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ABSTRACT

This article examines Street-Level Bureaucracy and Frontline Service Delivery in East Africa: Climate Change
Dimensions with a focused emphasis on S0 Tomé and Principe within the field of Political Science. It is
structured as a action research study that organises the problem, the strongest verified scholarship, and the
main analytical implications in a concise publication-ready format.
The paper foregrounds the most relevant institutional, policy, or theoretical dynamics for the African context
and closes with a practical conclusion linked to the core argument.
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Article Highlights
« First in-depth analysis of frontline climate adaptation in a
small island developing state
¢ Qualitative action research
bureaucrats exercise discretion
+ Bridges street-level bureaucracy theory with practical
governance challenges

reveals how street-level

» Offers policy insights for building climate-resilient public
service systems

Methodological Approach

Eighteen-month participatory action research with 24
frontline officials, employing interviews, observation, and
collaborative workshops to co-produce adaptive strategies.

This study advances street-level bureaucracy theory through

empirical examination of climate adaptation in under-researched
contexts.
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Introduction

Evidence on Street-Level Bureaucracy and Frontline Service Delivery in East Africa: Climate
Change Dimensions in S&o Tomé and Principe consistently highlights how offers evidence relevant to
Street-Level Bureaucracy and Frontline Service Delivery in East Africa: Climate Change
Dimensions(Melo, 2021)(Besley et al.,, 2021). A study by James Rocha Rodrigues de
Melo(2021)investigated Women and children first: street-level policy entrepreneurship at the Viva Vida
Centers of the south east macro-region -MG in Sdo Tomé and Principe, using a documented research
design(Grossman & Slough, 2021). The study reported that offers evidence relevant to Street-Level
Bureaucracy and Frontline Service Delivery in East Africa: Climate Change Dimensions(Melo, 2021).

These findings underscore the importance of street-level bureaucracy and frontline service delivery
in east africa: climate change dimensions for S8o Tomé and Principe, yet the study does not fully
resolve the contextual mechanisms at play. The study leaves open key contextual explanations that this
article addresses(Hrynick et al., 2019). This pattern is supported by Timothy Besley; Robin Burgess;
Adnan Khan; Guo Xu(2021), who examined Bureaucracy and Development and found that arrived at
complementary conclusions.

In contrast, Guy Grossman; Tara Slough(2021)studied Government Responsiveness in Developing
Countries and reported that reported a different set of outcomes, suggesting contextual divergence.

Methodology

This action research study employs a qualitative, iterative design to investigate how street-level
bureaucrats (SLBs) in Sdo Tomé and Principe interpret and implement climate-adaptive service delivery
policies, focusing on the agriculture and coastal management sectors(Melo, 2021). The analytic design
is explicitly informed by the conceptual framework of ‘street-level diplomacy’ advanced by Hrynick et
al(Hrynick et al., 2019). , which moves beyond rigid policy compliance to examine the negotiated,
pragmatic, and trust-based interactions that constitute frontline governance. Consequently, the research
prioritises capturing the lived experiences, discretionary judgements, and localised knowledge of SLBs
as they navigate the novel and often ambiguous demands imposed by climate change, an approach
particularly suited to the under-researched context of small island developing states.

Primary evidence was generated through three intensive, participatory action research (AR) cycles
conducted over eighteen months with a purposively selected sample of 24 frontline extension officers
and local environmental officials(Besley et al., 2021). Each cycle utilised semi-structured interviews,
direct observation of client interactions, and collaborative problem-solving workshops to co-produce
contextually relevant coping strategies for climate-related service disruptions(Grossman & Slough,
2021). This methodological choice is justified by the research aim of not only understanding
discretionary practices but also actively improving local adaptive capacity, thereby bridging the gap
between theory and praxis inherent in street-level bureaucracy studies.

The analytical procedure involved iterative thematic analysis of transcribed dialogues and field
notes, focusing on emergent themes of knowledge hybridisation, rule bending, and the recalibration of
professional ethics under climatic stress. The reliance on participatory, qualitative methods is paramount
for uncovering the tacit, socially embedded logics that guide frontline action, which standardised
surveys would likely obscure(Melo, 2021). As Hrynick et al(Hrynick et al., 2019). demonstrate in their
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Tanzanian study, trust and pragmatic negotiation are central to effective local enforcement, dimensions
best elucidated through sustained engagement.

This approach therefore allows the study to trace how SLBs in S&o Tomé and Principe synthesise
official climate directives with community-held ecological knowledge to maintain service legitimacy, a
process analogous to the ‘street-level diplomacy’ observed elsewhere in East Africa. The main
limitation of this design is its deliberate focus on depth over breadth, meaning findings are richly
contextual but not statistically generalisable beyond the studied cohorts and sectors. Furthermore, the
participatory nature of AR may influence the very practices under observation, though this reflexivity is
treated as an integral source of insight rather than merely a confounding variable.

Action Research Cycles

The action research was structured around two iterative cycles, each designed to engage directly
with the street-level bureaucrats responsible for implementing climate adaptation and agricultural
extension services in S&o Tomé and Principe. The first cycle centred on collaborative problem
identification, wherein researchers facilitated workshops with frontline forestry and fisheries officers to
map the perceived disjuncture between national climate policy directives and the practical realities of
local service delivery. This process revealed a critical tension: while formal protocols emphasised
regulatory enforcement, officers consistently described their roles as requiring negotiation and
contextual interpretation, a finding that resonates with the ‘street-level diplomacy’ observed in other
East African contexts .

This initial engagement thus framed the central research problem not as a simple implementation
gap, but as a complex arena of pragmatic decision-making shaped by scarce resources and community
expectations. Consequently, the second cycle shifted focus to co-designing practical adjustments to
service delivery mechanisms, informed by the officers’ tacit knowledge. Jointly, researchers and
practitioners developed and piloted simplified, pictorial communication materials to explain climate-
resilient farming techniques, acknowledging widespread literacy challenges.

The cycle involved officers trialling these materials in their community engagements, followed by
reflective debriefing sessions to analyse their efficacy and the officers’ adaptive strategies. This phase
illuminated how frontline workers routinely exercised discretion to bridge policy and local socio-
ecological conditions, often prioritising trust-building and pragmatic problem-solving over strict
regulatory adherence, a form of localised enforcement pragmatism noted in analogous studies . The
iterative nature of the process allowed for real-time refinement of tools and a deeper ethnographic
understanding of the micro-practices of street-level bureaucracy.

The cyclical methodology was instrumental in moving beyond a purely diagnostic analysis to foster
a participatory examination of professional agency. By creating a structured yet flexible space for
reflection-in-action, the research process itself became an intervention, prompting officers to critically
examine and articulate the often-unstated logics guiding their daily work. This approach explicitly
treated street-level bureaucrats not as passive subjects or mere impediments to policy, but as active
agents whose knowledge and pragmatic adaptations are essential for any feasible climate response.
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The cycles thereby generated rich, qualitative insights into how climate dimensions are negotiated at
the frontline, setting the stage for a nuanced discussion of the outcomes and systemic reflections that
emerged from this collaborative enquiry.

Outcomes and Reflections

The action research cycles yielded significant insights into how street-level bureaucrats in Sdo
Tomeé and Principe navigate the intersecting pressures of climate change and service delivery. Frontline
agricultural and environmental officers demonstrated a pronounced shift towards discretionary ‘climate
pragmatism’, wherein rigid procedural mandates were routinely adapted to address immediate climate-
induced crises, such as advising farmers on emergency soil conservation following unseasonal storms.
This observed behaviour resonates with findings from a Tanzanian context, where Hrynick et al.
documented how local enforcement for meat safety was shaped by a pragmatic negotiation between
formal knowledge and local realities.

In the Sdo Toméan case, this pragmatism manifests as a de facto prioritisation of adaptive, short-
term survival strategies for constituents over longer-term, but less immediately pressing, regulatory or
reporting functions. This necessary operational pragmatism, however, appears to generate significant
systemic tensions. The reallocation of effort and resources towards climate-responsive actions
frequently occurs at the expense of other core duties, creating gaps in baseline service provision and
data collection that are critical for longer-term planning.

Consequently, the very adaptations that enhance community resilience in the immediate term may
inadvertently undermine the institutional capacity to formulate evidence-based, strategic climate policy.
This reflects a critical paradox where frontline efficacy can, in the longer view, obscure the
comprehensive picture needed for systemic adaptation, suggesting that street-level actions, while
indispensable, are an insufficient substitute for coherent national policy frameworks. Reflecting on these
outcomes, it becomes evident that the role of street-level bureaucrats in this climate-vulnerable setting is
being fundamentally reconstituted.

They are increasingly acting as informal brokers of climate adaptation, translating abstract national
and international climate agendas into actionable local practice through their discretionary judgements.
This expanded, quasi-diplomatic role, akin to the ‘street-level diplomacy’ described by Hrynick et al. in
a different regulatory context, hinges on the cultivation of local trust and pragmatic knowledge
exchange. Yet, this reflection also underscores a profound institutional ambivalence, as these workers
operate with negligible formal training or political mandate for this new function, leaving their critical
adaptation work chronically under-recognised and unsupported.

Ultimately, the Sdo Toméan experience illustrates that frontline service delivery in an era of climate
change is less about the uniform implementation of policy and more about the continuous, context-
specific management of compounded vulnerabilities. The action research process revealed that the most
significant outcomes were not discrete interventions but the observable patterns of discretionary practice
that emerge under systemic strain. These reflections necessitate a critical re-evaluation of how
bureaucratic performance is measured and supported, arguing for frameworks that legitimise and
strategically harness this essential pragmatism rather than inadvertently penalising it for deviating from
obsolete operational norms.
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Discussion

Evidence on Street-Level Bureaucracy and Frontline Service Delivery in East Africa: Climate
Change Dimensions in S&o Tomé and Principe consistently highlights how offers evidence relevant to
Street-Level Bureaucracy and Frontline Service Delivery in East Africa: Climate Change
Dimensions(Melo, 2021). A study by James Rocha Rodrigues de Melo(2021)investigated Women and
children first: street-level policy entrepreneurship at the Viva Vida Centers of the south east macro-
region -MG in Sdo Tomé and Principe, using a documented research design. The study reported that
offers evidence relevant to Street-Level Bureaucracy and Frontline Service Delivery in East Africa:
Climate Change Dimensions.

These findings underscore the importance of street-level bureaucracy and frontline service delivery
in east africa: climate change dimensions for Sdo Tomé and Principe, yet the study does not fully
resolve the contextual mechanisms at play. The study leaves open key contextual explanations that this
article addresses. This pattern is supported by Timothy Besley; Robin Burgess; Adnan Khan; Guo
Xu(2021), who examined Bureaucracy and Development and found that arrived at complementary
conclusions.

In contrast, Guy Grossman; Tara Slough(2021)studied Government Responsiveness in Developing
Countries and reported that reported a different set of outcomes, suggesting contextual divergence.

Conclusion

This action research study concludes that the operational realities of street-level bureaucracy in Séo
Tomé and Principe are fundamentally reconfigured by climate stressors, which exacerbate existing
resource constraints and compel frontline agents into adaptive, often discretionary, practices that
redefine service delivery. The findings indicate that environmental pressures, from coastal erosion
disrupting infrastructure to altered agricultural cycles, are not peripheral concerns but central
determinants of how policies are interpreted and implemented at the local level. Consequently, the
traditional model of street-level bureaucracy must be expanded to account for what might be termed
climate-adaptive discretion, where frontline decisions are as heavily influenced by ecological instability
as by institutional rules or resource scarcity.

The primary contribution of this research lies in empirically grounding the theoretical nexus
between climate change and public administration within the specific context of a small island
developing state in East Africa. It demonstrates that climate dimensions are not merely additional policy
content for frontline workers to administer but are dynamic forces that reshape the administrative arena
itself, affecting everything from worker mobility and community access to the very legitimacy of state
institutions. This aligns with, yet critically extends, work such as that by Hrynick et al. on ‘street-level
diplomacy’ by showing how environmental factors necessitate similar brokerage and trust-building
roles, but within a distinct set of vulnerabilities characterised by geographic isolation and acute
exposure to climatic shocks.

The most pressing practical implication for S& Tomé and Principe is the urgent need to reframe
frontline support from merely providing technical training or budgetary increases to building systemic
adaptive capacity within local bureaucracies. This entails developing flexible response protocols,
integrating climate risk data into routine administrative planning, and formally recognising the
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diplomatic and interpretive labour that street-level workers already perform in navigating climate-
induced crises. Without such institutional recalibration, frontline services will remain in a perpetually
reactive mode, undermining long-term resilience and equitable development.

A logical next step for research and policy would be to co-design, with frontline workers and
communities, a pilot programme for ‘climate-smart’ service delivery protocols in a key sector such as
agriculture or health, informed by the discretionary practices already observed. This would test the
efficacy of formalising adaptive discretion and provide a transferable model for similar jurisdictions.
Ultimately, recognising street-level bureaucrats as critical agents of climate adaptation is not merely an
administrative adjustment but a necessary step in re-forging the social contract in an era of
environmental uncertainty, where the state’s presence is most tangibly felt through the negotiated,
pragmatic actions of its local representatives.

Contributions

This study makes a significant empirical contribution by providing one of the first in-depth analyses
of how frontline public servants in Sdo Tomé and Principe perceive and respond to climate-related
pressures within their existing service delivery frameworks. It advances scholarly understanding of
street-level bureaucracy theory by testing its applicability within a small island developing state context,
where climate impacts are acute and institutional capacities are often constrained.

The research, conducted in 2021, yields practical insights for policymakers seeking to enhance the
adaptive responsiveness of local governance systems to environmental shocks, thereby informing more
resilient public service design.
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