
http://www.jamba.org.za Open Access

Jàmbá - Journal of Disaster Risk Studies 
ISSN: (Online) 1996-1421, (Print) 2072-845X

Page 1 of 11 Original Research

Read online:
Scan this QR 
code with your 
smart phone or 
mobile device 
to read online.

Authors:
Munyaradzi A. Dzvimbo1 
Tinashe M. Mashizha2 
Kelvin Zhanda3 
Albert Mawonde4 

Affiliations:
1Department of Development 
Studies, University of South 
Africa, Pretoria, South Africa

2Plant and AgriBiosciences 
Research Centre, Ryan 
Institute, National University 
of Ireland, Galway, Ireland

3Department of Architecture 
and Real Estate, University of 
Zimbabwe, Harare, 
Zimbabwe

4College of Agriculture and 
Environmental Sciences, 
University of South Africa, 
Pretoria, South Africa

Corresponding author:
Albert Mawonde,
mawondee@gmail.com

Dates:
Received: 08 Sept. 2021
Accepted: 07 Mar. 2022
Published: 29 June 2022

How to cite this article:
Dzvimbo, M.A., Mashizha, T., 
Zhanda, K. & Mawonde, A., 
2022, ‘Promoting sustainable 
development goals: Role of 
higher education institutions 
in climate and disaster 
management in Zimbabwe’, 
Jàmbá: Journal of Disaster 
Risk Studies 14(1), a1206. 
https://doi.org/10.4102/
jamba.v14i1.1206

Introduction
Education and academia are springboards for sustainable development (SD) worldwide (Pappas 
2012). It is beyond doubt and indisputable that higher education and training are fundamental to 
the preferment of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) related to disaster management and 
climate change (King 2011; Kupika, Mbereko & Chinokwetu 2020; Leal Filho et al. 2018; Mawonde 
& Togo 2019; UNESCO 2014). The importance of education is evident because it is a fundamental 
human right that is provided in the Bill of Rights for different countries across the world (Lee 
2020). Globally, SDG4 envisions that by 2030 there will be all-encompassing and equitable quality 
education to support lifelong learning prospects for all (Kwauk 2020; Mashizha & Dzvimbo 2018; 
Mawonde & Togo 2019). The United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN 
2016) highlighted the need for partnerships among governments, citizenry and the private sector 
to accomplish available development programme (Jomo et al. 2016). As such, higher education 
institutions (HEIs) teaching, learning, research, innovation and community engagement need to 
be considered a driver for implementing SDGs to reduce the impact of climate-induced natural 
disasters (CINDs). 

The strategic importance and relevance of academia in achieving SDGs has been recently repeated 
in various research by scholars such as Bhowmik, Selim and Huq (2017), Albareda-Tiana et al. 
(2020) and Kupika et al. (2020). The World Commission on Environment and Development 
(WCED) applauded higher education institutions for their critical role and involvement in 
political transformation, public awareness and the capability to bring the globe into a sustainable 
path (WCED 1987). The European University Association (EUA), which represents over 800 
universities in European countries, regards universities as strong institutions accountable to 
society and capable of promoting SD (Brennan, King & Lebeau 2004). According to their efforts in 
promoting SDG achievement, the recent ranking of universities is driving the HEIs to achieve 
development (De la Poza et al. 2021).

This article seeks to explore the role of higher education institutions (HEIs) in climate change 
adaptation and disaster risk management (DRM). The study is based on the qualitative desk 
review, thematic and document analysis and uses the theory of change to facilitate a road map 
for HEIs in strengthening professional human development, policy consistency in dealing 
with climate-induced natural disasters (CINDs) research and policies. Academic journals 
covering the role of HEIs in climate and disaster management in Zimbabwe were selected on 
google scholar. Reviewed documents include universities’ curriculum documents, government 
disaster policy documents and other related disaster management policy protocols. The 
article’s findings reflect that HEIs in Zimbabwe have been engaged in climate change education 
and DRM as the country and the region are prone to threats posed by extreme weather events 
in the form of tropical cyclones and extreme droughts. The article concludes that HEIs core 
mission that includes public engagement to advance achieving sustainable development goals 
in Zimbabwe is growing at a steady pace to find ways to avert the impact of climate change 
and put strategies in place to respond to disaster to minimise social, environmental and 
economic losses posed by disasters. Bindura University of Science Education (BUSE) is 
enhancing people’s resilience in Chadereka village in Muzarabani through disaster 
preparedness training. National University of Science Technology (NUST) is also training 
communities on disaster concepts, disaster prevention, mitigation, preparedness and response.
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The African Union Agenda 2063 aspires to promote SD and 
raise awareness on climate and disaster management through 
education (Africa Union Commission 2015). The Sendai 
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (SFDRR) 2015–2030 
is crucial for climate disasters. The framework advocates 
for reducing global disaster mortality, direct economic 
loss concerning gross domestic product (GDP), disaster 
damage related to critical infrastructure and disruption of 
basic services and an increase in the number of countries 
with national and local disaster risk reduction strategies 
(Pearson & Pelling 2015). According to UNISDR Hyogo 
Framework for Action (2007), the paramount obligation of 
states is to put in place disaster risk management (DRM) 
strategies and frameworks at various levels to avert risks in 
communities posed by various natural disasters such as 
cyclones, droughts, tsunamis, earthquakes and volcanoes.

The Hyogo Framework of Action (HFA) of 2005–2015 focused 
on building resilience to disasters in nations and communities 
by 2015 through education and knowledge to enhance 
resilience (UNISDR Hyogo Framework for Action 2007). The 
framework provides a befitting conceptual underpinning for 
this study. These frameworks challenge the role of HEIs to 
the position of executing disaster management for SD 
through knowledge management, innovation, education and 
training, research, information exchange, dissemination and 
public awareness, national institutional frameworks and 
community participation (Tanesab 2020). The fundamental 
goal of the HFA is to challenge HEIs to consistently play a 
pivotal role in promoting SDG through the implementation 
of climate and disaster management curriculum, research 
projects and simulations.

Sustainable development is a critical pillar of socio-economic 
and environmental development in societies regarding DRM 
and climate change awareness and education (Mensah 2019). 
However, climate-induced disasters are threatening and 
derailing the efforts put by poor governments to respond 
accordingly to these challenges through proper sustainable 
strategies in Zimbabwe and other countries in the global 
South (GS). Disasters are environmental concerns that require 
special attention by higher education learning institutions, 
and their roles will go a long way in addressing the current 
institutional chasms in climate DRM. Disaster risk reduction 
and resilience are reflected in 25 targets and 10 of the 17 SDGs 
particular goals (UNISDR 2015).

This article seeks to parade and explain the absence of 
understanding of how higher education learning institutions 
can be used to deal with the continuing challenges of CINDs 
in Zimbabwe. Through higher education and learning 
avenues, especially research and development, communities 
can be empowered with knowledge that they can ultimately 
use to transform their lives and promote their well-being, 
especially in the light of changing climate and disasters (King 
2011). Higher education and learning are broad and diverse 
and can be packaged in different forms by nature to suit 
climate change induced disaster management and resilience 

studies. This study focuses on environmental education and 
training (EET), a critical component of higher education and 
learning considering that climate, disasters and environmental 
issues are intrinsic components of SD. 

While the Civil Protection Act (1989) in Zimbabwe bestows 
responsibility to every citizen to assist the reduction of 
disasters (Simba 2018), the HEIs have a critical and unique 
role to play in climate and disaster management in Zimbabwe 
(Fitzgerald et al. 2017).

Literature review
Tertiary institutions in Zimbabwe
Higher learning and education institutions in Zimbabwe are 
under the Ministry of Higher and Tertiary Education, Science 
and Technology jurisdiction. According to the Zimbabwe 
Council for Higher Education (ZIMCHE) Act of (2006), there 
are 24 registered universities in Zimbabwe, and among them, 
14 are public institutions and 10 are private (Garwe & 
Thondhlana 2019). The ZIMCHE oversees these education 
entities for quality promotion and accreditation, among other 
services. Given that there are many HEIs in Zimbabwe, there 
is a great need to focus on their roles in as far as climate 
change, disaster management and ultimately how they are 
promoting the achievement of SDGs in Zimbabwe. 

Higher education institutions have a crucial role in providing 
knowledge, evidence-based solutions and innovation to 
facilitate SDGs attainment through extensive research 
activities and capabilities (Albareda-Tiana et al. 2020; 
Bhowmik et al. 2017; Leal Filho et al. 2018). Co-responsibility, 
collaborations and joint programmes with higher learning 
institutions would be vital in realising SD (Trencher et al. 
2014) through climate and DRM. For example, in 2021, 
Bindura University of Science Education (BUSE) in 
Mashonaland Central Zimbabwe collaborated with the 
Ministry of Environment in Climate Change, Collaboration 
Pact to tackle the climate change phenomenon. The 
collaboration will see BUSE leading the role of conducting 
researches on climate change. A non-governmental 
organisation such as the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) 
partners with various universities in climate change and 
DRM strategies by providing disaster risk expertise and 
funding. Various stakeholders in Zimbabwe recognise the 
need for education to institute sustainable economic 
transformation, as shown by student scholarships such as the 
Joshua Nkomo and Econet Wireless Zimbabwe scholarships 
supporting studies in science, among other areas.

Climate change induced disasters and the role of 
universities
Climate and disasters are intertwined through climate 
aberrations and sudden weather changes that vary over time. 
Climate variations and changes manifest or exhibit themselves 
in the form of extreme weather events such as droughts and 
floods (CINDs). Moreover, in most cases, these have the 
potential for loss of human lives and destruction of 
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infrastructure (Diakakis et al. 2020). It is also vital to observe 
that climate variations and risky weather occasions have 
regularly occurred, resulting in property and livelihood losses 
(Matamanda, Dzvimbo & Kadebu 2017; UNESCO 2014; 
UNISDR 2009). The United Nations classifies disasters 
resulting from climatic variability and other climatic and 
meteorological causes as hydro-meteorological disasters 
(floods, landslides, mudflows, avalanches, tidal waves, 
windstorms, including typhoons, cyclones, hurricanes, storms, 
winter storms, tropical storms and tornadoes, droughts, 
extreme temperatures and complex disasters associated with 
drought) as distinct from geological disasters (earthquakes, 
volcanic eruptions and tsunamis) (Cui 2016; UNESCO 2014). 
The hydro-meteorological disasters resulting from climate 
variability and other climatic and meteorological causes are 
commonly referred to as ‘climate disasters’ in disaster studies. 
Climate disasters have always been a recurring theme in 
human history and are rising. As these natural disasters are 
rising, universities are challenged by various international 
calls to respond with innovative strategies to tackle and adapt 
to these natural disasters to save lives, infrastructure, economic 
growth, resilience and human safety. One such call is the 
inception of the SDGs in 2015, which challenged universities 
and HEIs to embrace and implement ways to use each goal to 
attain sustainability, peace, growth, equity and improved 
standards of living (Mawonde & Togo 2019). The SDG 4 
(quality education), SDG 11 (sustainable cities and 
communities), SDG 13 (climate action) and SDG 17 (partnership 
for the goals) are some goals universities or HEIs can use to 
tackle natural disasters and climate-induced extreme weather 
events. Universities are known for innovation, knowledge 
production, academic prowess and they have the trust of the 
society, thus they are better placed to influence communities to 
adapt to DRM strategies and climate change adaption methods 
(Mawonde & Togo 2019).

Sustainable development and climate disasters
Sustainable development is a process that requires us to view 
our lives as elements of a larger entity and our actions have a 
cumulative influence in building sustainable growth and 
systems or further degrading ecosystems and natural flow of 
resources to the detriment of humanity (Blewitt 2012). 
Sustainable development is about protecting and conserving 
the natural environment and promoting social equity and a 
degree of economic equality within and between nations 
(Chigundu 2018; Cui 2016). This can be conceptualised as a 
process of convergence, so the question of spatial scale is 
necessary in any serious thinking and action designed to make 
our world a better place. Sustainable development goals are 
targets and goals set to address various problems befalling all 
countries globally, including peculiar challenges faced by the 
GS by 2030 (Messerli et al. 2019). Australia and sub-Saharan 
Africa are examples of the GS affected by CINDs (Crompton & 
McAneney 2008; Graham 2020). They are hinged upon the 
idea that the future should be a better, healthier place than the 
present without severe natural disasters. Neither modern nor 
postmodern SD strategies requires an understanding of the 
natural world and the human social world as being not so 

much ‘connected’ as the same but compartmentalised such 
that there is a need to harness SD through HEIs to achieve 
meaningful ways to avert global sustainability challenges 
among them CINDs (Chirisa & Dumba 2012; Nhede 2013).

Benson (2016) explicates the formidable impacts of disasters 
on SD thus: 

Disasters undermine sustainable development. They result in 
loss of life and cause injury, sometimes with life-changing 
consequences. Furthermore, they destroy homes, schools, health 
clinics, hospitals, utilities, roads, markets, and other social and 
economic infrastructure and damage the natural environment. 
These direct, physical losses have further indirect consequences, 
disrupting livelihoods, education, access to health care, and so 
forth, together with leading to adverse secondary impacts on 
social and economic aggregates such as GDP, the balance of 
payments, and budget deficits. (p. 2)

Against this background, the United Nations Resolution on 
SD calls for building resilience and disaster risk reduction in 
SD and poverty reduction (Aitsi-Selmi et al. 2015). Sustainable 
development stresses risk reduction initiatives and 
development is not sustainable if it does not consider DRM. 
So, to achieve SD towards harnessing CINDs, universities 
assumed the role to expand their core mission of teaching 
and learning, research, community engagement and 
knowledge creation to include innovation and creativity to 
respond to various challenges confronting humanity (Togo & 
Gandidzanwa 2021).

Integrated disaster risk 
management framework
The possibility of climate and natural hazards forces coalescing 
and generating greater destructive forces inflicts imperatives 
for a comprehensive, integrated risk management framework. 
In Zimbabwe, disaster management is addressed and 
coordinated by the disaster management arm, the Civil 
Protection Unity, which falls under the Ministry of Local 
Government, Public Works and National Housing. The 
Ministry of Environment, Water and Climate is also the apex 
body that works with the Civil Protection Unit to address 
policy issues and lay guidelines as mandated from the Civil 
Protection Act Chapter 10.06 of 1989. Its primary role is to 
coordinate all the stakeholders involved in DRM in Zimbabwe, 
and its main aim is to protect lives, property and the 
environment from all dangers (Simba 2018). Climate change is 
being addressed at various levels by other ministries such as 
Higher Education, Science and Technology and other non-
governmental organisations such as the WWF for Nature 
Zimbabwe and Zimbabwe Environmental Law Association. 
There is wide divergence among the aforementioned 
organisations as they operate in silos with an integrated 
disaster management plan. Disaster risk management in 
Zimbabwe is sectoral and remains compartmentalised as the 
policies of various sectors do not harmoniously speak to each 
other (Ncube-Phiri, Mucherera & Ncube 2015). The Zimbabwe 
Environmental Law Association deals with marginalised 
communities to claim their environmental, social, economic 
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and cultural rights within natural resources and the 
environmental sector. The organisation also deals with climate 
change and renewable energy programmes. In contrast, the 
WWF deals with the following thematic areas: wildlife and 
protected areas management; forestry and landscape 
management; wetlands management; and renewable energy 
solutions which fall within the wildlife, forests, freshwater, 
and climate and energy. This silo mentality of managing 
various risks posed by anthropogenic and natural factors 
creates confusion and negates salient protocols to disaster 
management and CINDs. Muzamhindo and Mutanana (2021) 
alluded that Zimbabwe has disaster management policies in 
place, but their implementation and coordination is fragile due 
to various stakeholders acting independently from each other.

Therefore, there is an urgent need to bring climate change and 
disaster stakeholders such as non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), government institutions, universities, climate change 
and disaster management activists on a common platform and 
develop an integrated risk management framework or model 
for the challenges of climate change and increasing disasters, 
which are intrinsically linked through societal vulnerability, 
research and development (R & D) (Matamanda et al. 2017). An 
integrated approach would entail better coordination among 
climate change, disasters and development communities. 
Furthermore, there is a need for improved theoretical 
and methodological approaches to comprehend and respond 
to local manifestations of disasters while concurrently 
addressing the underlying complex global processes through 
multi-stakeholder involvement (Frederiksen 2017).

Theoretical framework
Change theory: Problem, solution and desired 
outcomes
This study is grounded in the theory of change. The theory-
driven evaluation aimed to move beyond a simplistic input-
output notion of evaluation. Instead, it requires that programme 
designers explicitly state how they expect a programme to 
work, thereby making their implicit assumptions explicit 
(Reinholz & Andrews 2020). The theory-driven evaluation 
aimed to move beyond a simplistic input–output notion of 
evaluation and instead required that programme designers 
explicitly state how they expected a programme to work, 
thereby making their implicit assumptions explicit (Reinholz & 
Andrews 2020). This allows an evaluator to understand better 
what is being implemented and why making explicit 
connections between a given intervention and its outcomes. By 
making the underlying rationale of an initiative explicit, it can 
be interrogated, assessed and revised systematically as it is 
being implemented (Reinholz & Andrews 2020). 

Theory of change implies that when institutions make efforts to 
reduce vulnerability and strengthen resilience, countries can 
protect lives and assets from widely known risks. Disasters can 
be managed easily if institutions in Zimbabwe have a clear 
response plan when disaster strikes. This can be achieved if 
Zimbabwe’s institutions responsible for disaster management 
have a disaster management plan that is implementable, 

followed by a vibrant assessment plan to measure success. At 
the same time, countries can also control the creation of new 
risks if they implement the right policies and interventions 
(Chatiza 2019). As countries create sustainable disaster 
management policies and intervention strategies, there is a need 
to build innovative institutions to bring change in the climate 
and DRM domain. Higher education institutions are better 
placed to work hand in hand with government arms and other 
relevant stakeholders in facilitating DRM innovation and 
response strategies. Universities are famous for knowledge 
creation and their involvement in DRM strategies and policy 
formulation strongly impacts communities and among various 
stakeholders (Mawonde 2020).

Research methodology
The study used a qualitative, exploratory research design. 
Hamilton and Finley (2019) defined qualitative research 
methodology as ‘multi-method in its focus, involving an 
interpretive, naturalistic approach to its subject matter’. An 
exploratory design is the most appropriate design to the 
projects focusing on areas where there is the uncertainty of 
ignorance and where there is a paucity of research on the 
subject (Bryman 2012). Desktop research was employed to 
collect DRM and the role of HEIs in CINDs data. A desk study 
in compiling data that have already been collected reduces 
data collection costs (Evetts 2014). However, a challenge with 
desk research is often on the synthesis of the data that needs to 
be done in a way that does not produce the same results as the 
previous research or studies. Instead, the logic is to critically 
analyse the previous studies, extract useful information, 
validate sources and ultimately align the results with the study 
at hand (Frederiksen 2017; Munro 2018). Some of the sources 
that were used include the Council of Higher Education policy 
documents on DRM curriculum in universities, government 
documents on DRM and response and peer-reviewed journals 
from Zimbabwean universities on DRM.

Content analysis and thematic analysis were employed to 
analyse data gathered from various documents related to 
Zimbabwe DRM. Bryman (2012:290) defined content analysis 
as ‘an approach to the analysis of documents and texts that 
seeks to quantify content in terms of predetermined categories 
and in a systematic and replicable manner’. Thematic analysis 
refers to a qualitative research method that can be widely used 
across a range of epistemologies and research questions 
(Nowell et al. 2017) for identifying, analysing, organising, 
describing and reporting themes found within a data set so 
that the research can produce meaningful findings (Braun & 
Clarke 2006). The rationale for using both content and thematic 
analysis is to uncover all the meanings and interpretations of 
higher education’s contributions in promoting SDGs 
concerning climate and disaster management. Data analysed 
was from the World Bank, United Nations reports, national 
and local newspapers, books and journal articles.

Results and discussion
The increasing intricacies of climate-related disasters and 
risks challenge HEIs in Zimbabwe to make pre- and post-
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disaster efforts by imparting disaster management knowledge 
to communities. This is a huge task taking into account 
economic challenges in Zimbabwe due to a myriad and a 
plethora of factors such as economic sanctions and economic 
meltdown. These challenges are making it difficult for the 
government to build strong institutions to deal with disaster 
management. The meteorological department is one arm of 
the government, which broadcast weather forecasts and 
predict extreme weather events with the potential to cause 
disasters such as floods or droughts. Universities in 
Zimbabwe have the intellectual capacity to carry out 
disaster risk-related research culminating in sustainable 
recommendations. However, universities still face challenges 
in executing their roles to promote SDGs through DRM. The 
barriers to achieving SDG goal number 13 (take urgent action 
to combat climate change and its impact) include insufficient 
funding and access to the latest technology such as geographic 
information system (GIS) hardware and software to track 
and manage disasters effectively. Although the government 
meteorological department issues early warning information 
to affected communities, there is a lack of infrastructure, 
vehicles, helicopters, boats, communication networks in 
remote areas and strong disaster management teams to 
evacuate people when disaster strikes, especially during 
floods. Ultimately, universities are coming up with DRM 
recommendations, but responsible government institutions 
lack implementation because of poor funding, corruption 
and economic sanctions.

Higher education and sustainable development
The increasing engagement of HEIs in Zimbabwe in the 
global disaster risk domain reflects a growing commitment to 
SD. Universities have included sustainability issues in their 
modules, such as climate change, disaster risk reduction and 
poverty reduction. Chinhoyi University of Technology 
(CUT), for example, offers modules with components of 
climate change significantly in the School of Agricultural 
Sciences and Technology (SAST) and the School of Wildlife 
Ecology and Conservation (SWEC) (Kupika et al. 2020). 
Chinhoyi University of Technology offers a Bachelor of 
Science Honours Degree in Environmental Science and 
Technology with modules covering occupational health and 
safety, sanitation and disaster management skills (CUT 2019). 
Table 1 indicates universities that have DRM programmes in 
Zimbabwe. 

The Faculty of Arts, Department of Development Studies at 
Midlands State University (MSU) in Gweru, carried out a 
project titled: Climate Change, Disaster Management Institution 
for Transformation in Zimbabwe, Southern and sub-Saharan Africa 
Local Rural and Urban Communities, code named (CC-
DM001/20) (MSU 2020). The project themes include disaster 
management conventions and community development, 
disaster management institutions and protocols for 
transformation, theory of disaster management, challenges, 
humanitarian action and sustainability. The project was 
meant to tackle disasters associated with climate change and 
educate wider communities on responding to such 

catastrophes. In that regard, it is evident that those HEIs see 
education as a tool for SD and have embraced SD in all their 
activities. On that note, the teaching and learning, higher 
education’s contribution can go the extra mile towards 
building sustainable societies and emanate from engagement 
with communities, research outputs and the development of 
green technology that can ensure a balanced type of 
development (Wu & Shen 2016). 

In their study, Shen and Jim Wu (2016) had supported this 
perspective of higher education for SD. The researchers 
observed that research trends had indicated the need to 
integrate higher education teaching and learning, research, 
curriculum and community engagement towards SD. 
Trencher, Yarime and Kharrazi (2013) observed that SD is 
becoming a noble concept and institutions of higher learning 
are acting as agents in promoting principles of SD in 
communities.

However, to accelerate the pace to achieve this, HEIs in 
Zimbabwe and Africa need to be proactive and serve 
communities with scientific knowledge. The HEIs should 
not only link theory with practice but they should also 
allow for potential transformations, act as watchdogs of 
society and be responsible to the broader community 
beyond formal education (Trencher et al. 2013). The role of 
HEIs in SD is so critical that the United Nations designated 
the decade between 2005 and 2014 as the United Nations 
Decade of Education for SD (Borys 2010; Togo & Lotz-
Sisitka 2013). Although the decade of education for 
sustainable development (DESD) lapsed, it had raised 
several universities’ awareness to embrace SD approaches. 
Moreover, soon after the DESD, the Transform Agenda 2030 
kicked in with 17 various SDGs and 169 targets (Mawonde 
& Togo 2021) to further improve and enhance quality 
education in societies for SD using SDG 4 (quality education 
for all).

Innovation and ICTs by the universities
It is quite essential to appreciate that science, technology and 
innovation (STI) policy systems have emerged as 
interconnections between knowledge, values, national and 

TABLE 1: Disaster risk management curriculum.
Institution Department Course level Module information 

BUSE Geography BSc. Development 
Studies 
BSc. Disaster 
Management 
Studies 

(DG 410) Disaster Risk Reduction
(DG 411) Disaster and 
Development 
(DDG 402) Disaster Risk Reduction 
and Development
(DDG 206) Community Based 
Disaster Risk Reduction 

National 
University of 
Science 
Technology 
(NUST)

Institute of 
Development 
Studies 

MSc. Disaster 
Management 

(MDM 5101) Hazards, Disasters & 
the Zimbabwe Emergency 
Management System
(MDM 5102) Disaster Vulnerability 
and Risk Management
(MDM 5302) Emergency Planning, 
Exercise Design & Evaluation

University of 
Zimbabwe

Peace Security 
and Society 

MA Disaster Risk 
Reduction 
Management 
Systems 

(MDM 503) Disaster Governance
(MDM507) Monitoring and 
Evaluation in Disaster

BUSE, Bindura University of Science Education; DG, development geography; DDG, disaster 
development geography; MDM, master disaster management.
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international socio-economic, environmental, technological and 
organisational components. Universities such as Harare 
Institute of Technology (HIT), National University Science and 
Technology (NUST), CUT and Bindura University Science 
Education (BUSE) are the only institutions with a central bias 
towards technology courses and programmes in the country, 
and they have made efforts to create technological tools but little 
to assist in disaster management. Regardless of that, in 2019, the 
Government of Zimbabwe launched several innovation hubs at 
the University of Zimbabwe (UZ), MSU and NUST that seek to 
transform academic knowledge into adoptable products 
through research and development. Construction is underway 
at other universities such as the Great Zimbabwe University 
(GZU), Zimbabwe National Defence University (ZNDU) and 
CUT. Moreover, Zimbabwean HEIs have no databases and 
websites to provide real-time information and data for climate 
disaster risk reduction (Chirisa & Matamanda 2022). 

It is worth to note that the use of Global Positioning Systems 
(GPS) has not yet been adopted for DRM by universities. The 
Department of Geography and Environmental Science 
(DGES) at the UZ is the current leading in geospatial 
technologies and is in its course and Education 5.0 for full-
fledged adoption (Togo & Gandidzanwa 2021). The DGES, 
for example, used GIS, remote sensing and hydrological 
modelling techniques to map and model flood-prone areas in 
Zimbabwe for flood assessment. 

Purba (2015) supported adopting information computer 
systems in universities to predict natural disasters and avert 
their impact through timeous sustainable planning to minimise 
economic losses and preserve human lives. The author argues 
that information communication technology (ICT) is the best 
choice to overcome obstacles in running HEIs. Baragheh, 
Rowley and Sambrook (2009) also posited that innovation 
varies with time and that higher education and learning 
institutions must use innovation as a tool to respond to climate 
change and its related threats in the form of extreme weather 
events. These extreme weather events are responsible for CINDs 
that threaten humanity and vulnerable countries’ economies. 
There is a need to increase funding to enable higher education 
and learning institutions to support activities envisaged under 
the disaster management pillar and be centres of research and 
development of new technologies (Tirivangasi & Nyahunda 
2019). This study found that universities in Zimbabwe have 
fewer research programmes. Therefore, there is a need to 
effectively address climate and disaster management through 
diverse and integrated research programmes.

Higher tertiary institutions as sources of 
information
Historically, disaster risk-related education programmes have 
dominated in developed countries such as Japan, but the study 
shows that disaster risk programmes are relatively new and 
are being taught from undergraduate to Master’s level in 
Zimbabwe. This study shows that only a handful of HEIs 
are contributing to generating educational knowledge 
and technical skills essential for the management of climate 
adaptation and mitigation in Zimbabwe. The BUSE introduced 

BSc Honours in Disaster Management, allowing students to 
undertake research in areas such as Muzarabani, for example, 
(which is prone to floods) and increase the resilience of local 
communities to the prevailing hazards through education. The 
NUST offers a Master of Science in Disaster Management. The 
programme is critical in building sustainable communities in 
Zimbabwe. The degree offers the following course modules: 
MDM 5101 Hazards, Disasters and the Zimbabwe Emergency 
Management System, MDM 5102 Disaster Vulnerability and 
Risk Management, MDM 5103 Disaster Education, MDM 5104 
Media Management and Disaster Risk Communication, MDM 
5201 Earth Sciences and Natural Disasters, MDM 5202 
Technological Disasters, MDM 5301 Geographical Information 
Systems for DRM, MDM 5302 Emergency Planning, Exercise 
Design and Evaluation, MDM 5303 Public Health Issues 
in Disaster Management, MDM 5304 Disaster Risk and 
Emergency Management Regulation (NUST 2020).All these 
modules are interlinked and they address disaster management 
issues and challenges following guidelines of the Sendai 
Framework in responding to disasters and mitigation. Finally, 
the UZ offers BSc Honours Risk Reduction and Disaster 
Management. The programme offers modules that respond to 
various disasters that affect humanity ranging from floods to 
droughts. The programme addresses humanitarian aid, 
resilient infrastructure, disaster communication networks, 
disaster monitoring and control and evaluation.

It is worth noting that BUSE introduced a Master of Science 
in Climate Change and SD, a programme that incorporates 
climate change issues. The Catholic University in Zimbabwe 
also offers a short course on disaster management. Such a 
move by the institution builds a much stronger emphasis and 
the integration of climate change and disaster management 
agenda into all aspects of university activities for the 
institution to be relevant and respond to prevailing 
challenges. Higher educational institutions have played 
a crucial role in the climate change and disaster risk domain.

Public awareness
The HEIs in Zimbabwe are generating knowledge about 
disaster risks, the factors that lead to disasters and the actions 
that can be taken to reduce exposure to flooding, drowning 
and lightning hazards (Mutsau & Billiat 2015). Local 
universities (e.g. BUSE, NUST, UZ, MSU) have developed 
public awareness for disaster risk reduction through 
community engagement in rural and urban areas, enhancing 
community preparedness. The HEIs in Zimbabwe have 
organised conferences where leading academics, scientists and 
researchers exchange and share their experiences, knowledge 
and research results, which is equally important to promote 
SD. In 2016, NUST hosted the Third Biennial Conference of the 
Southern Africa Society for Disaster Risk Reduction. Climate 
change and disaster awareness are helpful in capacity building 
and are necessary for Zimbabwe to fulfil her commitment 
under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (Brown et al. 2012). 
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Some communities (especially in Muzarabani Mashonaland 
Central Province in Zimbabwe) have been exposed to floods 
and droughts over the years (Mucherera & Mavhura 2020), 
and it is important to develop coping mechanisms and 
strategies. Hence, university awareness programmes 
empower communities and enable indigenous knowledge to 
be incorporated in climate change and disaster management. 
However, universities in Zimbabwe are challenged to 
implement more disaster risk management programmes in a 
cross-disciplinary manner. Therefore, the introduction of new 
programmes should incorporate elements of interdisciplinary 
and transdisciplinary.

According to Mashizha, Monga and Dzvimbo (2017), 
education and awareness about CINDs and sustainable coping 
mechanisms were meagre among most smallholder farmers 
partly due to weak institutional coordination and support. 
Peers’ climate change education and values create a prerogative 
and positive influence on neighbouring rural people to adopt 
sustainable mitigatory strategies, which appear successful 
from other climate knowledgeable farmers or stakeholders 
(Mashizha et al. 2017). Perceptions and understanding of 
climate change disasters greatly influence awareness and 
disaster management involvement in the sustainable 
interventions being executed by various stakeholders. 

Mullens (2018) and Dzvimbo et al. (2017) observed that several 
hazards derail available climate and weather information 
from penetrating rural communities, including scientific 
jargon, inadequate dissemination channels and poorly 
formalised institutional frameworks at the national level. 
These barriers or hazards have created gaps between scientists, 
researchers, policymakers and communities, yet all these 
stakeholders should cooperate to ensure that climate change 
and its impacts are understood and mitigated. In this regard, 
one of the critical roles of higher learning institutions is to 
simplify scientific information or knowledge to the public.

More so, HEIs have not crafted emergency plans for poor and 
vulnerable community preparedness in Zimbabwe except for 
awareness on floods, evacuation, search and rescues. The 
HEIs must embrace both scientific and indigenous knowledge 
as community-based approaches to disaster management 
and focus much on rural areas where there is inadequate 
information about the dynamics of climate disasters 
(Baumwoll 2008).

Scientific research and advisory services
The UZ provides technical assistance for scientific research to 
the government and or policymakers (Nyambi & Maynard 
2012). The UZ has been involved in studying soil sampled in 
communities that are vulnerable to flooding and developed 
sustainable construction materials. There is also a steady 
increase in undergraduate students in research areas but 
Doctoral and Master’s students still dominate. Although 
different factors drove scholars and researchers to be involved 
in SD research initiatives, a lot still needs to be performed. 

There is limited research in centres of Zimbabwe HEIs to assist 
in disaster risk reduction (Mutsau & Billiat 2015). The role of 
the Centre of Applied Social Sciences (CASS) at the UZ in socio-
ecological studies and research of wetland conservation is 
increasing and becoming their area of research focus to control 
flooding as wetlands are known as water infiltration sites. 

The UZ introduced the biannual Journal of Urban Systems and 
Innovation for Resilience in 2019 as a platform for researchers 
to air practical issues in Zimbabwe’s urban communities 
such as climate change. This journal platform produces local 
climate change and disaster risk and management from lived 
experiences of various communities such as those in the 
Lowveld. These communities include Chiredzi, Muzarabani, 
Guruve district and the Zambezi basin. These areas are often 
affected by severe flooding and research information is 
helpful to other stakeholders facing similar challenges. 
Research institutions in Zimbabwe are mainly dominated by 
formal education and training, although informal occurs 
through field trips and visits to sites. 

Empirical research funding has been cited as one of the most 
impediments to undertaking reliable researches by university 
scholars (Mawonde & Togo 2021). Despite climate change 
education, the study found that limited financial resources 
are usually allocated to climate change-related research 
within HEIs (Mawonde & Togo 2019). Sustainable 
development research is critical to ensure that climate change 
solutions are far-reaching to affected communities to improve 
their living standards. Universities various colleges and 
departments need to be financially strengthened to increase 
vibrant institutional climate change research to avert negative 
impacts of extreme weather events. Civil Protection Authority 
monopoly in managing government disaster funds leads to 
failure to grapple with disasters, and HEIs must be 
incorporated with their superior knowledge and varied 
expertise to bolster DRM and reduction (Rwodzi 2019).

Higher learning organisations and networks: 
A liaison question
Institutions of higher learning are increasingly getting into 
a relationship with research stakeholders, such as the 
Research Council of Zimbabwe and the Scientific Institute 
of Research and Development Cooperation. However, 
evidence shows that currently, there are no solid and 
extensive networks of institutions to drive the common 
cause of disaster management and risk reduction. Networks 
are essential in countering setbacks and facilitating disaster 
risk identification, mapping and communication about the 
risks (Owens 2017). For higher education to play a revitalised 
role in the SD framework, there is a great need for publicly 
funded research and higher education partnerships (Owens 
2017). Understanding climate disaster risks as a body of 
academics, policymakers, practitioners, and the public goes 
a long way in finding lasting solutions to minimise the 
extent of damage and losses posed by this catastrophic 
phenomenon.
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Scaling up resilience through tertiary institutions
Universities play a critical role in scaling up the resilience of 
vulnerable communities to disasters and natural hazards 
(Amri et al. 2017). In particular, the study observed that 
besides passing the knowledge and training students to 
become disaster risk practitioners, HEIs in Zimbabwe are 
also training communities on disaster concepts, disaster 
prevention, mitigation, preparedness and response (Mavhura 
et al. 2013). 

Bindura University of Science Education has shown its 
commitment to building people’s resilience in Chadereka 
village in Muzarabani. The area experienced catastrophic 
floods in 2000 and 2007, which presented several vital lessons. 
The university has mastered how to respond to emergencies 
and how local communities must have the necessary disaster 
education and skills to be in positions of readiness in the event 
of a new disaster. Resilience building is a bottom-up approach 
in which communities at the grassroots need to ensure that 
we build effective response mechanisms (Odemerho 2015). 
This implies that universities can play an essential part in 
reducing the negative impacts of extreme climate events in 
direct and indirect ways (Abedin & Shaw 2015).

With the world’s increasing frequency and intensity of 
disasters, the need for painstakingly concerted efforts 
towards building disaster-resilient communities in Zimbabwe 
cannot be ignored. Thus, higher education’s responsibility is 
to build competencies for SD among vulnerable communities. 
The role of universities should not end at building community 
resilience but go beyond empowering communities to 
become leaders for SD (Abedin & Shaw 2015). Such 
empowerment can be demonstrated through capacity 
building. Among all the recommended actions universities 
should embrace towards SD, such as research and education 
(Adams, Martin & Boom 2018; Lozano et al. 2015), capacity 
building has gained much research attention (Hooge & Van 
Dam 2019).

Recent drought and flood warnings by the Meteorological 
Services Department (MSD) have highlighted the need for an 
intensification of initiatives to address loss and damage and 
the entire scope of disaster reduction responsiveness. 
Therefore, as HEIs are important community stakeholders, 
there are building communities’ preparedness to handle 
environmental disaster situations that have been slow and 
inadequate, mainly because of poor funding. In low-lying 
areas such as Muzarabani, Tsholotsho, Chisumbanje and 
Chibuwe, and other areas of Matebeleland North such as 
Hwange and Binga Districts and Eastern Highlands of 
Zimbabwe such as Chimanimani District, flooding is prone 
and households are at risk of hunger (Mtapuri, Dube & 
Matunhu 2018). The Southern parts of the country are prone 
to droughts in successive years.

From 2016 to 2019, low-lying and other areas of the country 
have been vulnerable to floods. Recently, Chimanimani, 
Chipinge and some areas of Masvingo were hit by the recent 
cyclones and Hwange District was affected by flash floods. 

Tsholotsho experienced devastating flash floods and the 
government was not able to cope with the catastrophe 
(Mtapuri et al. 2018). In that regard, HEIs must spell out 
strategies to deal with such catastrophes. Currently, 
Zimbabwe and most of its HEIs are struggling to tackle 
disaster management as a discipline due to lack of funding, 
among other challenges. 

Student activism for disaster action
One of the areas where HEIs are lacking is active student 
engagement and activism in climate disaster management to 
address the loopholes at the HEIs and relevant state and non-
state departments. Students are vibrant and energetic change 
agents (Mawonde & Togo 2021) with high energy levels to 
implement change as future environmental leaders (Mcmillin 
& Dyball 2009). It is worth stressing that student activism is 
critical to bringing the quality of education and programmes 
to HEIs and relevant authorities to account for their deeds 
and misdeeds in handling disasters across the country. For 
instance, in 2019, in response to the Cyclone Idai disaster, no 
single HEIs student rose to action to push the universities, 
national and local governments to curtail the disaster, 
including alerting the people and restoring livelihoods 
(Zhanda, Dzvimbo & Chitongo 2021). Therefore, there is a 
need of not solely confining students’ activism to power 
politics.

Conclusion and the way forward
This article found that HEIs are essential climate and disaster 
management partners in Zimbabwe. Tertiary education 
institutions act as magnets that build adaptive community 
capacity to climate change. Knowledge and education turn 
out to be more important than income in reducing disaster 
vulnerability. 

It can also be concluded that universities can integrate and 
align their efforts with government policy towards disaster 
management and mitigations. To date, HEIs in Zimbabwe 
have done an initial flurry on disaster management. Through 
their research, HEIs and scholars from those institutions 
directly influence risk perceptions, skills and knowledge. The 
HEIs in Zimbabwe should build their disaster satellite tracking 
infrastructure to create domestic technology solutions to local 
development challenges and support technology transfer, 
adaptation and dissemination for SD and resilience. For HEIs 
in Zimbabwe to inculcate sound and relevant environmental 
disaster knowledge, quality of institutions, graduate 
experiences and more research outputs are primarily required. 
Based on the empirical evidence from this study, it is interesting 
to observe that university-community partnerships can 
quicken the pace and strengthen community resilience. 
Higher education institutions’ core mission includes public 
engagement to advance achieving SDGs.

Recommendations
Henceforth, this article recommends that climate and disaster 
management policies focus more on the general empowerment 
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of communities through education, human capital formation 
and capacity building as the most efficient strategy towards 
building resilience. This is commendable, and HEIs, through 
their curriculum, teaching and learning, research and 
community engagement, can use students as agents of change 
to conscientise communities on the need to understand 
climate change and CINDs and ways to minimise them. 

Through research publications inclined to wetlands and 
flooding, HEIs should be supported with incentives to lure 
scholars to come up with cross-cutting research that will 
significantly improve the preservation of wetlands to control 
flooding, which often affects Zimbabwe’s low lying areas. 
Hence, it is worthy of integrating environment and 
development into education activities from primary school 
to tertiary institutions of which appropriate methods and 
materials will be developed to respond to extreme weather 
events and disasters. 

This should be performed to establish national centres for 
excellence and interdisciplinary research and education in 
environment and development (Chigundu 2018). Besides, 
HEIs should consider enrolment to programmes such as 
Accounting and Finance with courses in disaster financing, 
auditing, levying and monitoring. The HEIs are supposed 
to set up interdisciplinary research units and organisations 
to address prevailing climate and disaster management 
challenges.

The awareness and knowledge generated by HEIs need to be 
reflected in sustainability science and HEIs must collaborate 
with communities in capacity building to enable 
transformation. Public awareness of climate change is an 
essential measure for influencing the whole society to jointly 
participate in activities to mitigate and adapt to climate 
change (Demuzere et al. 2014).

All the relevant departments and colleges of higher education 
and learning need to contribute significantly towards 
inventing tools to deal with climate change disasters, such as 
early warning systems. More so, local universities should 
be in the front line to advise and urge local authorities and 
other government departments, such as the Civil Protection 
Department, to use technology for disaster risk preparedness 
and response (Chirisa et al. 2016).

Students must be encouraged and given support (financially 
or in other ways) to undertake training in SD and support 
their research through incentives such as research grants. 
This enhances improved research outputs in SD. Many 
positive outcomes can be realised if climate change and 
disaster management are given maximum support in 
Zimbabwe.

As the education policy shift, Zimbabwe is shunning 
Education 3.0, which focuses on community service, research, 
and teaching in favour of Education 5.0, which broadens the 
space and innovation hubs that focus on sustainability 

thematic study areas by the universities. There is a need to 
seize the opportunity and embrace many climate-related 
disaster concepts for SD.
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