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Institutional barriers to climate change and health adaptation in Burkina Faso
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ABSTRACT
West African countries, such as Burkina Faso are particularly vulnerable to an array of health impacts due
to climate change. Consequently, Burkina Faso has drafted and implemented adaptation plans and
programmes, with varying levels of success. This exploratory qualitative study examines the
institutional barriers faced by policymakers in this process, particularly in the health system of
concern. We applied in-depth interviews with policymakers, using framework analysis. We identified
the barriers to implementing climate change and health programmes and categorized the barriers
according to the Framework to diagnose barriers to climate change adaptation. Policymakers identified
eight interconnected barriers through the framework: Four barriers in the management phase
(insufficient financial resources, frequent turnover, policy-politics disconnect /weak structural support,
unsustainable programming), three in the planning phase (heft of bureaucracy/lack of political will,
diverging development priorities, insufficient cooperation), one in the larger context of Burkina Faso’s
environment (national security). The respondents mentioned no barriers in the understanding phase.
These barriers are indicative of weak institutional support systems and limited resource allocation to
climate and health work in Burkina Faso.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Background

Governments around the world have developed strategies to
adapt to the immediate and forecasted consequences of climate
change. Climate change poses a threat to low- and middle-
income countries, such as those in West Africa (IPCC,
2018). Experts project that climate change will increase the
burden on important sectors and resources such as the agricul-
ture sector, water resources and the health sector, which are
already deemed vulnerable in this region (Brown & Crawford,
2008; Beg et al., 2002; Sorgho et al., 2020b). Adaptation ‘The
process of adjustment to actual or expected climate change
and its effects. In human systems, adaptation seeks to moder-
ate or avoid harm or exploit beneficial opportunities’ (IPCC,
2014), encompasses the strategies, West African countries
must engage in to reduce the consequences of climate change,
which will have lasting repercussion on their nation’s popu-
lation and development (Beg et al., 2002; Adger et al., 2003)

Burkina Faso like other West African nations, is especially
at risk because its population is facing both gradual change
in key meteorological variables and an increase in the fre-
quency, duration and intensity of extreme weather events. Cli-
mate change will impact health through these extreme weather
events and a multitude of other pathways including, increasing
heat stress, decreasing water and air quality, increasing vector
and ecological diseases, worsening socio-economic factors and
decreasing food supply and safety (Haines & Ebi, 2019; Watts

et al., 2018). Extreme weather events such as heatwaves, tor-
rential rainfalls and consecutive mini-droughts are detrimental
to food security in Burkina Faso, where more than 70% of the
nation’s population relies on subsistence farming for their
annual food supply (De Longueville et al., 2016; Sorgho
et al., 2020a). Heat stress resulting from heat waves is decreas-
ing farmers’ physical work capacity, limiting their ability to
tend their agricultural fields, while changing rainfall patterns
are decreasing the growth potential of crops, leading to poor
yields and destabilized food security (Karst et al., 2020; Sorgho
et al., 2020a) (Rigolot et al., 2017; Tourre et al., 2017). Direct
and indirect impacts of climate change on health have been
observed specifically in Burkina Faso, through increasing
child undernutrition and mortality resulting from changes in
rainfall and agricultural yields (Belesova et al., 2017b; Belesova
et al., 2017a; Belesova et al., 2019) to increasing rates of cardio-
vascular, respiratory, and cerebrovascular morbidity and mor-
tality in elderly populations due to heat waves and heat stress
(Bunker, 2018; Bunker et al., 2016). The population’s high
exposure and vulnerability to climate change are compounded
by a low individual and institutional capacity to adapt (Sorgho
et al., 2020a; Williams et al., 2018). Therefore, it is crucial that
national stakeholders create climate change adaptation strat-
egies and that the policy implementers execute these strategies.

Burkina Faso has made strides in drafting and adopting cli-
mate change policies such as the 2007 National Action Pro-
gram for Adaptation to Climate Change (NAPA), and the
2015 National Adaptation Plan (NAP), but still has a way to
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