
© Egno Ndunguru / WWF-Tanzania

POLICY BRIEF
COASTAL COMMUNITY INITIATIVE
2026

COASTAL COMMUNITIES: CENTRAL AGENTS FOR SHIFTING 
CLIMATE ADAPTATION FROM POLICY TO PRACTICE

Coastal communities in the South West Indian Ocean (SWIO) 
region are among the world’s most climate-vulnerable 
populations, being highly exposed to the effects of climate 
change, yet having limited resources to adapt. These 
characteristics, coupled with their deep relationship – and 
traditional sustainable management – of marine ecosystems, 
make coastal communities credible and invested agents for 
rapidly scaling nature-based climate solutions that work with 
blue ecosystems to enhance protections against the worst 
effects of climate change.

Across the SWIO region, climate change is expected to drive 
an increase in marine heatwaves – which could, in turn, 
threaten food security by reducing fish harvests – and increase 
the intensity of climate change-related tropical cyclones. 
Coastal communities in Mozambique and Madagascar will be 
particularly affected by cyclone-related storm surges, which 
already costs Madagascar $87 million in losses each year, and 
Mozambique is predicted to experience a 20% increase in 
destructive winds over the next decade. Restoring mangroves 
and replanting coral reefs are two important nature-based 
solutions (NbS) for protecting coastal communities against 
such negative effects.

Empowering coastal communities to step into their full 
potential as leaders in locally led adaptation would enable 
SWIO countries to accelerate the rollout of climate actions 
that bring measurable adaptation benefits. This could be 
achieved by ensuring that their National Adaptation Plans 
(NAPs) include community-led, oceans-focused (“blue”) NbS. 
Kenya, Madagascar, Mauritius, Mozambique and South Africa 
already include coastal and marine conservation as important 

Enabled, empowered and capacitated coastal communities hold the key 
to scaling oceans-focused nature-based solutions for resilient people and 
biodiversity across the South West Indian Ocean.

adaptation actions in their 2025 Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs), paving the way for NAPs to carry  
this work forward.

Coastal communities are best positioned to lead and scale 
measurable adaptation actions across the region, but to do so 
successfully, they will need financial resources, technological 
tools and strengthened capacity, in line with the enabling 
conditions for the Global Goal on Adaptation under the Paris 
Agreement. Partnering with civil society organizations is 
an effective strategy for providing communities with such 
resources, especially when organizations work together to 
complement each other’s strengths and areas of specialization 
in a particular seascape. In Kenya’s Lamu seascape, for 
example, WWF and the International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) have partnered to develop 
an integrated adaptation response that combines the IFRC’s 
capacity to provide an immediate humanitarian response to 
climate-related disasters with WWF’s ability to strengthen 
community resilience over the long term using NbS that 
are grounded in the best available evidence. Globally, the 
WWF and IFRC partnership aims to improve the climate and 
disaster resilience of at least 10 million people through the 
implementation of NbS across 25 countries, including Kenya.

This brief explores how WWF is already partnering with  
coastal communities across SWIO in NbS activities, such as 
restoring mangroves, and bringing NbS into the next level by 
addressing climate adaptation and mitigation challenges. Such 
partnership is instrumental in closing the implementation 
adaptation gap and supporting SWIO countries in meeting the 
coastal and marine objectives of their NDCs and NAPs. 



ADVANCING COMMUNITY-LED 
COASTAL ADAPTATION

According to the Global Center on Adaptation, only 1%  
($148 million) of total adaptation funding in Sub-Saharan 
Africa went towards biodiversity, land and marine conservation 
in 2023. The adaptation finance gap in Africa remains at 
between 70% and 80%, increasing to 94% for biodiversity, 
land and marine conservation for adaptation. This funding gap 
places a disproportionate financial burden on the continent.

Coastal communities in the SWIO region already have the 
vested interest, geographical footprint and proximity to nature 
needed to help countries move climate adaptation from policy 
to practice at scale. But they cannot be expected to do this alone. 
To support their efforts, WWF and partners are facilitating 
access to the finance, appropriate technologies and skills they 
need to implement resilience-building activities.

EMPOWERING COMMUNITIES  
WITH TECHNOLOGY

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
has identified technology as a key enabler to help countries 
adapt to the impacts of climate change. Technologies such as 
early warning systems (EWS) can equip local communities to 
prepare for climate risks (see case study 1), while tools that 

TURNING HIGH-TECH FORECASTING INTO A SIMPLE, EFFECTIVE WARNING SYSTEM 

In the past, small-scale fishers in isolated coastal communities 
in Madagascar relied on traditional knowledge to judge 
whether conditions were safe to fish. However, climate change 
is shifting weather patterns and driving an increase in extreme 
weather events, leading to unforeseen fatalities at sea and the 
potential destruction of livelihoods.  

It was the prevention of more losses that motivated Toky 
Sylvestre to create the Mitao Forecast early warning system 
(EWS). The Mitao Forecast EWS operates on a simple 
system that begins with locally relevant weather forecasting 
information being sent to a village representative via SMS 
every four days. This representative then creates a display of 
critical weather information such as wind and wave strength 
on a public notice board, the Mitao panel, using visual weather 
tags. Fishers then consult the Mitao panel before they go out 
to sea, enabling them to make informed safety decisions. The 
innovation of these easy manual boards shows how effective 
locally led adaptation strategies can be in saving lives and 
preventing financial losses in coastal communities.

Originally piloted in 2014, WWF and NGO Aquatic Services 
have partnered with Toky to expand the Mitao service to 
other remote coastal communities in Madagascar’s Diana 
seascape. Since the inception of the Mitao Forecast EWS, 
early data suggests that weather-related fatalities at sea have 

CASE STUDY 1

draw on community data can help ensure that local ecosystems 
are healthy enough to protect communities against storms. 
Technologies that support the monitoring of ecosystems also 
support the development of evidence-based policies.

EMPOWERING COMMUNITIES  
WITH INCREASED CAPACITY

Building technical skills and strengthening institutions are 
important enablers for climate adaptation and, more broadly, 
achieving countries’ development objectives. At the national 
level, WWF teams work closely with communities and across 
borders to build social and ecological resilience through skills-
sharing initiatives. The capacity-building provided by WWF  
and IFRC in Lamu, Kenya, is an example of such activities.

At the regional level, WWF is catalyzing a shift from project-by-
project capacity-building towards creating a lasting enabling 
environment for community-led conservation through the 
Bahari Learning Network (see case study 2). WWF is also 
working alongside four civil society network partners in SWIO 
– SWIOTUNA (regional), the Tuna Fisheries Alliance of Kenya 
(TuFAK), the Tuna Alliance of Tanzania (TuNA) and FOSCAMC 
(Mozambique) – to strengthen community voices in national 
and global policy discussions. Through these partnerships, 
WWF has shared capacity with hundreds of the networks’ 
member organizations. WWF’s national oceans teams also work 
directly with 257 co-management units to embed evidence-led 
natural resource management practices at the community level.

fallen by 98% in more than 60 villages. The low cost and ease 
of implementation make the Mitao Forecast EWS an initiative 
with great potential to scale beyond the borders of WWF project 
areas to other seascapes across the SWIO region.
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https://gca.org/reports/adaptation-finance-flows-to-africa-state-and-future-trends/


EMPOWERING COMMUNITIES  
WITH FINANCIAL RESOURCES

Coastal communities in the SWIO region are locked in a daily 
struggle with poverty that leaves them with few resources for 
climate action. According to the Climate Policy Initiative, only 
18% of Africa’s mitigation needs and 20% of its adaptation 
needs were sufficiently funded in 2021/22. A sustainable source 
of funding is urgently needed to address this gap and secure 
vulnerable communities’ future prosperity and ability to take 
the lead in protecting and restoring local marine biodiversity. 

WWF is working at multiple levels to unlock such finance for 
community-led conservation efforts. At the local microfinance 
level, it has collaborated with communities to establish at least 
5,000 Village Savings and Loans Associations (VSLAs) across 
the SWIO region that provide a source of finance for small 
local enterprises. In some cases, these VSLAs allocate funding 
to conservation activities and offer emergency insurance for 
recovery after natural disasters, such as flooding. Similarly,  
in Madagascar’s Mahafaly seascape, the Blue Action Fund  

BUILDING CLIMATE RESILIENCE THROUGH COMMUNITIES OF LEARNING 

Sustainable ocean-based adaptation depends on partnering with 
coastal communities for inclusive decision-making, long-term 
capacity building and continuous learning. To advance this, 
WWF and CORDIO East Africa launched the Bahari Learning 
Network (BLN) in 2025 following a consultative process across 
the SWIO region. The BLN connects communities, NGOs and 
training institutions to co-design and share learning resources 
that strengthen locally led conservation, climate resilience and 
environmental stewardship across the region.

CASE STUDY 2

is supporting WWF’s efforts to explore the development of  
micro-climate insurance possibilities with ARO, Madagascar’s 
largest insurance company. The envisaged parametric 
insurance aims to increase the resilience of fisher communities 
and compensate them for revenue losses due to climate 
hazards that prevent fishers from going out to sea.

At the country level, it supported the launch in 2025 of the 
Marine Biodiversity and Community Resilience Fund in  
Madagascar, which draws on philanthropic grants to crowd 
in funding from the private sector to finance community 
stewardship and adaptation projects (see case study 3).  
Finally, working at the regional level through the SWIO 
Venture Builder partnership, WWF supported the development 
of revenue-earning models for locally led sustainable blue 
value chains that have the potential to lift communities out 
of poverty, while generating funds for conservation and 
restoration activities.

WWF is also exploring the potential for community-led blue 
carbon projects to generate funds for adaptation initiatives, 
in effect linking mitigation and adaptation actions as envisaged 
in the Paris Agreement.

INNOVATIVE SEASCAPE FINANCING FOR CONSERVATION AND LIVELIHOODS

Launched in late 2025 and hosted by the Madagascar Protected 
Areas and Biodiversity Fund (FAPBM), the Marine Biodiversity 
and Community Resilience Fund (MCRF) is an $11 million 
hybrid investment mechanism co-designed by WWF for the 
Diana, MTB and Mahafaly seascapes in Madagascar.

The MCRF draws on philanthropic grants to crowd in private-
sector finance for development and conservation projects. 
Structurally, it consists of:

•	 An $8 million endowment facility, to be hosted by 
FAPBM, which provides permanent, reliable funds for 
the core costs of managing the targeted seascape’s locally 
managed marine areas. 

•	 A $500,000 guarantee facility that unlocks local 
microfinance loans to enable around 2,000 community 
micro-entrepreneurs to pivot toward sustainable, 

alternative livelihoods. This facility will be deployed with 
BNI Madagascar, the country’s largest commercial bank  
in terms of loans, deposits and network coverage.  

•	 A $1.5 million technical assistance facility to build a 
pipeline of “nature-positive” small and medium enterprises 
and prepare local businesses for future private impact 
investment. This facility will be deployed with local impact 
investment funds, including Miarakap.  

The MCRF is expected to unlock $4 million in microcredit for 
entrepreneurs from coastal communities and channel more 
than $300,000 into locally led conservation initiatives each 
year in perpetuity, enabling 2,000 households to increase their 
income and build more sustainable revenue streams. Similar 
seascape-level funding mechanisms modelled on the MCRF  
will be rolled out in the Inhambane seascape in Mozambique 
and the RUMAKI seascape in Tanzania.

CASE STUDY 3

BLN continues to be championed by WWF-SWIO, Blue 
Ventures, CORDIO East Africa, Mihari Network, WIOMSA,  
the International Union for Conservation of Nature, 
SWIOTUNA, Fisheries Education and Training Agency  
of Tanzania, the Wildlife Research and Training Institute, 
Maliasili, Coastal and Marine Resource Development,  
Pwani University and other committed partners. This list  
is not exhaustive, and the network remains open to any 
organization aligned with its vision.

https://www.climatepolicyinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Landscape-of-Climate-Finance-in-Africa-2024.pdf
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 SCAN THE CODE  
To read the Climate, Coasts and Communities 
report for further insights into how climate 
is affecting coastal communities and policy 
recommendations for strengthening resilience. 

 SCAN THE CODE  
To read the Seeding Hope report and see 
how mangrove restoration is building 
resilience for coastal communities in the 
SWIO region.
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1. Embed community-led blue nature-based solutions in National Adaptation Plans
Integrate coastal community-driven climate actions – such as planting and restoring mangroves and coral reefs 
– into NAPs to enable countries to meet their global climate commitments. This nature-based approach leverages 
both traditional knowledge and coastal communities’ deep investment in marine ecosystems to deliver adaptation 
strategies grounded in the local context.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICYMAKERS

For more information

Dr Samantha Petersen 
South West Indian Ocean  
Regional Programme Lead

spetersen@wwf.mg

www.wwf-swio.org 

www.africaadaptationhub.org

2. Provide access to technologies that strengthen coastal communities’ climate resilience
Strengthen local resilience by helping coastal communities gain access to appropriate technologies to support  
ecosystem health, monitor meteorological data and prepare for extreme weather events. This includes early  
warning systems such as the Mitao Forecast EWS piloted in Madagascar, and sustainable agriculture practices  
like rainwater catchment systems.

3. Invest in capacity-building for locally led adaptation initiatives
Support efforts to strengthen the technical skills, human resources and institutional capacities of community-based 
organizations and civil society organizations to help communities take the lead in conservation efforts. Move from 
project-based training to embedding skills for sustainable coastal development in local learning institutions.  
The Bahari Learning Network is a useful partner for sustained community peer learning in the SWIO region.

4. Unlock sustainable finance mechanisms to bridge the funding gap
Support initiatives with a credible strategy for attracting impact investment into the region’s sustainable blue sector, 
which would strengthen resilience by alleviating poverty while generating funding for ecosystem restoration. One 
such initiative is the SWIO Venture Builder, a partnership platform that brings together experts from the finance, 
development and conservation sectors to develop innovative value-chain models that earn revenue for communities 
and have a net positive impact on ecosystems.
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