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Fig. 1 Fallen palm trees on Azizakpe Island in Ghana as a result of severe erosion (Source: Hannahkasak, 2023. CC BY-SA 4.0, 
via Wikimedia Commons).
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Abstract
Islands have built their culture and heritage around bodies of 
water. However, due to climate change, the coastal islands are 
steadily disappearing because of severe flooding and erosion, 
as in the case of Azizakpe, a fishing community whose history 
and culture are strongly connected to water. Human activities, 
including the dredging of the estuary, along with sea level rise 
exacerbated by global climate change are the primary drivers 
for this loss. Although various coastal management and adap-
tation measures have been introduced, their outcomes remain 
uncertain. This study examines the Azizakpe community and 
the rapidly deteriorating state of the island. It highlights the ef-
fect on local livelihoods and how the community is attempting 
to cope with the situation and safeguard their water-based her-
itage, which will be at risk if islanders are displaced.

Policy Recommendations
•	 Implement eco-engineered shoreline protection in erosion 

hotspots and support locally tested flood-resilient housing.

•	 Restore mangroves through regulated replanting, establish 
community-enforced protection zones, and reduce pressure 
via alternative energy solutions.

•	 Strengthen freshwater access through rainwater harvesting 
systems and pilot solar desalination to address salinization 
risks.

•	 Preserve water-related knowledge through a community-led 
archive, intergenerational education, and partnerships.

•	 Integrate Azizakpe into national climate frameworks, mo-
bilize climate and heritage funding, and support communi-
ty-led adaptation.
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Introduction

Small island communities across the globe are 
increasingly threatened by climate change, sea 
level rise and human-induced environmental 
transformations. In Ghana, these challenges 
are particularly acute for island settlements 
along the Volta River and the Gulf of Guinea, 
where erosion, flooding and ecological disrup-
tions are undermining livelihoods and endan-
gering cultural heritage. Azizakpe, a fishing 
community in the Ada East District, exemplifies 
this precarious reality. Historically sustained 
by its estuarine location and distinctive wa-
ter-based practices – including fishing, crab 
trapping, boatbuilding and coconut oil produc-
tion – the community faces the prospect of 
disappearance as its land area steadily dimin-
ishes.

The plight of Azizakpe is not unique, but it has 
been largely overlooked in scholarship and 
policy. Existing research on the Volta Basin 
has focused primarily on the economic and 
environmental implications of large-scale in-
frastructure such as the Akosombo Dam (Al-
hassan 2009; Chambers 1970; Miescher 2021), 
or on broader assessments of coastal vulnera-
bility in West Africa. Far less attention has been 
paid to the localized, community-level impacts 
of erosion and flooding on small islands whose 
cultural heritage and water-dependent ways of 
life are deeply tied to place. This gap is critical, 
as the disappearance of such communities en-
tails not only the loss of physical settlements, 
but also the erosion of intangible heritage, eco-
logical knowledge and social identity.

This paper addresses that gap by examining 
Azizakpe as a case study of cultural resil-
ience and ecological vulnerability. It explores 
the community’s historical relationship with 
the Volta River, its livelihoods and traditions 

rooted in water and the challenges posed by 
climate change, erosion and infrastructural 
interventions. It demonstrates how environ-
mental pressures threaten both tangible and 
intangible water heritage and argues for more 
inclusive and research-informed strategies to 
preserve and adapt vulnerable island commu-
nities. Although it focuses on Azizakpe, the ar-
ticle contributes to broader debates on climate 
adaptation, heritage preservation and sustain-
able development in small island contexts. 
The article asks what aspects of Azizakpe’s 
water-based heritage can realistically be pre-
served in the face of accelerating erosion and 
sea level rise.

Community’s Water Heritage and Relationship 
with the Volta River

The relationship between Azizakpe and the 
Volta River is multidimensional, encompassing 
material survival, settlement patterns, cultural 
practices and moral worldviews. Water in this 
context is not merely a physical resource but 
the foundation of the community’s identity and 
continuity.

A key community strategy has always been ma-
terial and spatial adaptation. For centuries, the 
Volta River has provided Azizakpe with fertile 
land, abundant fisheries (fig. 2) and a reliable 
transport route. Its estuarine setting allowed 
the community to thrive through farming, fish-
ing and trade, shaping both its economy and 
spatial form. Families initially settled near the 
estuary to benefit from fertile soils and plentiful 
fish stocks, but as flooding and erosion intensi-
fied, settlement patterns shifted. Houses were 
increasingly built with protective features, such 
as higher plinths and adaptive layouts, to with-
stand the river’s fluctuations. These adapta-
tions demonstrate how survival has depended 
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on intimate knowledge of the river’s rhythms, 
with the landscape itself becoming an archive 
of the community’s responses to environmen-
tal change.

Another strategy lies in ritual and festival prac-
tices that sustain cultural resilience. Beyond 
its material functions, the Volta River is a cen-
tral axis of cultural life. For the Adangme peo-
ple, water symbolized both survival and pro-
tection in times of conflict. The river’s natural 
barriers enabled them to withstand invasions 
and establish the Ada Kingdom (Sanza 2019). 

Fig. 2 Fishing activities on Azizakpe (Source: Rhoda 
Osei-Nkwantabisa, 2022).

Fig. 3 Crab trapping practices on Azizakpe (Source: Rhoda 
Osei-Nkwantabisa, 2022).

This historical memory continues to be cele-
brated in rituals tied to water. Returning warri-
ors were once welcomed with purification rites 
which involved washing their feet in the river 
and firing muskets across its surface (Tsofanye 
2016; Sanza 2019). These practices became 
institutionalized in the Asafotufiam Festival, 
one of the most important cultural events for 
the Ada people. During the festival, participants 
gather at Kpomkpo-Panya, the riverside point 
of departure and return for warriors, to per-
form foot-washing rituals and symbolic wa-
ter-fetching ceremonies where priests carry 
water in a mysterious basket without spilling a 
drop. Such practices reaffirm the river as both 
a spiritual force and a guardian of the people, 
embodying their resilience across generations.

Water also permeates Azizakpe’s moral and 
regulatory frameworks. Proverbs tied to the 
river articulate lessons about social conduct 
and the natural order. For example, the saying 
“The river that does not flow in the right direc-
tion will never find peace” links the integrity 
of a river’s flow to the importance of ethical 
behavior, underscoring the belief that human 
society should mirror natural harmony. In ad-
dition, cultural laws and taboos regulate the 
community’s use of water resources. Fishing is 
forbidden on Tuesdays, a practice that serves 
both spiritual and ecological functions, allow-
ing fish populations to regenerate. Similarly, re-
strictions on women crossing the river during 
menstruation, while controversial today, high-
light how cultural codes once governed inter-
actions with water. Together, these practices 
show that the Volta is not only a natural feature 
but also a social institution that enforces order, 
sustainability and respect.

Finally, strategies of continuity and change 
shape how the community negotiates modern-
ization. In contemporary times, modernization, 
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migration and exposure to globalized culture 
have reshaped aspects of life in Azizakpe. 
Younger generations, in particular, often view 
rituals, proverbs and taboos as symbolic rather 
than binding, raising concerns about the long-
term preservation of intangible water heritage. 
Yet many traditions - such as the Asafotufiam 
Festival or proverbs about the river - remain 
vibrant, passed down through oral storytelling 
and community gatherings . What is changing, 
however, is the balance between cultural resil-
ience and physical vulnerability. The same river 
that embodies identity and spirituality is also 
eroding the very land on which this culture is 
practiced. The erosion of cultural practices is 
thus inseparable from the erosion of physical 
space, with each amplifying the other.

This intertwined vulnerability suggests that 
Azizakpe’s heritage cannot be reduced to “mi-
nor details.” The rituals, settlement patterns, 
proverbs and taboos represent an entire world-
view in which water is central to survival, mo-
rality and meaning. As the island continues 
to shrink, what is at stake is not just a fishing 
community, but a unique cultural system that 
has developed over centuries of living with and 
adapting to water.

Challenges Endangering Community’s Water 
Heritage

Small island communities are particularly 
vulnerable to the impacts of climate change 
(Scheyvens and Momsen 2008). Their protec-
tion should be prioritized, with measures tak-
en to strengthen resilience and mitigate risk. 
Yet because of their economic vulnerabilities 
many such communities have not received 
the attention or help. Water levels are steadi-
ly increasing and have been predicted to rise 
an estimated 5 m by the year 2150 (European 
Environmental Agency 2024). The changes in 
water levels will impact many different but re-
lated systems of island life including agricul-
ture, fisheries and infrastructure.

Azizakpe’s elevation is relatively low, with the 
highest point being only a few meters above 
sea level. The village is situated near the riv-
erbank, which is prone to erosion and flooding 
during heavy rainfall and river surges. Azizakpe 
lies in a region where the Volta River flows into 
the Gulf of Guinea, placing it in a deltaic zone 
where both fresh water and salt-water inter-
act. According to the Intergovernmental Pan-
el on Climate Change (IPCC), global sea levels 
are expected to rise by 0.3–1.1 m m by 2100 
(IPCC 2021). The Gulf of Guinea region is ex-
pected to experience higher rates of sea level 
rise due to local oceanographic factors, such 
as thermal expansion and glacial melt. Based 
on regional studies, the coastal areas of Ghana, 
including the Volta River region where Azizak-
pe is located, are expected to experience rising 
sea levels of around 0.5–1 m by the end of the 
century. In coastal areas like Azizakpe, small 
rises in sea level (even as little as 0.3 m) can 
result in significant flooding. Regional studies 
of Ghana’s coast, including the Volta estuary, 
show that sea level rise and associated salt-
water intrusion are already degrading fresh 

Fig. 4 The Asafotufiam Festival (Source: Gold Coast XP, 
2023).
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water resources and threatening agriculture 
and drinking water supplies (Nyekodzi et al. 
2016; Avornyo et al. 2023).

The most immediate challenge is the loss of 
land and ecosystems. Approximately 20 acres 
(8.1 ha) of Azizakpe’s land, nearly a quarter of 
the island’s total area, have been lost to ero-
sion. This reduction has displaced families, 
disrupted trading activities and diminished the 
viability of the settlement. By 2023, only four 
shops remained active, a stark indicator of the 
island’s economic contraction. Ecologically, 
erosion has destroyed mangroves, farmland 
and animal habitats, while aquatic species 
such as crabs and fish have retreated from 
degraded waters. The disappearance of land 
is therefore not only a spatial loss but also an 
ecological and economic one.

Water and food security are equally threat-
ened. Saltwater intrusion has compounded the 
crisis, contaminating boreholes and the Volta 
River, the community’s primary drinking water 
source. What was once an abundant and free 
supply of fresh water has become unsafe, forc-
ing residents to rely on imported water at high 
cost. This change has reshaped daily practic-

Fig. 5 Erosion control with car tires (Source: Rhoda 
Osei-Nkwantabisa, 2022).

es of drinking, bathing, and washing, while also 
threatening cultural rituals such as foot-wash-
ing ceremonies tied to the river. Similarly, the 
salinization of soils has halted farming, elim-
inating an important supplement to diets and 
incomes. The resulting food and water insecu-
rity has raised the cost of living and has led to 
increased emigration from the island.

Livelihoods have been destabilized and dis-
rupted. As a fishing community, Azizakpe has 
traditionally depended on a diverse set of wa-
ter-related occupations, including crab hunt-
ing, fish mongering, boatbuilding and coconut 
oil production (fig. 2). Flooding and erosion 
have severely undermined these livelihoods. 
The decline of coconut trees has led to re-
duced oil production, cutting off a major source 
of household income. Fishing yields have 
dropped, both because of ecological disrup-
tions and because the physical space for fish-
ing-related activities is shrinking. These cas-
cading effects illustrate how climate change 
threatens not just one economic sector but the 
entire interconnected system of livelihoods in 
Azizakpe.

The cultural consequences of these transfor-
mations are profound. The erosion of land and 
resources also erodes intangible heritage. Rit-
uals, proverbs and taboos tied to the river lose 
their resonance when the material base, in-
cluding fresh water, fertile soils and abundant 
fish, is degraded. For example, the practice of 
foot-washing in the Volta River is increasingly 
constrained as access points are lost to flood-
ing and erosion. Thus, environmental changes 
undermine not only survival but also the cultur-
al expressions that define Azizakpe’s identity.

Taken together, these challenges reveal the 
depth of the community’s vulnerability. The 
threats to land, ecosystems, livelihoods and 
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heritage are interlinked, reinforcing each other 
in ways that compound the risk of total disap-
pearance. What is at stake is not only the sur-
vival of a small island settlement but also the 
preservation of a unique water-based culture.

Adaptation Strategies and Their Shortcomings

In response to the accelerating erosion and 
flooding, both external actors and the people 
of Azizakpe have attempted a range of adap-

tation strategies. These interventions vary in 
scale from government-led dredging and man-
grove restoration to household modifications, 
but they share a common outcome: limited and 
temporary effectiveness. Understanding why 
these measures failed is essential for explain-
ing the community’s current vulnerability.

The most significant government intervention 
was undertaken by the Volta River Authority 
(VRA). They undertook dredging of the main 
estuary between 1990 and 2016, primarily to 
control weed infestation and improve water 
flow (Nyekodzi et al. 2016; VRA 2022). While 
this reduced bilharzia and improved naviga-
tion, it also altered sediment dynamics. Many 
residents attribute the acceleration of erosion 
after 2016 to the abrupt cessation of dredging 
activities, which left the shoreline destabilized.
In the early 2000s, a mangrove restoration pro-
ject (fig. 7) was jointly launched by the District 
Assembly, the Forestry Commission, and the 
Ada Tourism Stakeholders Association. The 
project aimed to reinforce the shoreline using 
natural vegetation. However, without enforce-
ment or alternative energy sources, residents 
continued to harvest mangroves for firewood 
and construction, gradually undoing the inter-
vention. The project illustrates how ecological 
restoration efforts fail when livelihood pres-
sures are not addressed.

At the community-scale, Azizakpe residents 
have long experimented with small-scale pro-
tective structures. Since the 1990s, they have 
installed rock sills perpendicular to the river, 
constructed sea walls from concrete-filled car 
tires and deployed sandbags and sand tubes 
(figs. 5 and 6). These measures were funded 
collectively by residents and through contribu-
tions from local philanthropists. While ingen-
ious, their effectiveness was highly localized: 
The tire sea wall protected a small section of 

Fig. 6 Erosion control with sand tubes (Source: Rhoda 
Osei-Nkwantabisa, 2022).

Fig. 7 The Mangrove Restoration Project (Source: Rhoda 
Osei-Nkwantabisa, 2022).

Rhoda Osei-Nkwantabisa & Martin Larbi 
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Fig. 8 The levels of erosion 2013–2020 (Source: Rhoda Osei-Nkwantabisa, 2022. Basemap from ARCGIS © Esri and DeLorme, 
HERE, USGS, Intermap, iPC, NRCAN, Esri Japan, METI, Esri China (Hong Kong), Esri (Thailand), MapmyIndia, Tomtom).

shoreline but left the rest exposed, and sand-
bags disintegrated quickly under wave action.

At the household level, families have sought 
to adapt their homes to recurrent flooding. 
Common strategies include raising plinths, 
elevating houses on stilts, reinforcing foun-
dations with concrete-filled pipes and install-
ing sand-filled planters as protective barriers. 
These measures provide temporary protection 
for individual households, especially during the 
rainy season when the Volta River overflows. 
Yet they cannot address the broader processes 
of shoreline retreat and saline intrusion.

The failure of these strategies can be traced 
to several interrelated factors. Localized and 
fragmented measures cannot match the scale 
of estuarine hydrodynamics. Institutional sup-
port has been weak, with interventions rarely 
embedded in broader coastal defense policies 
or backed by sustained funding. Livelihood 
pressures – such as the reliance on mangroves 
for energy and construction – directly conflict-
ed with ecological restoration. Many commu-
nity-led efforts lacked technical or engineer-

ing expertise, leaving them vulnerable to the 
river’s force. Finally, chronic socioeconomic 
constraints limited the community’s capacity 
to invest in durable solutions or maintain pro-
tective structures.

The limited success of these strategies should 
not be evidence that Azizakpe is unsalvageable. 
Instead, their failure highlights the structural 
neglect of small island communities and the 
inadequacy of fragmented, under-resourced 
interventions. The erosion of Azizakpe is not an 
inevitable “natural” outcome but the result of 
governance gaps and a lack of integrated, re-
search-informed coastal management. Unless 
such measures are developed, abandonment 
will continue, but it will be the consequence of 
institutional failure rather than environmental 
determinism.

The Community Tomorrow

Over the past decade, Azizakpe has lost rough-
ly a quarter of its landmass (fig. 8), and projec-
tions suggest that continued erosion and sea 
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level rise will make permanent habitation in-
creasingly difficult. The acceleration of land 
loss since the cessation of dredging activities 
in 2016 highlights the severity of the threat: 
If current trends continue, the island may be-
come uninhabitable within a generation. This 
physical decline has forced the community 
to confront an uncomfortable reality. Despite 
their persistent efforts to protect the shore-
line through sea walls, mangrove planting and 
household-level adaptations, most of these 
measures have been short-lived or ineffec-
tive. As a result, many residents now live with 
a sense of uncertainty, with some preparing 
psychologically for eventual relocation.

This looming future raises a central question: 
What does preservation mean in a context 
where physical land is steadily disappearing? 
For Azizakpe, preservation cannot be under-
stood solely as holding back the sea. While 
temporary interventions such as coastal de-
fenses, elevated housing and fresh water man-
agement projects can reduce immediate risks 
and buy valuable time, they cannot reverse the 
underlying processes of climate change, sea 
level rise and sediment loss. It is unlikely that 
the island, in its present physical form, can be 
secured indefinitely.

At the same time, abandoning the island with-
out a preservation strategy risks erasing an 
entire cultural world. Azizakpe’s heritage is not 
only material, where it is embodied in boats, 
traps and houses, but also intangible, embed-
ded in rituals, oral traditions, ecological knowl-
edge and a symbolic relationship with the 
Volta River. These dimensions of life can, and 
must, be preserved even if the island itself is 
eventually lost. For example, the annual rituals 
of foot-washing in the river, proverbs that en-
code moral teachings through water imagery, 
and traditional fishing and boatbuilding skills, 

represent cultural resources that extend be-
yond geography. If carefully documented and 
transmitted, they can survive relocation and 
continue to inform community identity in new 
environments.

The future of Azizakpe therefore demands 
a dual approach. On the one hand, short- to 
medium-term physical interventions are nec-
essary to sustain life and livelihoods in the 
immediate horizon. Strengthening flood de-
fenses, experimenting with resilient housing 
and securing alternative fresh water sources 
such as rainwater harvesting or small-scale 
desalination could extend the viability of the 
island and reduce the trauma of sudden dis-
placement. These measures would not “save” 
Azizakpe forever, but they would provide time 
for gradual adaptation rather than abrupt col-
lapse.

On the other hand, the long-term preserva-
tion of Azizakpe lies not in defending its ter-
ritory alone but in safeguarding its heritage. 
This requires deliberate documentation of oral 
traditions, ecological knowledge and ritual 
practices, as well as institutional support for 
transmitting these elements to younger gen-
erations. Here, NGOs, academic researchers 
and heritage organizations could partner with 
the community to record and preserve wa-
ter-based culture in written, audiovisual and 
educational forms. Schools and cultural asso-
ciations could serve as vehicles for teaching 
these traditions, ensuring continuity even in 
new locations.

Seen in this light, the community tomorrow is 
not only a story of loss, but also of transfor-
mation. While the island itself may eventually 
disappear beneath the sea, Azizakpe’s cultural 
and historical identity does not have to vanish 
with it. Instead, it can be carried forward, re-

Rhoda Osei-Nkwantabisa & Martin Larbi 
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interpreted and re-rooted elsewhere. The crit-
ical challenge is therefore not merely to delay 
the physical erosion of the island but to create 
pathways through which its heritage, both ma-
terial and intangible, can endure in the face of 
inevitable environmental change.

Conclusion

Azizakpe illustrates the dilemmas facing small 
island communities under climate change: The 
scale of erosion and sea level rise makes full 
physical preservation unlikely, while the ero-
sion of land simultaneously threatens cultur-
al heritage. The key question is not whether 
Azizakpe can be “saved” in a material sense, 
but how its heritage can be carried forward 
in ways that honor its history and sustain its 
identity.

This requires a dual strategy. First, short- to 
medium-term measures – such as strength-
ening coastal defenses, supporting resilient 
housing and securing fresh water supplies – 
can prolong habitation and reduce immediate 
risks. These interventions will not eliminate the 
threat of disappearance, but they can create 
space for communities to adapt rather than be 
forced into abrupt displacement.

Second, and more crucially, proactive doc-
umentation and transmission of Azizakpe’s 
water-based culture must be prioritized. Re-
cording rituals such as the foot-washing cer-
emonies, preserving oral traditions and prov-
erbs tied to the Volta River and supporting 
the continuation of fishing and boatbuilding 
knowledge will ensure that Azizakpe’s identi-
ty survives beyond the land itself. Here, NGOs, 
heritage organizations and academic institu-
tions can play as central a role as the state.

The preservation of Azizakpe, then, is not about 
resisting inevitable physical change but about 
ensuring cultural continuity under displace-
ment. By reframing preservation around herit-
age rather than territory, the community’s sur-
vival can be reimagined in ways that are both 
realistic and meaningful. This approach avoids 
naive appeals for intervention and instead of-
fers a pragmatic response to the question at 
the heart of this study: What is it that we aim to 
preserve, and how can it endure in the face of 
climate change?
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