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ABSTRACT

The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) faces compounding crises, as the country's protracted armed conflict converges
with the escalating impacts of climate change. Vulnerable populations, particularly in rural and conflict-affected regions,
are experiencing the devastating effects of droughts, floods, soil degradation, and resource scarcity. However, amidst these
daunting challenges, a growing movement of Congolese innovators and community leaders are spearheading grassroots
solutions to build climate resilience. This qualitative study explores the innovative approaches and leadership roles of
local change-makers in the DRC who are developing community-driven adaptations to environmental threats. In-depth
interviews were conducted with 22 social entrepreneurs, community organizers, and environmental activists across five
provinces. Thematic analysis revealed themes related to indigenous knowledge integration, participatory action research,
sustainable agriculture and land restoration, decentralized renewable energy, and inclusive disaster risk reduction. The
findings highlight how Congolese communities are leveraging their own ingenuity, cultural assets, and collaborative spirit
to devise locally-relevant strategies for adapting to climate change. This research offers critical insights to inform climate
action policies and programs that empower grassroots innovation and community-led resilience in the DRC and similar
fragile, conflict-affected contexts.

KEYWORDS: climate change adaptation, grassroots innovation, community resilience, Democratic Republic of Congo,
environmental sustainability, empowerment, climate change, indigenous knowledge, action research, sustainable
agriculture, land restoration, renewable energy, disaster.

INTRODUCTION
The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) is one of the

biodiversity loss (Nzabanita et al, 2018). Without
adequate support or resources, these marginalized

world's most climate-vulnerable countries, grappling with
the compounding effects of protracted armed conflict and
accelerating environmental degradation. Decades of war,
resource exploitation, and weak governance have
devastated the country's natural environment, leaving
communities highly exposed to the impacts of climate
change. Extreme weather events, such as droughts, floods,
and landslides, have become more frequent and severe,
disrupting agricultural productivity, displacing
populations, and undermining livelihoods (IPCC, 2022).
Vulnerable groups, particularly in rural and conflict-
affected regions, bear the brunt of these intersecting
crises. Smallholder farmers, pastoralists, and forest-
dependent communities are experiencing the devastating
impacts of water scarcity, soil depletion, deforestation, and

populations often lack the capacity to effectively adapt to
the changing environmental realities. However, amidst the
DRC's bleak landscape, a growing movement of Congolese
innovators, community organizers, and grassroots leaders
are spearheading pioneering solutions to build climate
resilience from the ground up. These local change-makers
are drawing upon indigenous knowledge, participatory
processes, and collaborative problem-solving to devise
context-appropriate adaptations that empower vulnerable
communities. This qualitative study explores the
innovative approaches and leadership roles of Congolese
individuals and collectives who are driving community-
based climate action in the DRC. The research question
guiding this study is: How are Congolese grassroots
innovators and community leaders developing locally-
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relevant strategies to adapt to the impacts of climate
change? By amplifying the voices and perspectives of these
grassroots pioneers, this research aims to inform climate
action policies and programs that leverage community-led
resilience in fragile, conflict-affected settings.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Democratic Republic of Congo is considered one of the
most climate-vulnerable countries in the world, facing a
confluence of environmental threats exacerbated by the
legacies of armed conflict and resource exploitation (ND-
GAIN, 2021). Across the country, communities are
grappling with the devastating impacts of droughts, floods,
soil degradation, deforestation, and biodiversity loss - all
of which threaten food and water security, disrupt
livelihoods, and displace populations (Nzabanita et al.,
2018; IPCC, 2022). Marginalized rural and conflict-affected
communities are disproportionately impacted, as they
often lack the resources, infrastructure, and institutional
support to effectively adapt to environmental changes
(Ntavyo & Tsongo, 2020). Existing research has
documented how the compounding crises of war and
climate change have eroded community cohesion,
disrupted traditional coping mechanisms, and undermined
local adaptive capacities (Schexnayder, 2016). However, a
growing body of literature has highlighted the innovative
ways in which Congolese communities are leveraging their
own ingenuity, cultural assets, and collaborative spirit to
devise locally-relevant climate change adaptations
(Mushenzi et al, 2020). Studies have explored how
indigenous knowledge, participatory action research, and
community-based natural resource management are
informing grassroots solutions for sustainable agriculture,
land restoration, renewable energy access, and disaster
risk reduction (Vanek & Heinonen, 2018; Tozier de la
Poterie & Baudoin, 2015). This research builds upon these
emerging insights by undertaking an in-depth exploration
of the innovative leadership roles and strategies employed
by Congolese grassroots innovators and community-based
organizations in the face of accelerating environmental
change. By amplifying the voices and perspectives of these
local change-makers, the study aims to inform climate
action policies and programs that empower community-
led resilience in the DRC and similar fragile, conflict-
affected contexts.

METHODOLOGY

This qualitative study employed a phenomenological
approach to capture the lived experiences and
perspectives of Congolese grassroots innovators and
community leaders driving climate change adaptation
efforts. In-depth, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 22 participants across five provinces of the
DRC, including: - 9 social entrepreneurs developing
community-based solutions for sustainable agriculture,
renewable energy, and natural resource management - 7
community organizers and environmental activists
mobilizing participatory action research and advocacy
initiatives - 6 local government officials and civil society

leaders championing decentralized, community-led
climate resilience programs. Participants were recruited
through purposive and snowball sampling, targeting
individuals and collectives with direct experience
spearheading innovative, community-driven climate
change adaptation initiatives in the DRC. Interviews were
conducted in French or Lingala, lasting 25-30 minutes, and
covered topics such as motivations, strategies, challenges,
and visions for strengthening grassroots climate resilience.
All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim,
and analyzed using an inductive, thematic analysis
approach. Recurring patterns and themes were identified
across the dataset, and the research team engaged in
regular debriefing sessions to enhance the trustworthiness
and credibility of the findings. Additionally, the study
findings were triangulated with relevant literature and
validated through consultations with a panel of Congolese
climate and development experts.

All participants provided informed consent, and measures
were taken to protect confidentiality and mitigate risks.

FINDINGS

The thematic analysis revealed several key themes
regarding the innovative leadership roles and community-
driven climate change adaptation strategies employed by
Congolese grassroots innovators: Indigenous Knowledge
Integration  Participants emphasized the critical
importance of integrating local, indigenous knowledge
systems into climate change adaptation efforts. This
included leveraging traditional agroecological practices,
natural resource management techniques, and disaster
risk reduction strategies that have sustained Congolese
communities for generations. As one social entrepreneur
explained, "We cannot simply import Western solutions.
We must build upon the wisdom and resilience that
already exists within our communities." Participatory
Action Research Grassroots innovators described how they
were spearheading community-based research and
planning processes to co-create locally-relevant climate
change adaptation strategies. This involved engaging
diverse stakeholders, including farmers, youth, and
indigenous leaders, in collaborative problem-solving,
knowledge-sharing, and decision-making. As a community
organizer stated, "It is essential that we empower our
communities to be the architects of their own climate
resilience.” Sustainable Agriculture and Land Restoration
Many participants highlighted innovative approaches to
regenerative agriculture, agroforestry, and landscape
restoration that were enhancing food and water security,

sequestering carbon, and revitalizing degraded
ecosystems. This included techniques such as soil
conservation, intercropping, and the cultivation of

indigenous crops and medicinal plants. As one social
entrepreneur remarked, "By working in harmony with
nature, we can rebuild the fertility of our land and ensure a
sustainable future for our communities." Decentralized
Renewable Energy Grassroots innovators were pioneering
the development of community-owned and operated
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renewable energy systems, including micro-grids, solar
home systems, and clean cooking solutions. These
decentralized, off-grid technologies were increasing
energy access, supporting economic activities, and
reducing reliance on firewood and charcoal in both rural
and urban areas. As a local government official stated,
"Renewable energy is not just about climate change - it's
about empowering our communities and building self-
reliance." Inclusive Disaster Risk Reduction Participants
described how they were spearheading community-based
disaster preparedness and response initiatives that
accounted for the unique vulnerabilities of marginalized
groups, such as women, children, persons with disabilities,
and displaced populations. This involved establishing early
warning systems, strengthening emergency planning, and
facilitating inclusive decision-making processes. As a
community organizer explained, "Disaster risk reduction
must be anchored in the lived experiences and leadership
of those most affected.”

DISCUSSION

This qualitative study illuminates the critical role that
Congolese grassroots innovators and community leaders
are playing in driving locally-relevant climate change
adaptation strategies across the Democratic Republic of
Congo. The findings highlight how these pioneering
change-makers are leveraging indigenous knowledge,
participatory processes, and collaborative problem-solving
to devise innovative, community-based solutions for
sustainable agriculture, renewable energy, ecosystem
restoration, and inclusive disaster risk reduction. The
themes that emerged from the research echo existing
literature on the importance of community-led climate
action, the value of integrating traditional ecological
knowledge, and the need for participatory, context-specific
approaches in fragile, conflict-affected settings (Mushenzi
et al,, 2020; Tozier de la Poterie & Baudoin, 2015; Morel et
al., 2020). However, this study offers unique insights by
elevating the voices and perspectives of Congolese
grassroots innovators themselves, providing a nuanced
understanding of the strategies, challenges, and visions of
these local change-makers. The findings underscore how
Congolese communities, despite facing compounding
crises of war and environmental degradation, are drawing
upon their own ingenuity, cultural assets, and
collaborative spirit to devise locally-relevant solutions for
building climate resilience. By empowering these
community-led initiatives, climate action policies and
programs in the DRC can more effectively address the
needs and priorities of the most vulnerable populations.
Limitations of this study include the relatively small
sample size, the predominance of participants from
accessible, urban areas, and the potential for social
desirability bias. Future research should further explore
the experiences of grassroots innovators in remote,
conflict-affected regions, investigate the scalability and
sustainability of community-based adaptation strategies,
and examine the impacts of these initiatives on
marginalized groups.

IMPLICATIONS FOR CLIMATE ACTION POLICYMAKING
The findings from this qualitative study offer critical
insights to inform the development of climate action
policies and programs that meaningfully empower
grassroots innovation and community-led resilience in the
Democratic Republic of Congo and similar fragile, conflict-
affected contexts.

At the theoretical level, the research underscores the
importance of shifting away from top-down, expert-driven
approaches to climate change adaptation, and instead
embracing participatory, community-centric frameworks
that recognize local populations as the architects of their
own resilience (Fresnoza, 2021). By elevating the voices
and perspectives of Congolese grassroots innovators, this
study illuminates how the integration of indigenous
knowledge, collaborative problem-solving, and situated,
context-specific solutions can enhance the relevance,
effectiveness and sustainability of climate action initiatives
(Datta & Kairy, 2024).

From a policy standpoint, the findings point to several key
leverage points for strengthening community-driven
climate resilience:

1. Decentralized, participatory governance structures:
Empowering local authorities, community organizations
and marginalized groups to participate in climate-related
decision-making, planning and implementation processes
(Sibiya, Sithole, Mudau & Simatele, 2022 ; Salvador Costa,
Leitdo, Silva, Monteiro & Melo, 2022).

2. Increased investment in grassroots innovation and
entrepreneurship: Providing financial, technical and
institutional support to enable the incubation and scaling
of community-based solutions for sustainable agriculture,
renewable energy access, ecosystem restoration and
inclusive disaster risk reduction (Schismenos, 2023).

3. Integration of traditional ecological knowledge into
adaptation strategies: Incentivizing the documentation,
preservation and application of Indigenous knowledge
systems that have sustained Congolese communities for
generations (Makondo & Thomas, 2018).

4. Strengthening of community-based monitoring and
early warning systems: Equipping local stakeholders with
the tools and capacities to collectively track environmental
changes, identify vulnerabilities, and coordinate timely,
context-appropriate responses (Anisi, 2020).

5. Holistic, intersectional approaches to climate
adaptation: Ensuring that climate action is closely
integrated with broader efforts to address the intersecting
drivers of vulnerability, such as conflict, poverty, gender
inequality and marginalization (Moleka, 2023 ; Moleka,
2024a).

By embedding these principles into climate policymaking
and programming, decision-makers can harness the
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innovative potential and contextual expertise of Congolese
grassroots leaders to develop more effective, equitable and
sustainable pathways for building community resilience
(Moleka, 2024b).

Ultimately, this research underscores how empowering
local agency and bottom-up solutions represents a critical
lever for climate justice and systems transformation in
fragile, conflict-affected regions.

CONCLUSION

This qualitative study illuminates the critical leadership
role that Congolese grassroots innovators and community-
based organizations are playing in driving locally-relevant
climate change adaptation strategies across the
Democratic Republic of Congo. The findings highlight how
these pioneering change-makers are leveraging indigenous
knowledge, participatory processes, and collaborative
problem-solving to devise innovative solutions for
sustainable agriculture, renewable energy, ecosystem
restoration, and inclusive disaster risk reduction. By
empowering these community-led initiatives, climate
action policies and programs in the DRC can more
effectively address the needs and priorities of the most
vulnerable populations. Investing in the ingenuity, cultural
assets, and collaborative spirit of Congolese communities
will be essential for building climate resilience in this
fragile, conflict-affected context. This research offers
critical insights to inform climate action strategies that
harness the power of grassroots innovation and
community-driven resilience in the DRC and similar fragile
settings.
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