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Abstract

Tropical Cyclone Idai, which struck in March 2019, is one of the most catastrophic climate-related disasters in Southern 
Africa’s history, particularly affecting Mozambique, Malawi, and Zimbabwe. Across these countries, the cyclone caused 
widespread economic, environmental, and infrastructural destruction, rapid displacements, and fatalities. Displaced peo-
ple encountered disproportionate disaster impacts, underscoring the need to mitigate displacement risks as climate risks 
intensify. This paper examines the displacement impacts of Cyclone Idai in Mozambique, focusing on short-term, long-
term, cross-border, and displacement management dynamics. The analysis draws on literature from peer-reviewed studies, 
humanitarian agencies, government reports, and policy documents. Findings show that displacements were largely internal 
post-Cyclone Idai, although some cross-border displacements occurred. Displacement management was challenged by 
weak disaster preparedness, reactive disaster response and resettlements, fragmented internal and cross-border disaster 
coordination, shaped by deep-seated structural and non-structural vulnerabilities. These challenges impeded disaster recov-
ery and heightened future displacement risks. As climate risks rise, extreme weather disasters like Cyclone Idai will become 
more frequent, necessitating effective displacement management. This should be underpinned by improved early warning 
systems, disaster preparedness, coordination, and the mobilization of resources at national and regional levels. Sustainable 
solutions for climate-related displacements also require coherent national and regional policy frameworks on displacement 
that integrate disaster risk reduction into urban development, land-use planning, and climate-resilient livelihoods. The paper 
provides insights for building resilience against climate-related disaster impacts, particularly displacement in Mozambique 
and the Southern African region.
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Introduction
The global disaster risk landscape is influenced by climate-re-
lated disasters, with disproportionate displacement impacts 
in regions of the Global South. Climate-related events have 
made up over 80% of all disasters since 2010. High surface 
temperatures in Africa have exceeded the global average, 
intensifying droughts, floods, and tropical cyclones, which 
lead to displacements (IFRC, 2020b; IPCC, 2022). Disaster 
displacement refers to the movement of people, whether 
forced or compelled, to leave their homes or usual places 
of residence because of a disaster, to avoid the effects of 
an immediate and predictable ‘natural’ hazard (IOM, 2021). 
Most disaster displacements occur within countries, and 
by 2023, there were about 35 million Internally Displaced 
Persons (IDPs) in Africa, accounting for roughly half of the 
global climate-related displaced population (IDMC, 2024b). 
Sometimes, combined disaster impacts surpass national 
borders and affect mobility across neighboring countries, 
as shown by Cyclone Idai (IPCC, 2022). In 2019, Tropical 
Cyclone Idai, accompanied by heavy rainfall, strong winds, 
and floods, mainly affected Mozambique, Zimbabwe, and 
Malawi. In these nations, around 2.98 million people were 
affected, over 111,000 houses were destroyed, and 240,000 
were damaged. There were 1,300 deaths, over 600,000 dis-
placements, and USD 2.2 billion in economic losses (Norton 
et al., 2020; UNHCR, 2019b).

Disaster risk hotspots, characterized by extreme vulnera-
bility and significant adaptation challenges, are primarily 
located in Africa. Here, recurring climate-related hazards, 
dense populations, multidimensional poverty, and limited 
adaptive capacities increase displacement risks (World Risk 
Report, 2024). Vulnerability refers to the likelihood of experi-
encing severe disaster impacts, such as displacement, due 
to exposure, high sensitivity, and constrained adaptive ca-
pacities, all influenced by various physical, social, economic, 
cultural, and institutional factors (Birkmann et al., 2013). 
Major indicators of disaster-related vulnerability include 
multidimensional poverty (for example, limited access to 
safe water, electricity, and healthcare), climate-dependent 
livelihoods, gender inequality, inability to evacuate, and 
displacement (Birkmann et al., 2021). Forced migration 
or displacement is a serious consequence of disasters. 
Without targeted interventions, climate-related events could 
cause approximately 85 million people to migrate internally 
within sub-Saharan Africa by 2050 (World Bank, 2021a). 
While voluntary migration is mainly driven by economic 
reasons, forced migration and climate-related disaster dis-
placements increase vulnerability and weaken the disaster 
recovery capacity of affected populations (UNDRR, 2019b).

Disaster displacements hinder development progress in af-
fected countries, and key policy frameworks focus on reduc-
ing displacement risks. Among others, the United Nations 
Agenda 2030, adopted in 2015, outlines 17 interconnected 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets to 
end poverty, safeguard the planet, and promote prosperity 
for all by 2030. Specifically, SDG 1.5 states that “By 2030, 
build the resilience of the poor and those in vulnerable 
situations and reduce their vulnerability to climate-related 

extreme weather events and other economic, social, and 
environmental shocks and disasters” (UN SDGs, 2016). Like-
wise, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction sets 
out four priorities and seven targets to reduce disaster risk. 
Target B aims to “substantially reduce the number of people 
affected by disasters by 2030,” including those impacted by 
evacuation, displacement, and relocation (UNISDR, 2015). 
Accordingly, the African Union (AU) adopted the Program of 
Action for the Implementation of the Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk Reduction (2015–2030) (AU, 2016). This pro-
gram supports integrating disaster risk reduction (DRR) into 
regional, national, and subnational sustainable development 
and climate adaptation strategies, with increased national 
funding and the mobilization of domestic resources (AU, 
2016; UNISDR, 2017).

Other displacement management guiding frameworks in 
Africa include the 2009 AU Convention for the Protection 
and Assistance of Internally Displaced Persons (Kampala 
Convention) and the 2012 Nansen Initiative Agenda for 
the Protection of Cross-Border Displaced Persons in the 
context of disasters, including climate-related disasters 
(AU, 2009; PDD, 2015). The Kampala Convention serves as 
a legal framework promoting regional and national strat-
egies to prohibit, mitigate, or eliminate the root causes of 
internal displacement, while providing durable solutions for 
protecting and assisting IDPs in Africa (AU, 2009). Similarly, 
the Nansen Initiative promotes protection and assistance 
for displaced people by encouraging disaster preparedness 
and strong collaborations between international, regional, 
national, and local communities and affected popula-
tions, to prevent or respond to internal and cross-border 
climate-induced disaster displacement risks (PDD, 2015). 
Overall, these global frameworks recognize that effective 
displacement management should facilitate vulnerability 
reduction, supported by proactive disaster preparedness, 
response, and recovery measures. 

Displacement management includes actions to prevent dis-
placement, prepare for unavoidable displacement, respond 
effectively, and find sustainable solutions to strengthen 
the resilience of displaced populations and host communi-
ties. It also involves monitoring their vulnerability to future 
displacement risks (UNDRR, 2019a). The magnitude and 
severity of climate-related disasters influence whether dis-
placement is short-term or long-term. Short-term displace-
ment and accommodation centres are temporary shelters 
established in public spaces by displaced persons or the 
government, where humanitarian agencies provide relief 
items such as food and water during disaster responses 
(IDMC, 2019a). For long-term disaster recovery, disaster 
management agencies may relocate displaced persons to 
planned resettlement sites, offering safer, durable solutions 
that include access to housing, livelihoods, food, potable 
water, healthcare, and education (IDMC, 2019a). Effective 
displacement management relies on research-based 
data to reduce displacement risks, protect internally and 
cross-border displaced persons, and implement sustainable 
solutions. This is crucial amid rising climate-related disas-
ters, socioeconomic pressures, and political challenges 
(PDD, 2015; Spiegel et al., 2023). However, data on direct or 
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indirect climate-induced displacement remains fragmented, 
and significant gaps still exist in monitoring internal and 
cross-border displacements, engaging displaced popula-
tions, and understanding institutional influences (Arnall et 
al., 2019; Borderon et al., 2019; Mence & Parrinder, 2017).

Cyclone Idai set a new benchmark for catastrophic disaster 
impacts in Mozambique, Zimbabwe, and Malawi, which 
declared states of emergency due to the disaster in March 
2019. These countries ranked first, second, and fifth, respec-
tively, among the top 10 disaster-affected nations that year 
(Germanwatch, 2021; SADC, 2019). The impacts of Cyclone 
Idai enable critical assessments of displacement dynamics, 
to identify key lessons, and offer policy insights for cli-
mate-related disaster risk reduction and improved displace-
ment management at national and regional levels. Drawing 
on peer-reviewed literature, government and humanitarian 
agency reports, and policy documents, this paper examines 
the impacts of Cyclone Idai-related displacement in Mo-
zambique, focusing on the dynamics of short- to long-term 
displacement, cross-border movements, and displacement 
management. The review is contextualized by pre- and 
post-cyclone vulnerability conditions driving displacement 
in Mozambique, cross-border migration patterns between 
Zimbabwe and Malawi, and displacement management 
during disaster preparedness, response, and recovery.

Pre-Cyclone Idai Displacement 
Landscape in Mozambique
Before Cyclone Idai, recurrent displacements occurred due 
to complex interactions between exposure to climate-re-
lated hazards, conflicts, and sensitivity factors like mul-
tidimensional poverty, which limited adaptive capacities 
to address displacement. Displacement management, 
therefore, remains a crucial part of disaster management in 
Mozambique, amid overlapping systemic vulnerabilities and 
displacement risk factors (EU et al., 2018; IFRC, 2020a). In 
2019, about 95,000 conflict-driven IDPs were present in the 
country before the cyclones, including Idai (IDMC, 2024a).

Spatial and Climate-Related Factors

Flooding poses a recurring displacement risk in Mozam-
bique, mainly due to exposure in both natural and built 
environments. Located within the South-West Indian Ocean 
(SWIO) basin region, Mozambique is downstream of nine 
major river basins and has Africa’s fourth-longest coastline, 
making it highly vulnerable to flooding and cyclone-related 
disasters (IFRC, 2020a; Mucova et al., 2021). The SWIO 
basin is among the most cyclone-prone regions globally. 
Between 2018 and 2022, 56 tropical cyclones developed in 
the basin, with 27 making landfall in Mozambique, averaging 
2.6 cyclones per season (Serele et al., 2023). From 1969 to 
2019, the basin recorded 626 tropical cyclones ranging from 
category 1 to 5. The year 2019 marked a record for category 
4 storms, including Cyclone Idai, and was 67% above the 
typical annual average of lower-intensity cyclones (Dube et 
al., 2021). Other significant cyclones affecting Mozambique 
and neighboring countries include Cyclone Leon-Eline 
(2000), Cyclone Favio (2007), Cyclone Dineo (2017), and 

Cyclone Kenneth (2019) (Nhamo & Chikodzi, 2021). On av-
erage, floods and storms occur four times more frequently 
than droughts in Mozambique (EU et al., 2018).

Beyond the natural environment, flooding-related displace-
ment risks in Mozambique are worsened by densely pop-
ulated urban developments in floodplains and inadequate 
infrastructure. For example, in Beira city, the capital of 
Sofala province, where Cyclone Idai made landfall, 40% of 
the population lives in flood-prone areas and about 70% 
reside in poorly constructed housing, while poor drainage 
increases housing damage and causes repeated flood-re-
lated displacements (Mixed Migration Centre, 2023; Santos 
et al., 2023; UN-HABITAT, 2020). Notably, around 60% of 
Mozambique’s population lives along the coast, with 11 of 
the country’s 23 cities located there, including five of its 
most populated cities: Maputo, Matola, Beira, Nacala, and 
Quelimane (EU et al., 2018; Palalane et al., 2016). Further-
more, 84% of the 498 localities in Mozambique’s central 
provinces, Sofala, Manica, Tete, and Zambezia, are at risk 
of climate-related disasters, mainly heavy rain, flooding, and 
strong winds (IOM & INGD, 2020). Prolonged heavy rainfall, 
rising river basin overflows, coastal erosion, and rising sea 
levels all increase flood risks and amplify the impacts of 
tropical cyclones in Mozambique’s coastal cities (Mucova et 
al., 2021; World Bank, 2025).

Political Factors and Conflicts

Apart from climate-related disasters, war and armed con-
flicts have greatly affected displacement and disaster man-
agement in Mozambique. The country’s post-independence 
era was characterized by a lengthy civil war from 1976 to 
1992, which caused about one million deaths, widespread 
internal migration, and 1.7 million Mozambicans seeking 
refuge in neighboring countries (Wiles, 2005). Since October 
2017, armed conflict in the Cabo Delgado province has dis-
placed over 1.3 million people within the country, with some 
experiencing secondary and tertiary displacements due to 
the conflict’s expansion, along with cyclones and storms 
(IDMC, 2024a). By 2021, 84% of those displaced by this 
conflict lived in temporary settlements in host villages, while 
around 9% were housed in designated centres (Human 
Rights Watch, 2022).

Beyond IDPs, migration and displacement from Mozam-
bique into neighboring countries have continued for de-
cades. Cross-border movement is facilitated by the 2005 
Southern African Development Community (SADC) Protocol 
on the Facilitation of Movement of Persons, which allows 
passport-holders from 16 member countries, including 
Mozambique, Malawi, and Zimbabwe, to travel visa-free 
within the region for up to 90 days each year (SADC, 2005). 
Formal border posts between Mozambique, Zimbabwe, 
and Malawi exist along major highways; however, borders 
along less-frequented routes are often merely imaginary 
lines, permitting unlimited official cross-border movement 
(Bentley et al., 2012; Daimon, 2016). Migration between Mo-
zambique, Zimbabwe, and Malawi mainly occurs for family 
visits, formal and informal trade, labour migration, seasonal 
livelihoods, and displacements caused by climate-related 
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events, conflicts, or civil wars (Chikanda, 2024; Raimundo, 
2009, 2021; Raimundo & Chikanda, 2016). Between 2007 
and 2017, Mozambique’s population grew from 20,670,000 
to 27,106,207 (INE, 2019), with nationals from Malawi 
(65,2950) and Zimbabwe (15,083) being the second and 
third largest groups (Raimundo, 2021). Furthermore, more 
Mozambicans live in Malawi than in other Southern African 
countries (Raimundo, 2009).

Economic Factors and Disruption of Livelihoods

Recurrent climate-related disasters continuously impact the 
agricultural livelihoods of people in Mozambique, increasing 
poverty and hindering climate adaptation. The agricultural 
sector is vital to the country’s economy, with about 80% of 
the population relying on climate-sensitive agri-food liveli-
hoods (USAID, 2021). Each year, around 1.8 million people 
face cyclone-related events in Mozambique, costing approx-
imately USD 170 million per cyclone season (Serele et al., 
2023). Before Cyclone Idai struck in March 2019, roughly 
1.78 million people were already severely food insecure from 
September to December 2018 due to extended droughts in 
parts of Mozambique (GoM, 2019). About 62% of the popu-
lation experiences multidimensional poverty, lacking access 
to healthcare, education, and basic living standards such as 
housing (UNDP, 2023). In 2021, Mozambique ranked 185th 
out of 191 countries on the Human Development Index, with 
roughly 60% of the population living below the USD 1.9 per 
day poverty line (World Bank, 2021b).

Post-Cyclone Displacement in 
Mozambique and Regional Dynamics
Amid underlying vulnerabilities, Cyclone Idai made landfall 
on March 4th as a tropical depression in the Zambezia prov-
ince, bringing heavy rainfall for a week before looping back 
into the SWIO, where it intensified into a tropical cyclone. It 
finally struck Beira on March 14-15 (Figure 1) (IDMC, 2019a, 
2019b). This was a Category 4 storm with wind speeds 
reaching up to 210 km/h and causing floods over 6 metres 
high in some areas, submerging more than 3,000 km of land 
and affecting densely populated regions in Beira, Chibabava, 
Buzi, Dondo, and Nhamatanda districts (INGD, 2019; OCHA, 
2019d). Sixty-five percent of localities in Mozambique’s cen-
tral provinces of Sofala, Tete, and Zambezia were affected; 
however, the areas around Beira city experienced the most 
severe impact (IOM & INGD, 2020; Municipality of Beira, 
2019). The cyclone then spread to eastern Zimbabwe and 
southern Malawi on March 15-16, amid torrential rainfall, 
before dissipating on March 21, making it an unusually 
extended cyclonic system (Figure 1) (Norton et al., 2020). 
Zimbabwe’s most affected provinces were Manicaland and 
Masvingo, with Manicaland, especially the Chimanimani 
district, being hardest hit (Nhamo & Chikodzi, 2021). In Ma-
lawi, fourteen districts were directly impacted, with Zomba, 
Chikwawa, Phalombe, and Nsanje being the most severely 
affected (Norton et al., 2020).

Figure 1: Cyclone Idai’s Pathway and Flooded Areas 

Source: IDMC (2019a)
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Despite recurrent economic costs related to disasters, 
Cyclone Idai has been the most expensive tropical cyclone 
in the SWIO basin and remains unforgettable among 
humanitarian circles due to its deadly, catastrophic, and 
geographically widespread impacts (Norton et al., 2020; Yu 
et al., 2019). Cyclone Idai caused a complete breakdown 
of infrastructure and systems that connect households to 
education, healthcare, food, water, electricity, transportation, 
and communication in the affected districts of Mozambique, 
Zimbabwe, and Malawi (Municipality of Beira, 2019; Norton 
et al., 2020). Since Zimbabwe and Malawi are landlocked, 
Cyclone Idai’s extensive damage to the Port of Beira, along 
with transport and supply chains, limited the movement of 
supplies to these countries (Nhamo & Chikodzi, 2021). In 
Mozambique, the most urgent needs following Cyclone Idai 
were in housing, transportation infrastructure, agriculture, 
and food security (GoM, 2019).

In Mozambique, Cyclone Idai affected approximately 1.85 
million people, displaced over 400,000, injured 1,500, and 
caused 603 deaths across the affected provinces (Table 
1) (GoM, 2019). Beira city experienced significant impacts, 
with about 90% of the city’s infrastructure suffering damage 
ranging from partial to total (Norton et al., 2020). Less than 
50% of IDPs were in accommodation centres, while the 
majority lived with host communities, families, and friends 
(GoM, 2019; Mixed Migration Centre, 2023). The post-disas-
ter needs assessment estimates that the total economic 
cost of the disaster impacts was USD 1.4 billion, and the 
total recovery cost was USD 2.9 billion (GoM, 2019). 

In Malawi, Cyclone Idai affected about 840,000 people in 
sparsely populated areas, resulting in 56 deaths, 577 injuries, 
and approximately 86,976 displacements (Table 1) (DoDMA, 
2019b; Mercy Corps, 2019). There were 173 accommoda-
tion centres set up in facilities like schools, churches, and 
classrooms, where displaced households received shelter 
and relief supplies from humanitarian partners and the gov-
ernment (DoDMA, 2019; IDMC, 2019b). The post-disaster 
needs assessment estimates the total economic cost of the 
disaster impacts at USD 220 million. Conversely, the total 
costs for recovery and reconstruction are USD 370.5 million 
(Government of Malawi, 2019).

Floods and landslides accompanying Cyclone Idai in Zimba-
bwe affected about 270,000 people and displaced 50,905, 
with over 344 fatalities and hundreds reported missing 
(Table 1) (Mercy Corps, 2019). Most internally displaced 
persons (IDPs) in Zimbabwe resided in host communities 
rather than in temporary accommodation centres housed 

in public, government, and school buildings (OCHA, 2019b). 
The post-disaster needs assessment estimates the total 
economic impact of the disaster at USD 622 million, with 
a total recovery cost of USD 1.1 billion (World Bank, 2019).

Post-cyclone Idai displacements were mostly internal, 
but some cross-border displacements occurred. There 
are no records of displacement from Mozambique into 
Zimbabwe related to Cyclone Idai; however, a few Zimba-
bweans crossed into Mozambique. According to Mashula 
et al. (2021), along the Chimanimani border between Mo-
zambique and Zimbabwe, 91% of displaced households 
remained in Zimbabwe, although 4% migrated to South 
Africa, 1% to Mozambique, and the rest to other countries 
after Cyclone Idai. The highest Cyclone Idai-related deaths 
in Zimbabwe were in Chimanimani, and floods carried 
some bodies across the border into Mozambique (Nhamo 
& Chikodzi, 2021; Spiegel et al., 2023). Notably, along the 
Mozambique–Malawi border, about 1,900 Mozambicans 
were displaced into Nsanje, Malawi, seeking shelter and 
emergency assistance, although there were no reports of 
Malawians crossing into Mozambique after Cyclone Idai 
(UNHCR, 2019b; UNICEF, 2019). 

Post-Cyclone Displacement 
Vulnerabilities in Mozambique
Displacement management, which includes measures to 
prevent, prepare for, respond to, and build resilience against 
displacement risks through durable solutions (UNDRR, 
2019a), is a part of disaster management in Mozambique 
and aligns with the Sendai framework. The Government of 
Mozambique (GoM) oversees disaster management through 
the National Institute of Disaster Management (INGD) and 
receives support from various humanitarian agencies such 
as the International Federation of the Red Cross and the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (GoM, 
2019; INGD, 2019). Post-Cyclone Idai displacement involved 
both short- and long-term dynamics, connected to the 
disaster management stages of preparedness, response, 
and recovery. The short-term phase included evacuation to 
accommodation centres during emergency response, while 
the long-term phase involved relocating people to resettle-
ment sites as part of disaster recovery.

Short-term Phase 

Fewer than 50% of the Cyclone Idai-related IDPs in Mozam-
bique, approximately 140,000 people, lived in accommo-
dation centres, with most being women (IDMC, 2019b). At 

Table 1: Summary of Cyclone Idai’s Regional Impacts, including Displacement

Human impacts Mozambique Malawi Zimbabwe
People affected 1,850,000 840,000 270,000
Injuries 1,500 577 183
Fatalities 603 56 344
People newly displaced 478,169 86,976 50,905
People officially sheltered post-event 77,019 1,273 42,874 
Compiled by Author using IDMC (2019b); Norton et al. (2020); DoDMA (2019b)
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these centres, IDPs depended on humanitarian aid for basic 
needs such as water, food, shelter, clothing, and sanitation 
(OCHA, 2019b, 2019c). However, during post-cyclone flood 
conditions, latrine overflows and contaminated water 
supplies caused disease outbreaks like cholera, which 
worsened health challenges and led to fatalities, especially 
in overcrowded centres (Lequechane et al., 2020). As a 
result, the government of Mozambique and humanitarian 
agencies established emergency health services to combat 
cholera and malaria and facilitate vaccinations, particularly 
for children under five in accommodation centres (OCHA, 
2019c). Additionally, displacement tracking systems were 
introduced to identify the most vulnerable IDPs within and 
outside these centres, including children, pregnant and 
breastfeeding women, and individuals with disabilities, to 
provide targeted help (OCHA, 2019c). Notably, because ac-
commodation centres were set up sporadically during the 
emergency response, many were inadequately furnished 
to meet the needs of large IDP populations, and access to 
healthcare, quality food, and clean water remained limited 
(GoM, 2019). Other issues included overcrowding, lack of 
safe drinking water, poor sanitation facilities, and reports 
of gender-based violence, especially against women and 
children (SADC, 2019).

Long-term Phase

Emergency response after Cyclone Idai concluded in May–
June 2019, with the closure of accommodation centres and 
the relocation of over 93,000 IDPs to permanent resettle-
ment sites for disaster recovery (IDMC, 2019a; IOM, 2020; 
UNHCR, 2019b). At these sites, IDPs required initial support 
with shelter and relief items until they became self-sufficient 
(IOM, 2020). However, resettlement areas faced several 
challenges, including unsafe shelter conditions lacking 
lighting, sanitation, or drainage systems, as well as limited 
access to food, water, livelihoods, markets, and arable land 
(UNHCR, 2019a). Access to social amenities such as health-
care, education facilities, and protection services, especially 
for women, children, and people with disabilities, was limited 

due to the remote locations of most resettlement centres 
(Jacobs & Almeida, 2021). Traumatized IDPs experienced 
family separation, difficulty obtaining civil documentation, 
and tensions in host communities over existing service fa-
cilities and livelihood activities at resettlement sites (Nhamo 
& Chikodzi, 2021; Sunu, 2024; UNHCR, 2019a).

About a year after Cyclone Idai, challenges in resettlement 
sites continued, reducing the ability of IDPs to support them-
selves amid declining humanitarian aid (IOM, 2020; Norton 
et al., 2020). Several households returned to their previous 
high-risk neighborhoods in search of livelihoods (especially 
fishing communities) and to be closer to social amenities 
(Kleinfeld, 2019). In Beira, IDPs preferred to live in survival 
mode during short-term displacements rather than relo-
cating to distant areas. The city offers diverse livelihood op-
portunities, particularly in fishing and informal employment, 
along with affordable housing, though often substandard 
(Mixed Migration Centre, 2023). The goal of resettlement to 
build resilience against future disasters remained unfulfilled, 
increasing the vulnerability of IDPs and making them reliant 
on donors. An assessment eight months after Cyclone Idai 
found that only 11% of IDPs planned to stay in resettlement 
sites permanently (IDMC, 2019a). Resettled households ex-
perienced long-term disruptions to their livelihoods, social 
ties, and access to education, healthcare, and sanitation 
services (IDMC, 2019b). While IDPs gradually moved from 
temporary centres to permanent resettlement sites after the 
cyclone, the humanitarian needs of both groups remained 
substantial, requiring ongoing support and heightening do-
nor dependence (Figure 2).

Notably, most IDPs lived in host communities and with 
family members, placing pressure on the finances and 
resources of hosts who lacked access to humanitarian as-
sistance (Nhamo & Chikodzi, 2021; Sunu, 2024). By residing 
with friends and family after the disaster, some IDPs missed 
out on registration opportunities to receive humanitarian aid 
(Jacobs & Almeida, 2021). The loss of documents among 

Figure 2: Shifts in Humanitarian Needs: Accommodation Centres versus Resettlement Sites Eight Months Post-Cyclone 
Idai

Source: (IDMC 2019a)



Managing Displacement Amid Climate Extremes: Lessons from Cyclone Idai, Mozambique 76 MiFOOD Paper No. 49

IDPs created barriers to accessing social services, such 
as healthcare, jobs, and financial support, and led to land 
ownership conflicts during disaster recovery (GoM, 2019). 
Beyond IDPs, entire communities faced growing humanitar-
ian needs. They had limited access to clean water, food, and 
shelter, while farming livelihoods were constrained by inun-
dated farmlands, loss of farming equipment, and reduced 
agricultural output during recovery (GoM, 2019).

The Case of Cross-Border Displaced Persons

Post-Cyclone Idai collaborations between the Department 
of Disaster Management Affairs in Malawi and INGD, Mo-
zambique, indicated that most of the 1,900 cross-border 
displaced Mozambicans in accommodation centres or host 
communities in Nsanje, Malawi, preferred to stay in Malawi 
as long as they had access to land, but would resettle in 
Mozambique if they received support to rebuild houses and 
farming livelihoods (UNHCR, 2019b). While Mozambique’s 
post-Cyclone Idai needs assessment highlighted the impor-
tance of increased coordination between the INGD and other 
disaster management institutions for disaster response, 
the report made no references to support for cross-border 
displaced persons (GoM, 2019). 

Displacement Management for 
Cyclone Idai 
The main framework for disaster management in Mo-
zambique is the National Disaster Risk Reduction Master 
Plan (PDRRD) (2017–2030), which sets out objectives for 
disaster prevention, preparedness, response, and recovery. 
It aligns with the priorities of the Sendai Framework DRR 
for reducing climate-related vulnerability, including displace-
ment (World Bank, 2017). The PDRRD is legally supported by 
the 2020 Law on Disaster Risk Reduction and Management 
(Law 10/2020), offering a solid legal foundation for disaster 
management and response in Mozambique (UNEP, 2020). 
These frameworks helped manage displacement caused by 
Cyclone Idai, aligning with the disaster management stages 
of preparedness, response, and recovery.

Information on disaster risk shared through effective early 
warning systems is vital for encouraging disaster prepared-
ness (IPCC, 2022). However, the unusual formation of 
Cyclone Idai delayed accurate forecasts of its strength and 
landfall until a few days before the event (Kolstad, 2021). 
Although early warning systems existed in cyclone-prone 
areas, the unpredictability of Cyclone Idai limited their ef-
fectiveness in reaching some at-risk communities (IDMC, 
2019a). Gwimbi (2021) pointed out fragmented dissem-
ination of warning messages about Cyclone Idai’s risks 
across the three affected countries, exposing gaps in early 
warning systems that worsened the disaster’s impacts. 
There is limited information on evacuations or infrastruc-
tural reinforcements in preparedness for Cyclone Idai’s 
impact (IDMC, 2019b). With restricted risk communication, 
disaster preparedness for a powerful cyclone like Idai was 
inadequate at all levels.

The disaster response phase involved managing the needs 
of IDPs both within and outside accommodation centres, as 
well as non-displaced households, which required effective 
coordination and the timely delivery of humanitarian aid 
(SADC, 2019). Notably, over 30 institutions, including federal, 
provincial, municipal, local, and international humanitarian 
actors, worked together during the Cyclone Idai emergency 
response. This collaboration was beneficial but still needed 
effective coordination (GoM, 2019). However, pre-existing 
coordination problems among disaster management actors 
from federal, municipal, local, and donor sectors resulted in 
fragmented relief supply distribution, duplicated efforts, and 
the marginalization of some severely affected populations 
in Mozambique (IFRC, 2021; Sunu, 2024). Furthermore, poor 
road conditions and disruptions in transportation and sup-
ply chains hampered humanitarian aid delivery, including 
food and non-food supplies, to severely impacted IDPs and 
non-IDPs. In some areas, supplies arrived only after a week 
and were airlifted to reach stranded households (Chari et al., 
2021; Nhamo & Chikodzi, 2021). 

For disaster recovery, government-led resettlement of IDPs 
requires relocation to well-planned, safe, and permanent 
sites, guided by principles of communication and commu-
nity engagement, durable solutions, compensation, and live-
lihood protection (Tadgell et al., 2018). However, many IDPs 
were hardly involved in resettlement location decisions, and 
communication about site conditions was absent after Cy-
clone Idai (Jacobs & Almeida, 2021). Additionally, because 
of Mozambique’s 2019 elections, the establishment of most 
resettlement sites was hurried, resulting in remote sites with 
limited access to livelihoods and basic services, further in-
creasing the vulnerability of IDPs (Amao, 2019). Beyond re-
ducing flood risks for most resettled IDPs from Beira, there 
was a decline in socioeconomic conditions and growing 
uncertainty about whether to stay in the resettlement sites 
or return to their original flood-prone communities (Mixed 
Migration Centre, 2023). Instead of building resilience, re-
settlement often heightened vulnerability and made many 
IDPs more susceptible to future displacement risks. Despite 
some cooperation on the needs of cross-border displaced 
persons seeking shelter in Malawi, there were no guidelines 
to support their resettlement in Mozambique. As a result, 
cross-border Mozambican displaced persons at the Ban-
gula shelter in Malawi chose to stay and rely on diminishing 
humanitarian aid without resettlement or return (UNHCR, 
2019b).

Given the significant public costs associated with disaster 
management, the Government of Mozambique promotes 
financial protection against disasters. Notably, the State 
allocated 0.1% of its budget to the 2017–2030 Disaster 
Management Fund (Decree No. 53/2017) to operational-
ize the fund and mobilize financial resources for disaster 
management (World Bank, 2017). Amid multiple annual cli-
mate-related hazards and costs, funding is mainly donor-de-
pendent and driven by disaster response efforts, creating 
key challenges for displacement management. Tropical 
Cyclone Idai ranks as the third deadliest and most costly 
cyclone in the SWIO basin (Yu et al., 2019). However, only 
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45% of Mozambique’s humanitarian appeal of USD 2.9 bil-
lion for Cyclone Idai was funded (OCHA, 2019a). Six weeks 
after Cyclone Idai, Cyclone Kenneth struck the war-torn 
Cabo Delgado province in Mozambique, pushing the cost 
of post-disaster needs to USD 3.2 billion and requiring the 
diversion of strained humanitarian resources (GoM, 2019; 
UNICEF, 2019). Consequently, disaster management capac-
ities and humanitarian aid were stretched and overwhelmed 
in addressing post-Cyclone Idai needs.

Towards Stronger National and 
Regional Displacement Management 
The 2019 cyclones in the Southern African Region revealed 
gaps and provided key lessons for displacement manage-
ment at various levels. 

Within Mozambique

Cyclone Idai highlighted the critical importance of disaster 
preparedness, which influenced DRR reforms. Notably, Dis-
placement Tracking Matrix assessments in November 2019 
showed improved planning, with 75% of localities in central 
Mozambican provinces establishing evacuation routes, and 
82% designating public buildings as accommodation cent-
res for unavoidable floods and cyclone displacements (IOM 
& INGD, 2020). Furthermore, in 2020, the Climate Risk and 
Early Warning Systems (CREWS) initiative launched a five-
year USD 4 million project to strengthen multi-hazard early 
warning systems in climate-vulnerable regions, including 
the SWIO, supporting disaster preparedness in countries like 
Mozambique (CREWS, 2021). As climate-related stresses 
across the country and region increase, further investments 
in early warning systems and disaster preparedness be-
come essential. A compelling reason to invest in disaster 
risk reduction is that USD 1 spent on preparedness can save 
USD 4–7 in disaster response (UNDRR, 2023). 

Donor assistance is crucial for reducing vulnerability and 
managing disasters; however, it is often insufficient, espe-
cially for events like Cyclone Idai, whose impacts crossed 
provincial and national borders, while response and recov-
ery funding were severely lacking. Despite improved domes-
tic resource mobilization for disaster management, such 
as the 2017–2030 Disaster Management Fund (EU et al., 
2018), more financing is needed to address the root causes 
of multidimensional poverty and to promote climate-resil-
ient development that reduces displacement risks. Large 
financial gaps remain; for example, in Beira city alone, over 
USD 580 million is needed for basic housing, climate-re-
sistant roads, waste management, drainage systems, and 
coastal defence upgrades to decrease displacement risks 
(UN-HABITAT, 2020). Only 1% of climate finance in Africa 
originates from private philanthropic donors, highlighting 
the need to boost private and public sector investments to 
support national efforts through fostering green economies, 
bankable DRR projects, and comprehensive risk and invest-
ment data (UNDP, 2024).

Displacement management has usually adopted a top-
down approach, neglecting the capacity of displaced groups 

to influence the development of justice-based, inclusive, 
and sustainable solutions (Arnall et al., 2019). In the face of 
limited formal disaster management efforts after Cyclone 
Idai, access to resources such as social capital networks 
of family, friends, religious groups, and host communities 
enhanced the adaptive ability of most IDPs (GoM, 2019). A 
common coping mechanism used by households during 
the Cyclone Idai response was borrowing from friends and 
family to meet basic needs (McCordic et al., 2022). For IDPs, 
access to strong social capital—comprising family, commu-
nity, and religious networks—facilitated the mobilization 
of essential resources, including food, cash, and building 
materials. However, disadvantaged groups had fewer and 
more vulnerable displaced networks (Sunu et al., 2025). 
Therefore, community engagement is crucial for fostering 
social cohesion and improving displacement management.

Notably, Mozambique adopted the Policy and Strategy for 
the Management of Internally Displaced Persons in 2021, 
becoming one of the first African countries to implement 
a national displacement policy that includes disaster risk 
reduction, climate adaptation, and conflict sensitivity (GoM, 
2021). This policy details institutional roles and engage-
ment procedures in planning, budgeting, and coordinating 
displacement management, while stressing collaboration 
among local DRR organizations, the media, community 
partners, and displaced people to achieve sustainable solu-
tions (UNDRR, 2025). As a result, the country has become 
a regional leader in integrating displacement management 
with traditional disaster management approaches, adopting 
both the Sendai Framework and the Kampala Convention. 
Despite ongoing resettlement challenges, insights from 
Cyclone Idai and the new policy have contributed to more 
sustainable solutions. Over 90% of IDPs in Sofala province 
intend to remain at resettlement sites during subsequent 
cyclones after 2019, amid various efforts to improve living 
conditions (IOM & INGD, 2023).

According to the Sendai Framework, strengthening resil-
ience to displacement risks involves integrating DRR into 
land-use policies, urban planning, rural development, and 
ecological management to ensure safe human settlements 
while conserving ecosystem functions (UNISDR, 2015). Fur-
thermore, effective flood resilience policies should promote 
systematic approaches through investment in flood-resis-
tant infrastructure to prevent or manage floods in low-risk 
areas, proactive and planned resettlement for zones with 
high flood risk, and strict urban zoning to limit new devel-
opments in high-risk floodplains, all supported by inclusive 
community participation (Doberstein et al., 2019). Durable 
solutions for IDPs should enable return, local integration, 
and relocation in ways that reduce displacement impacts 
and decrease dependence on donors (IOM & INGD, 2023).

Regional level: SADC and AU

In response to Cyclone Idai, the SADC launched a regional 
donor assistance appeal to complement country-specific 
appeals and strengthen national disaster management and 
coordination capacities for response and recovery (SADC, 
2019). While this shows regional cooperation in disaster 
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management, it also reveals insufficient regional prepared-
ness to handle the impacts of disasters that cross borders 
and a heavy reliance on international humanitarian support 
for climate-related disasters. The unprecedented human, 
ecological, economic, and social impacts of Cyclone Idai 
in Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Malawi, and other southern 
African nations reversed progress made toward key targets 
on poverty and DRR (SDG 1.5). Recognition and prepared-
ness for transboundary climate-related disaster impacts, 
such as displacements, should be supported by regulatory 
frameworks to boost regional adaptive capacities. Without 
these frameworks, long-term resilience and sustainable 
development are at risk. 

The impacts of Cyclone Idai further exposed the financial 
constraints in the AU’s regional disaster risk management 
strategies. The AU’s contribution of USD 350,000 to the 
affected countries was delayed and was markedly over-
shadowed by financial pledges from international and hu-
manitarian partners, including £18 million from the United 
Kingdom and USD 4.9 million from the United Arab Emirates 
(Amao, 2019). While the AU’s African Risk Capacity Group 
insured some eligible member states against slow-onset 
climate-related disasters such as droughts, it did not cover 
rapid-onset impacts from tropical cyclones and floods in 
2019. Learning from Cyclone Idai, the African Risk Capacity 
Group introduced parametric tropical insurance coverage in 
2021 for the SWIO basin countries, including Mozambique. 
This initiative aims to bolster the adaptive capacities of 
countries to anticipate, manage, and reduce cyclone-in-
duced disaster impacts, including displacement (AU & ARC, 
2020).

The parametric insurance package has been adopted by 
35 out of 55 AU member countries; however, only about 13 
countries regularly purchase coverage. Persuading coun-
tries to pay insurance premiums amid competing national 
priorities like health and education is challenging (Global 
Index Insurance Forum, 2021). Innovations are needed to 
incentivize AU member countries to adopt climate-related 
insurance. On average, African countries lose about 2-5% 
of their Gross Domestic Product to climate impacts, which 
strains their poverty reduction and disaster response bud-
gets (WMO, 2024). Meanwhile, humanitarian aid budgets 
have been cut within current geopolitical contexts (PDD, 
2025). Innovations might include offering generous funding 
packages for those who pay premiums (Amao, 2019), par-
ticularly in countries with enhanced disaster preparedness 
policies and strategies.

Conclusion and Recommendations 
Displacement caused by Cyclone Idai exposed underlying 
vulnerabilities and created new ones, especially in Mozam-
bique and the SWIO region, where households are highly vul-
nerable to disasters. The impact of Cyclone Idai on displaced 
populations resulted from complex interactions between 
multiple vulnerabilities, inadequate disaster preparedness 
and resettlement plans, and challenges in disaster manage-
ment. Displaced individuals faced long-term risks such as 
landlessness, loss of livelihoods, food insecurity, disruption 

of social networks, and limited access to essential services 
like healthcare and education. Climate models project an in-
crease in the frequency and severity of storms and cyclones 
reaching Mozambique’s coast by 2050 and beyond (IPCC, 
2022). Effective solutions for climate-related displacement 
require stronger cooperation and coherence across devel-
opment, DRR, humanitarian, human mobility, and climate 
change sectors and frameworks (PDD, 2025). Furthermore, 
involving at-risk communities in addressing the root causes 
of vulnerability will build local capacity and enhance resil-
ience against displacement risks. 

In line with the Kampala Convention and Nansen Initiative, 
cross-border displaced persons from Mozambique were 
welcomed into neighboring countries like Malawi for refuge 
and provided with safe conditions during their stay and po-
tential return. However, the capacity of host countries and 
communities was severely limited due to similar impacts 
from the cyclone and shared regional vulnerabilities. This re-
sulted in diminished focus on cross-border displacements. 
Displacement risks are high in sub-Saharan Africa, includ-
ing the Southern African region, where rapid urbanization 
is characterized by increasing poverty, inadequate social 
infrastructure, and the growth of informal settlements in 
climate-vulnerable areas such as floodplains (UNDP & UN
-Habitat, 2022). According to the ND-GAIN Country Index, 
which assesses the vulnerability of countries to global chal-
lenges like climate change alongside their disaster prepared-
ness, Mozambique, Malawi, and Zimbabwe ranked 156, 169, 
and 174, respectively, out of 187 countries, indicating their 
high vulnerability coupled with low preparedness (ND-GAIN, 
2025). The transboundary impacts of Cyclone Idai highlight 
the need to strengthen regional DRR policy frameworks and 
increase financial investments in disaster preparedness, cli-
mate-resilient development, and institutional strengthening, 
to mitigate both national and cross-border displacements 
within the SWIO region.
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