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CDKN has a growing portfolio of work in states, provinces, cities and districts. It is committed to capturing the lessons learned, and to 
better understanding what makes low-carbon and climate-resilient development efforts work well at the subnational level. CDKN and ICLEI 
– Local Governments for Sustainability have set up a joint learning programme to distil and share these lessons with others. This Inside 
Story is one output of the learning programme. For more in the series, visit www.cdkn.org/cdkn_series/inside-story

Key messages
 Ɣ A key challenge for climate 
compatible development and 
disaster reduction is integrating 
community knowledge and 
resources in planning at all levels.

 Ɣ Multi-stakeholder engagement, 
effective communications and 
learning-by-doing all help deliver 
effective climate compatible 
development that builds coastal 
resilience in Ghana.

 Ɣ Including the concerns of 
climate-vulnerable people in the 
formulation of research questions 
and the appraisal of objectives 
leads to local ownership, uptake 
and upscaling of research results.

 Ɣ Contingency plans to reduce 
climate-related risks are best 
made at local levels, where 
they require fewer resources to 
LPSOHPHQW�DQG�DUH�PRUH�HI¿FLHQW�
compared to external plans.

 Ɣ To achieve coastal resilience, 
local concerns need to be 
addressed as a priority in policy 
formulation, and should be 
UHÀHFWHG�LQ�FOLPDWH�FRPSDWLEOH�
development goals. Local 
concerns can be channelled from 
communities to district, provincial 
and national government, and 
this should be done outside of 
partisan politics.

Building coastal resilience through an 
integrated approach: Lessons from 
Ghana
On Ghana’s coast, climate change is affecting ecosystem goods and 
services and leading to the loss of livelihoods. Unusually high ocean 
ZDYHV� DUH� GHVWUR\LQJ� ¿VKLQJ� HTXLSPHQW�� DV� ZHOO� DV� FRPPHUFLDO� DQG�
public infrastructure. Saline intrusion into freshwater systems is having 
D�QHJDWLYH� HIIHFW� RQ�¿VK�EUHHGLQJ�JURXQGV��'HVSLWH�QHJDWLYH� LPSDFWV�
such as these, Ghana does not have a comprehensive development 
framework or policy to manage climate-related risks in coastal areas. As 
VXFK��WKHVH�LVVXHV�DUH�GLYRUFHG�IURP�FRDVWDO�]RQH�SURWHFWLRQ��'HFLVLRQV�
on climate risk reduction and planning are mainly top-down, and so 
lack the local content and ownership that would be necessary to lead 
to effective action on disaster risk reduction and climate compatible 
development at the grassroots level. 

This Inside Story� GHVFULEHV� OHVVRQV� OHDUQHG� IURP� D� &'.1� LQQRYDWLRQ�
project that aimed to build resilience among Ghana’s coastal communities. 
The project used ecosystems- and risk-based approaches to integrate 
climate resilience measures into development. The initiative has sought 
WR�XVH�WKH�¿QGLQJV�IURP�WKHVH�FOLPDWH�YXOQHUDEOH�FRPPXQLWLHV�WR�LQIRUP�
climate-related risk management and contingency plans. This case study 
examines the lessons learned from this experience, and what it can tell 
development planners and practitioners elsewhere.
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Ghana’s south-eastern coast has 
suffered from the negative impacts of 
climate change, especially sea level 
rise. Building climate resilience has 
EHHQ� GLI¿FXOW� WR� GDWH�� DV� WKHUH� DUH� RQO\�
weak links between the national policy 
framework and district-level planning.1 
6SHFL¿FDOO\�� WKHUH� DUH� QR� FOHDU� SROLF\�
directives or implementation plans for 

tackling climate-related risks at the 
district level. Indeed, knowledge of 
relevant climate change issues is weak. 
This is mostly a result of the lack of 
inter-institutional coordination at the 
local level and arises from the history of 
Ghana’s governance system: there has 
been little capacity building or provision 
of resources to assist climate-vulnerable 
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communities to initiate resilience-
building by themselves. This makes it 
challenging to undertake climate change 
adaptation planning at the grassroots. 

Even where national policies are 
intended to include local concerns, 
WKHUH�DUH��LQ�UHDOLW\��LQVXI¿FLHQW�ZD\V�WR�
channel local content – such as affected 
communities’ solutions for dealing with 
climate impacts, and local authorities’ 
priorities for tackling vulnerability – into 
national planning.

The ‘Building coastal resilience’ 
project, led by the Regional Institute 
for Population Studies (RIPS) at the 
University of Ghana and supported by the 
Climate and Development Knowledge 
Network (CDKN), aimed to mainstream 
climate adaptation into development. 
It has achieved this by collecting and 
disseminating information on climate 
risk in order to strengthen the resilience 
of poor communities in Ghana’s coastal 
zones. The process has involved 
integrating climate resilience into 
development planning and programming 
in six urban communities: James Town, 
Ussher Town, Glefe, Anyakpor, Ada-Foah 
and Totope. The project brought together 
representatives from all levels of decision 
making, from the local to the national.

The project team deployed a method 
called community-based reciprocal 
learning that allowed key informants 
to interact and participate directly in 
research and capacity building using 
the Community-based Risk Screening 
Tool for Adaptation and Livelihoods 
(CRiSTAL), a decision-support tool to 
identify priorities for climate adaptation.2 
It was used to assess the impacts of 
climate change and the risks posed to 
livelihoods, and to empower people to 

better appreciate local climate-related 
hazards, disasters and risks, and ways 
to reduce them. 

Experienced team leaders 
demonstrated the methodology and 
trained community opinion leaders on 
how to use the tool, to allow for full 
community participation and avoid 
language barriers. This made the 
process of information gathering run 
smoothly. 

The CRiSTAL tool was further 
PRGL¿HG� WR� LQFRUSRUDWH�DQ�HFRV\VWHP�
based approach. The team used it 
to assess the impacts of the external 
environment on community livelihoods; 
WR� DVVHVV� WKH� EHQH¿WV� RI� HFRV\VWHP�
goods and services; to help identify 
opportunities to use ecosystems to 
EHQH¿W� FRPPXQLWLHV�� DQG� WR� SURYLGH�
lessons to neighbouring communities. 
In this way, the team aimed to promote 
the integrated management of land, 
water and living resources in support 
of conservation and sustainable and 
equitable use. Although challenging 

at the beginning, with repeated 
demonstration, community opinion 
leaders were able to understand and 
make full use of the tool.

Achievements and lessons 
learned 

The project established a systematic 
platform for communicating climatic 
risks at the local, district, regional 
and national levels, through climate 
change policy round tables involving 
government decision-makers, 
academic climate experts and 
community representatives. At these 
round tables, stakeholders discussed 
the outcomes from using the CRiSTAL 
tool in communities, namely the main 
climate-related hazards and risks which 
coastal communities face. Facilitators 
used the ubiquitous learning process 
(also known as ‘U-learning’3) to help 
participants assess the adequacy of 
existing development policies and 
guidelines; meanwhile, participants 
outlined plans that would help achieve 
their aims for climate resilience. 

%R[����*KDQD¶V�SROLF\�PDNLQJ�SURFHVV

 Ɣ The National Development Planning Commission is the body responsible for 
policy directives in Ghana.

 Ɣ Policies are built in consultation with stakeholders on issues in the interest 
RI� WKH� SXEOLF�� 6WDNHKROGHUV� FRPH� IURP� QDWLRQDO� JRYHUQPHQW� RI¿FHV�� QRQ�
governmental organisations (NGOs), community-based organisations, and 
ORFDO�JRYHUQPHQW�RI¿FHV�

 Ɣ Directives from such consultation processes are disseminated to regional 
DQG�GLVWULFW�RI¿FHV�IRU�LQFRUSRUDWLRQ�LQWR�WKHLU�SODQV�

 Ɣ Representatives from vulnerable communities are not involved in this 
FRQVXOWDWLYH�SURFHVV��HYHQ�WKRXJK�WKH\�VXIIHU�WKH�LPSDFWV�¿UVW�KDQG��

 Ɣ /RFDO�FRQFHUQV�WKHUHIRUH�IDLO�WR�EH�UHÀHFWHG�DGHTXDWHO\�LQ�SROLFLHV��
 Ɣ Climate-related government directives are not backed with special resources 

for implementation and hence they are not fully realised.
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As a result, the focal communities have 
prepared district-level contingency plans 
for dealing with climate and disaster 
risk. Capacity-building workshops have 
trained 40 local leaders in methods for 
climate vulnerability assessment.

The research has informed discussions 
about Ghana’s climate change policy 
framework and the establishment of 
a community-based climate change 
adaptation fund in Ghana. The 
latter was conceived by vulnerable 
communities in Totope, in the Ada-East 
district, during policy outreach.  

Community-level contingency plans 
will inform district-level and regional-
preparedness plans and, ultimately, 
contribute to national-level disaster-
management planning. Following 
the collection and validation of site-
level information about climate 
vulnerability, government, NGO and 
civic representatives held district- and 
regional-level platforms to identify 
policy challenges. The process has 
been one of community-based, popular 
participation in policy communication, 
participatory awareness creation, 
targeted law enforcement, and 
community-level ownership of policies. 

Field trips were organised to 
experience the real-time impacts 
of climatic events on communities, 
VXFK� DV� GZLQGOLQJ� FDWFKHV� RI� ¿VK��
salinisation of groundwater, inundation 
of farmlands, and destruction of 
housing structures. 

Using such multi-dimensional 
approaches meant that the meetings 
had to be conducted as informally 
as possible. There were instances 
where interpretation was required to 
ensure all participants understood the 
issues being discussed. Despite these 
constraints, the tools helped decision-
makers at the highest level of national 
policy to connect with local challenges 
and interpret results related to their 
work areas. 

The facilitated learning and discovery 
processes helped communities to 
feel meaningfully included in policy 
design, and encouraged policy-
makers to empathise with vulnerable 
communities. The project team 
harnessed the heterogeneity of 
community perspectives by looking 
at disaster reduction and resilience-
building issues from the viewpoints of 
all community members: old and young, 
male and female.

The shared learning methodology 
brought policy-makers and opinion 
leaders together on the same platform: 
WR� VKDUH�� SODQ� DQG� ¿QG� DQVZHUV� WR�
climate-related risks. Technical experts 
from the project team and civil society 
organisations, among others, were part 
of all the platform meetings and the 
capacity-building process that fed the 
lessons learned in communities into the 
round table discussions, and then into 
all levels of adaptation planning.

Finally, the inputs from these 
subnational assessments and 
discussions were ‘rolled up’ into a 
national-level policy round table in 
the capital, Accra – Ghana’s largest 
coastal city. Here, inputs from the 
platform meetings were shared with 
national ministries, including the 
Ministries of Environment, Science 
and Technology; Local Government; 
Water Resources, Works and Housing; 
and the National Development 
Planning Commission. Participants 
used diverse communications tools 
and participatory methods, including 
GUDPD��GLVFXVVLRQV��¿OPV��DQLPDWLRQV��
toys and environmental objects, to 
debate the challenges of coastal 
climate change impacts and form 
recommendations for mainstreaming 
climate disaster-risk management.

There are some early signs of policy 
LQÀXHQFH�� 'DQLHO� %HQHIRU� RI� WKH�
Environmental Protection Agency 
indicated that lessons from the round 
table will “impact greatly” on Ghana’s 
HPHUJLQJ� FOLPDWH� ¿QDQFH� IUDPHZRUN�
and associated policies. Winfred Nelson 
of Ghana’s National Development 
Planning Commission said he was 
optimistic that the project would guide 

%R[����/HDGHUV�IURP�ORFDO��UHJLRQDO�DQG�QDWLRQDO�LQVWLWXWLRQV�EXLOW�
a common vision

 Ɣ There is a need to share information, because stakeholders have different 
kinds of information and interests.

 Ɣ There is a need to educate communities that live in coastal zones, 
communicating in such a way as to affect positive change.

 Ɣ Combinations of adaptation strategies are needed, which deliver multiple 
EHQH¿WV��IRU�H[DPSOH��HIIHFWLYH�ZDVWH�PDQDJHPHQW�WKDW�JHQHUDWHV�ELRJDV��
solar power that provides energy access with low carbon emissions; and 
sustainable water management.
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climate and development planning in 
the country’s coastal zones.

In late 2012, RIPS brought its policy 
¿QGLQJV� WR� 1LJHULDQ� SROLF\�� UHVHDUFK�
DQG� VFLHQWL¿F� FRPPXQLWLHV� DV� SDUW�
of the project’s comparative learning 
approach with its sister organisation, 
the University of Calabar, Nigeria. 
Francis Bisong of Nigeria’s Senate 
Working Group on Climate Change 
Impact welcomed both the seminar and 
the broader project, calling for “regional 
dissemination of the innovative model 
being used by RIPS under this project”. 

Challenges and enabling 
conditions 

Managing participants’ expectations. 
In the midst of competing needs and 
UHVRXUFHV��LW�EHFDPH�GLI¿FXOW�WR�GHOLYHU�
all aspects of the projects and meet the 
expectations of all stakeholders with the 
limited external donor funds available – 
in this case, from CDKN. Local buy-in 
and interconnectedness among policy-
makers and local community members 
on a shared platform was critical for the 
success of the project. 

Involving leaders of the modern state 
and traditional leaders effectively. 
The programme inception workshop 
and the community entry involved key 
opinion leaders representing both the 
traditional and state structures. Chiefs 
are traditional authorities, with citizens 
as their subjects, and are custodians 
of their lands. This contrasts with 
Assemblymen and Unit Committee 
members representing the government 
at the district or community levels 
through elections, and District Planning 
2I¿FHUV� IURP� WKH� ORFDO� JRYHUQPHQW�
agency who took the lead in organising 

the various activities in their respective 
communities. This process facilitated 
community-led activities, including 
contingency planning. It helped the 
community prioritise local actions to 
reduce disasters. 

Actions by opinion leaders. Mobilising 
community support and action would 
not have been possible without the 
involvement of opinion leaders, who 
led their communities into action. Their 
involvement provided risk-management 
capacity, and also minimised the cost 
of hiring external people. Workshops, 
round tables and training brought policy-
makers, communities and NGO leaders 
to train as change agents at various 
levels of decision-making. Opinion 
leaders in the respective communities 
understood the project process and led 
activities, helping create links among 
research, reporting and intervention.

This process ensured that communities 
led and facilitated contingency planning 
exercises towards local action to 
reduce disasters, for example by 
identifying low-risk areas, working 
to provide alternative livelihoods to 
¿VKLQJ�DQG�IDUPLQJ��DV�ZHOO�DV�FUHDWLQJ�
channels to divert both sea- and rain-
UHODWHG�ÀRRGLQJ��7KLV�HQVXUHG�HIIHFWLYH�
project delivery, as lasting relationships 
have been built among policy-makers, 
researchers and the local communities. 
7KH� LQIRUPDWLRQ� ÀRZ� DQG� SURMHFW�
management structure adopted 
DOORZHG� WKH� IUHH� ÀRZ� RI� LQIRUPDWLRQ�
in all directions, in a transparent and 
accountable manner.

/HVVRQV�OHDUQHG

The key issues that came out were 
the relevance of incorporating local 

knowledge into policies, and local 
people’s involvement in disaster 
reduction and adaptation planning. The 
project showed that: 

 Ɣ local people have skills to take care of 
themselves, but they lack resources 
and a framework that propels them to 
action

 Ɣ skills among local people include 
LQGLJHQRXV� IDUPLQJ� DQG� ¿VKLQJ�
knowledge, built over the years, that 
offer some measure of resilience in 
today’s changing climate

 Ɣ vulnerable communities have the 
knowledge to respond to disaster if 
provided with timely assistance during 
HPHUJHQFLHV��VXFK�DV�VHYHUH�ÀRRGLQJ

 Ɣ the availability of local (human) 
resources and traditional institutions, 
such as communal living and respect 
for culture, are key to implementation, 
ensuring that community priorities are 
met

 Ɣ external mobilisation of resources 
to support resilience building should 
focus on bringing together policy-
makers, local leaders and researchers 
in search of lasting solutions. This 
is the key to successful climate 
compatible development.

Implications 

 Ɣ The study suggests that climate 
change should become one of the 
parameters of risk assessment 
(especially in impact assessment) 
for development projects, and 
expected effects and responses 
should be built into the development 
process from the beginning. 
Ecosystem-based approaches 
to assessing the impacts of the 
external environment on vulnerable 
populations have served the best 
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interest of this project, by providing 
opportunities for the affected 
communities to debate the state of 
their environment with and without 
climate change.

 Ɣ As a development challenge with 
both positive and negative impacts, 
there will come a time when legal 
frameworks compel all projects 
to engage the services of policy-
makers together with vulnerable 
communities, to ensure climate 
compatible development. Coastal 
zones are fragile and dynamic 
ecosystems, hence historical data 
and information, including residents’ 
experiences of climate change 
impacts, responses and outcomes 
should drive policy decisions 
associated with their development.

 Ɣ Decentralisation should become 
a core part of climate change 
responses. Although there are 
global policy frameworks, results 
from the study suggest that their 
goals are not necessarily in tune 
with local conditions to build the 
resilience of local communities. 
There are varied conditions at local 
levels that require locally relevant 
responses, as opposed to global 
frameworks that consider a nation 
as one entity. The instability of 
livelihoods within coastal zones 
– a result of the dynamism of the 
ecosystem in which the population 
¿QGV� LWVHOI� ±� VKRXOG� GLFWDWH� ORFDO�
frameworks for climate compatible 
development strategies, rather than 
globally motivated requirements.

 Ɣ Resilience is built over time. Locally 
vulnerable communities have had 
their share of experiences – both 
positive and negative – from the 
effects of climate change and 
associated risks. A development 

agenda that fails to recognise this 
wealth of knowledge, resources and 
skills is a development risk on its 
own. 

 Ɣ Disaster relief and donations do 
not build long-term resilience 
in response to climate-related 
disasters, because the population 
at risk tends to remain vulnerable to 
climate change, and therefore would 
prefer to be empowered to take 
charge of their own survival. 

 Ɣ If we are seeking long-term 
positive impacts from interventions, 
contingency planning at the 
grassroots level, in addition to any 
national frameworks, should be a key 
component of climate compatible 
development. Community members’ 
unique roles can boost project 
success and sustained resilience 
– if they are mainstreamed into 
effective national policy. Harnessing 
local resources, knowledge and 
skill should form the baseline of 
research and development project 
formulation.

 Ɣ People living within the same area of 
geographic origin may be related in 
terms of lineage, but not necessarily 
in their responses to external factors 
such as climate change. There is a 
need to appreciate heterogeneity 
and diversity on our ways of 
development. National frameworks 
should provide a conducive 
environment for active responses by 
vulnerable communities.

 Ɣ The effective participation of 
populations at risk in project design 
and development planning gives 
them an opportunity to rethink 
their actions and roles. This should 
EH� UHÀHFWHG� LQ� SROLF\� SODQQLQJ��
Multi-stakeholder engagement, 
networking and multi-criteria 

decision-making should drive 
climate compatible development 
innovation.

 Ɣ Lack of relevant local data and 
information has exacerbated 
the failure of national planning 
frameworks in Ghana to provide 
clear guidelines for incorporating 
climate change into development 
planning. The result is that policy 
requires local data to put appropriate 
responses into operation.

 Ɣ Communicating climate risk should 
be seen as a development tool and 
not a process to raise awareness, 
and this communication must be 
evidence-based. Thus, effective risk 
communication is an urgent priority 
in reducing existing constraints 
that surround adaptation policy 
development and contingency 
plans, which together would result in 
resilience. 

 Ɣ Risk communication at the place 
where the event occurs promotes 
local ownership of the issues and the 
solutions. This helps development 
planners to identify and harness the 
FR�EHQH¿WV�RI�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�4 Such 
communication can assist district 
SODQQLQJ�RI¿FHV��ZKLFK�KDYH�QR�FOHDU�
climate compatible development 
plans on their agenda, because 
local people are aware of climate 
impacts and coping mechanisms, 
and have human resources worth 
tapping.5 

 Ɣ Community involvement is vital for 
local people’s own development 
over time, as resources are limited at 
district, regional, national and global 
levels with different competing 
human population challenges 
(such as food insecurity, HIV/AIDS, 
education, waste management, 
housing and poor roads). 
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 Ɣ A green growth agenda will 
be impossible if inputs are 
wrongly communicated or proper 
communication of the experiences 
of populations at risk, through 
appropriate platforms, is not 
encouraged.

 Ɣ Effective mainstreaming of 
climate resilience approaches into 
development at all levels of planning 
is necessary. Mainstreaming would 
enable policy-makers to identify 
opportunities to achieve development 
EHQH¿WV� IURP� DGDSWDWLRQ� DFWLRQ�� � ,Q��
Ghana, achieving climate compatible 
development requires effective 
communication and planning 
for climate-related disaster risk 
reduction, active incorporation of 
contents from the grassroots into 
SROLF\� SURFHVVLQJ�� DV� ZHOO� DV� ¿QH�
tuning climate-sensitive policies 
towards resilience building. 
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