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Adaptation of coastal communities in the cross-pressure of tourism and environmental change in 
Zanzibar, Tanzania 
Johanna Mustelin 
University of Turku, Department of Geography,  Turku, Finland 
 
This article examines adaptation measures within the context of multiple stakeholder cooperation in the east 
coast of Zanzibar, Tanzania. The article is based on research conducted within the project “Practical 
measures to tackle climate change: coastal forest buffer zones and shoreline change in Zanzibar, Tanzania”, 
which was a joint venture between University of Turku, Department of Geography, and the Department of 
Commercial Crops, Fruits and Forestry in Zanzibar, Tanzania, and funded by the Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs of Finland. The research material consists of open-ended and structured interviews, vegetation 
surveys, GIS data, and series of aerial photographs covering 50 years, literature and key informant 
discussions. The research area in the northeast coast of Zanzibar includes the administrative units of 
Kiwengwa, Pwani Mchangani and Matemwe. The objectives of the research are a) to examine the changes 
in the shoreline and coastal strip of the chosen area over the past 50 years and to identify especially 
vulnerable areas, and b) to propose a strategy including all the stakeholders for the use of coastal forest 
buffer zones development as a climate change adaptation tool. Stakeholders comprise of the local 
communities, tourism sector, and governmental bodies. The results imply that the major factors causing 
change and creating vulnerabilities are environmental degradation (increased coastal erosion and 
deforestation), growing population pressure, the rapidly expanding tourism industry and inadequate policy 
enforcement. Environmental changes along the coast have been extensive during the past 50 years and 
deforestation and coastal erosion have become common problems. This reflects also the notion by 
Leichenko & O’Brien (2006) in that vulnerability is produced by both natural and social factors. In addition, 
perceptions, values and beliefs of which factors and processes cause changes differ between and among the 
stakeholders. For example, such phenomenon, as sea rising further inland, are perceived by some 
communities as the evident hand of God, which cannot be fought against. Beliefs and values therefore play a 
significant role in guiding human behaviour and in the perceptions of possible adaptation actions. On the 
village level, the main concerns are deforestation, inadequate sanitation facilities, constrained access to 
natural resources, and lack of local employment within tourism. Hotels’ major concerns are increased 
coastal erosion, its management and infrastructure development. On institutional levels, the current concerns 
are shared by both local leaders and government personnel, which relate to the need of more efficient 
policies and regulations in natural resource management, and the lack of funding for enforcement and 
monitoring. This corresponds with van Aalst et al.’s (2008) observations that climate change related topics 
often generate other information, which reflects the stakeholders’ own priorities and values. For example, 
practical cooperation based on existing capabilities and funds is only addressed by communities and the 
tourism sector and not by the institutional actors, who have the actual legitimacy in decision-making. The 
communities have adapted to changing conditions through, for instance, market-based systems of income 
accumulation, such as tourism-related activities, which are increasingly favoured over the traditional 
climate-sensitive livelihoods such as fishing and subsistence farming. However, as tourism links the 
communities to global economic structures, its unpredictability due to multiple stressors (political, societal, 
and environmental) highlights its vulnerability as the only adaptation strategy. Coastal erosion is tackled by 
the communities by placing litter, both household and plant, on the beach as this is believed to stabilize the 
beach slope in front of the villages. Hotels have adapted to coastal erosion through investing in hard 
structures such as seawalls for protection of the beach; however, this has accelerated erosion elsewhere 
along the coast. The unpredictability of future situations versus local everyday reality clearly guides the 
priorities. However, understanding the current and past processes both human and environmental, which 
have created and continue to produce the dynamic coastal system, there is a better possibility to choose 
adaptation measures which address both current and future vulnerabilities. Although this research covers the 
northeast area of Zanzibar’s coast, the adaptation measures are nevertheless specific for each individual, 
community and stakeholder group. Thus, as argued also by Wisner et al. (2004), situations differ between 
communities and among individuals of how and which coping and adaptation strategies eventually take 
place; moreover, the aspects of change compels analysis to integrate multiple scales as positions and 
situations might change over time as also recognized by Leichenko & O’Brien (2006). The results show that 
the past and current environmental and social changes are the sum of multiple actors acting separately based 
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on their perceived priorities, values and agendas. The utilisation and management decisions are taken 
separately, which, according to McFadden (2007), implies a non-cohesive understanding of the coast as a 
dynamic system. The use and benefit values regarding the coastal environment differ among the 
stakeholders and range from mere survival to luxury tourism products. Therefore, multiple stakeholder 
cooperation is more viable than individual adaptation actions as noted by Adger et al. 2005 in that individual 
adaptation sometimes causes harm to other stakeholders. Creating a dialogue through cooperative action has 
thus an important role in the context of strengthening the socio-economic and environmental decision-
making and in guiding adaptation processes, which accommodate multiple perceptions. In addition, the role 
of societal values and beliefs in present and future adaptation strategies should gain a more prominent role in 
the research on change processes.   
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