in allowing sufficient autonomy at the local level
to ensure the development of plans that are responsive
to local needs. They are also central to equity-related
outcomes of decentralization reforms. When local elite
and decision makers are not locally accountable,
the likelihood of elite takeover of resources and
unequal allocation of available resources increases
substantially.
Sarch’s69 case study of Nigerian fisheries shows
how traditional institutions may perpetuate elite
Volume 3, November/December 2012

capture of power and result in inequitable outcomes.
For example, while British colonial authorities did
not erode traditional systems everywhere, feudal
tax systems were legitimized and maintained to
strengthen the ability of colonial rulers to collect taxes.
Mosse70 illustrates a similar situation for irrigation in
India, explaining how traditional water systems were
based around privileged access; consequently, recent
attempts to base water user associations on traditional
institutions replicate inequalities in access. Araral55
also documents how donors and governments support
systems based on patronage produced highly unequal
outcomes ‘when they uncritically accept(ed) the
primacy of irrigation bureaucracies, strengthened
their capacities, and augmented these structures by
promoting farmer participation at tertiary canals’
(2005: p. 132).
Another important case in point is how financial
transfers occur and are handled locally. Fiscal decentralization or local authority to collect and manage
revenues can contribute to effective decentralization.
At the same time, some case studies illustrate how
local political elites may capture financial resources.
Rap71 illustrates the appropriation of funding following financial transfers to local water users’ association
in Mexico. Politically influential individuals used the
water users’ association as a political platform for
political campaigns, including using water users’ association funds to finance campaigns. Although the
goals of water users’ association included efficient,
effective, and optimal output of service delivery, the
appropriation of association resources resulted in a
lack of funding for basic water association activities
and undermined the association’s accountability and
legitimacy.71
In contrast to the example from Mexico which
suggests that local level financial management resulted
in less efficient and less equitable management of
local natural resources, case studies on irrigation from
the Philippines illustrate how central governments
can successfully promote local level management
through incentive schemes. The Philippines National
Irrigation Administration (NIA) transferred authority
to local level groups following a financial crisis. The
NIA awarded grants for larger repair work to local
irrigation groups according to Fujiie et al.72 allowing it
to transform its role from one of a construction agency
to one more focused on management.55 The NIA
also implemented a new financial incentive system to
ensure greater compliance in collection fees, allowing
irrigation associations to retain higher percentages
of irrigation fees if they collected greater fees. The
associations that participated in this incentive scheme
were three times as active as associations that did not
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elected local governments will be more effective
in improving participation and making decision
making responsive to local needs.
• Develop mechanisms for sharing information
among local decision makers in different sectors, between general purpose local governments
and local and higher-level governance arrangements, and across decision making arrangements.
Without such information sharing, coordination
across different decision makers will prove difficult, and there will also be greater opportunities
for corruption.
• Improve accountability of local decision makers
to their constituents. Accountability relations are
central to the balance of power between decision makers and those on whose behalf they
make decisions. When decision makers are not
accountable downwardly to citizens and users of
services, the chances of elite capture and abuse
of power also increase.

receive similar assistance. In contrast to the example
in Mexico, this Philippines case study provides
strong support that government can positively affect
local associations through specific interventions and
policies.

CONCLUSION
Our paper is motivated by a concern to understand
how institutional arrangements can be structured so
as to improve the efficacy of interventions that seek
to support and enable more effective adaptation by
poorer and marginal groups. Our examination of
the suite of mechanisms and the range of outcomes
related to the decentralized governance of resources
and development suggests a number of lessons in this
regard. Two central points concern the need to promote the capacity of local institutions and improve the
relationships between local and national-level adaptation planning processes.
More specifically, the analysis leads toward four
key areas in which local adaptation institutions and
national adaptation policies can be articulated better
for more effective adaptation:
• Increase local capacity through appropriate
transfers of information, financial, and technical resources so that there is greater ability at
the local level to plan for adaptation and to
use local and indigenous knowledge of historical adaptations to build toward future adaptive
strategies. This will also mean strengthening local
capacities for planning, budgeting, implementation, and monitoring, and where feasible the
ability to raise resources locally. Capacity building also requires coordination across a variety of
local actors and decision makers since no single
blueprint solution for partnering with a specific
type of actor can address the multiple needs for
effective local adaptation.
• Empower communities and local governments by
increasing local autonomy so as to decentralize
adaptation planning and implementation effectively. This recommendation has implications for
the design of monitoring and information sharing
mechanisms, resource transfers, and the nature of
accountability relationships. At least for horizontal accountability, institutional mechanisms to
make local administrative bodies accountable to
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The examination of existing efforts to decentralize renewable resource governance and development
provides concrete information about the many different ways in which specific information, institutional,
technical, and reporting mechanisms can be used to
link national and local adaptation processes. Adaptation to climate change may be new. But the articulation
between local and national adaptation processes can
still be improved substantially by attending to the
ways in which natural resource managers have sought
to make national resource policies locally responsive
and effective.

NOTES
a

Under spate irrigation, elementary stone or earthen
bunds together with diversion canals are used to divert
flood waters from riverbeds or valleys (wadis) into
fields. Runoff can also be harvested from small surfaces and diverted by gravity directly onto fields using
ditches (masques).
b
The specific projects are the Groundwater and Soil
Conservation Project (number P074413, for US$
40 Million, 2004–2011 and the Irrigation Improvement project (number P062714 for US$ 21.3 million,
2001–2008).
c
These include alek pasie, malimau pasie, maliamu
kapa, panglima laut, and sasi.
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