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Over the last decade, the development sector has gradually intensified efforts to 

promote the capacity of countries in the Global South to adapt to climate change (Ford et al., 

2015). However, it has become evident that adaptation – as understood and promoted by major 

development actors – has frequently failed to decrease local vulnerabilities (Mikulewicz, 2018; 

Taylor, 2014). Moreover, adaptation is a contested concept, both in theory and practice, as 

adaptation initiatives can be met with various kinds of resistance from their beneficiaries whose 

views and needs have been ignored by the development sector.  

 

This paper will present the findings of a study that investigated community-level resistance to an 

adaptation project implemented by UNDP and the Government of São Tomé and Príncipe, a 

small island nation in the Gulf of Guinea. The residents of Ponta Baleia, one of the communities 

participating in the project, refused to take part in the initiative due to its low legitimacy and 

irresponsiveness to local needs. Using the theoretical lens of climate justice, this paper will 

investigate the causes, dynamics, and effects of this resistance. The study adopted a qualitative 

approach and involved semi-structured interviews and focus groups with local residents, project 

team members, representatives of the government and civil society, as well as three field visits to 

Ponta Baleia. I demonstrate that the community’s resistance stems from long-term, structural 

disempowerment of its residents, owing to the development-as-usual paradigm guiding 

adaptation in the country.  The findings also indicate that resistance is not uniform due to the 

highly unequal nature of community life.  

 

The conflict constitutes a missed opportunity to decrease local vulnerability to climate impacts in 

a more equitable, democratic, and emancipatory manner (Mikulewicz, 2018). This is a serious 

issue for the long-term viability of local livelihoods, especially given the projected increase in 

the number and intensity of extreme weather events in tropical and sub-tropical regions (Niang et 

al., 2014). It is thus extremely important to develop a nuanced understanding of the nature of 

these conflicts and to theorize ways to make adaptation and development more responsive, 

legitimate and thus more effective in the future.


