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Abstract
Along Peru’s rainforest rivers, rising flood extremes are increasingly exceeding coping capacities of vulnerable households. Peru
has detailed legislation that embraces planned relocation as a strategic solution to such situations and various relocation projects
are underway across the country. This research brief analyzes well-being consequences for two communities requesting reloca-
tion, using qualitative data collected from experts and 30 affected people. Initial results emphasize that weak governance,
poverty, third-party involvement, and community action have influenced relocation outcomes. Delays and fragmented imple-
mentation have threatened people’s well-being. One community, waiting for land to relocate since 2015, has suffered from
continued hazard exposure, deteriorated material conditions, and reduced subjective well-being. The second community
achieved relocation only after a decade in detrimental limbo. Although livelihood challenges persist, its inhabitants now benefit
from better market access and decreased exposure, leading to higher subjective well-being. With rising needs for relocation
worldwide, the cases highlight that detailed legislation is not sufficient to safeguard people’s well-being. Advancing from well-
meant legislation to good practice requires adequate institutional capacity, effective mechanisms for oversight and accountability,
better engagement of third parties, and dedicated efforts to strengthen community agency.
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Introduction

Peru, with its narrow desert coast, imposing highlands, and
vast rainforest plains, features most of earth’s climate zones
and is highly vulnerable to climate change (MINAM 2016;
ND-GAIN 2020). Already today, one in three inhabitants is
exposed to hazards (SINAGERD et al. 2014). In Peru’s
Amazon rainforest specifically—which comprises 58% of its
landmass and is home to 14% of the population (INEI
2018)—hazard incidence is high and has been exacerbated
by more unpredictable and erratic rainfall seasons (Langill
2018; Zavaleta et al. 2018). People are familiar with annual
flood cycles (Sherman et al. 2015; Takasaki et al. 1999); how-
ever, periodically, heavier rainfall can drive exceptionally
high or long floods that pose existential threats (Coomes
et al. 2010; List 2016; Sherman et al. 2016).

While affected people dispose of strategies to deal with
such hazards where they live, some floods exceed local capac-
ities and periodically drive migration (Coomes et al. 2010;
Hofmeijer et al. 2013; Langill 2018; List 2016; MIMP
and IOM 2015; Sherman et al. 2016). When habitability is
threatened, the state has occasionally relocated communities.
While relocations can improve human security (Ferris and
Weerasinghe 2020), past examples in Peru frequently harmed
livelihoods and threatened well-being (cf. review in
Bergmann et al. 2021). Planners often paid insufficient atten-
tion to social, cultural, and land issues; to infrastructure, live-
lihood, and transportation necessities; and to people’s place
attachment. Many of those affected declined to move,
returned, or maintained dual residencies. Other relocations in
South America and worldwide have implied similar chal-
lenges (Arnall 2019; Correa 2011; de Sherbinin et al. 2011).

These cautionary tales matter because rising climate risks
will threaten the habitability of entire areas in Peru and may
make more relocations necessary. In its rainforest, extreme
floods have already increased (Barichivich et al. 2018; Gloor
et al. 2013; Marengo and Espinoza 2016) and are projected to
rise further due to climate change (Duffy et al. 2015;
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Langerwisch et al. 2013; Zulkafli et al. 2016). Extreme heat
stress combined with the risk of an Amazon dieback could
further threaten habitability over the long term (Borma et al.
2013; Masson-Delmotte et al. 2018). In other areas of Peru,
more frequent extreme El Niño events, desertification, and
severe glacier loss also threaten habitability (Bergmann
et al. 2021).

Despite conflicted past use, global “momentum is
shifting towards planned relocation” (Farbotko et al.
2020), and Peru has embraced it as a strategic solution in
various frameworks (French et al. 2020; Lavell et al. 2016).
Two subnational climate strategies consider relocation a
priority action,1 and in 2012, Peru adopted a law on reloca-
tion from areas with “very high, unmitigable risk,” one of
the rare existing examples worldwide.2 The law’s regula-
tion3 details the full relocation process and covers most
categories recommended by international guidance (Fig.
1) from planning, participation, transfer, and livelihood res-
toration to monitoring and evaluation. Given past chal-
lenges in relocations, widespread ambitions for their use,
and possibly rising future needs, analyzing how words are
put into action in Peru promises insights for stakeholders in
and outside of the country.

This research brief presents preliminary lessons on good
practices and well-being risks observed in two relocations in
the Peruvian rainforest. There is no universally accepted def-
inition of what “being well” encompasses (Dodge et al. 2012;
Gasper 2007). In this research brief, well-being is framed as
arising from chances to meet human needs, how needs are
met, and how people perceive need fulfillment (Costanza
et al. 2007). The applied framework4 covers material, relation-
al, and subjective dimensions as key pillars of well-being
(Gough 2008; White 2010).

Through this lens, the investigated cases demonstrate
that the road from well-meant legislation to good prac-
tice and improved well-being is still rocky in Peru.
Results emphasize the critical roles of governance, re-
source availability and livelihood restoration, third-party
engagement, and community action in shaping reloca-
tions and well-being.

Methods and data

Findings are based on thematic and evaluative analyses
(Kuckartz and Rädiker 2019) of problem-centered interviews
(Witzel and Reiter 2012) with 30 affected people from two
villages in the Peruvian department San Martín (Fig. 2), re-
cruited using theoretical sampling in 2019. Respondents
(14m/16f) were between 22 and 62 years old and mostly
smallholder, subsistence farmers, and day laborers with com-
plementary reliance on forest and river products (Table 1), as
seen in other Peruvian rainforest areas (Coomes et al. 2010;
Sherman et al. 2016; Zavaleta et al. 2018). Women often
helped with labor, raised free-range animals, and worked in
housekeeping. Additional interviews were conducted with ex-
perts at national, regional, and local authorities overseeing
relocations,5 as well as mayors, religious leaders, and health
post workers in the visited communities.

Next research phase

The case studies form part of a monograph (Bergmann in
preparation). Next steps for the two rainforest case studies
include in-detail analyses of all objective and subjective di-
mensions of well-being described in the conceptual frame-
work as well as their generative mechanisms. The findings
will feed into a comparative analysis of how and why various
forms of migration from climate-affected zones across Peru’s
rainforest, highlands, and coastal area influence well-being.

Results and discussion

Case study context

V1, the first studied village, has a population of approximately
150 farmers who auto-identify as mestizos (Amerindian and
other ancestry), while V2 is significantly larger with 700
indígenas (indigenous people) (INEI 2018). Poverty is severe.
According to government data, 42% and 55% of habitants in
the two districts6 where V1 and V2 are located, respectively,
are poor (extremely poor: 13% and 26%) (MIDIS 2020).
District-level data show that 57% and 65% of households,

1 Estrategia regional frente al cambio climático Cusco (Regional Strategy
against Climate Change, 2012); Actualización de la estrategia regional de
cambio climático Junín (Update of the Regional Climate Change Strategy
Junín 2019).
2 Ley N°29869 (Law, 2012); Ley N°30645 (Modification, 2017).
3 Decreto Supremo N°115-2013-PCM (Regulation, 2013).
4 Needs of interest were identified in a substantive good list approach (Parfit
(1992)), based on emic research among Peruvians (Copestake (2008, 2011)).
Needs covered the main areas development from a secure base; a space to live
better; and social relatedness. Drawing on psychological research, perception
of need fulfillment was conceptualized as life satisfaction, emotional balance
(Diener and Tay (2016)), and future expectations (Gulyas (2015)).

5 National-level interviews included staff at the Ministry of Housing,
Sanitation and Construction (MVCS) and the National Center for the
Estimation, Prevention and Reduction of Disaster Risk (CENEPRED). At
the subnational level, interviews comprised staff at San Martín’s Regional
Office for Security and National Defense and its staff at provincial and district
levels, as well as at the Regional Environmental Authority (ARA), its
Executive Directorate of Territorial Management, and its Technical Group
on Climate Change.
6 More granular data is unavailable. In the district where the indígenas live,
there are 47 other villages and 4 urban areas. In the district containing the
mestizo community, there are 34 other villages and 4 urban areas.
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respectively, have only dirt floors, and many use fragile hous-
ing materials (INEI 2018) (Fig. 3 shows housing in V1 and
V2). Close to 80% of all households cook with wood. In both
districts, more than 60% of people have only primary educa-
tion or less, and around 15% cannot read and write. Within
rural Amazonian communities, intersectional factors usually
heighten vulnerabilities (Hofmeijer et al. 2013; Langill 2018;
Takasaki et al. 2010). For example, women face higher risks
of mental illness after floods (Rojas-Medina et al. 2008). Non-
majority ethnic groups frequently face discrimination (Barrón
2008) and disproportionately high poverty incidence (INEI
2016), as observed for indígenas in V2.

While multiple hazards threaten the villages (Fig. 4), floods
from adjacent rivers are most damaging. V1 suffered from
single, large floods in 1963 and in 1999. Major floods inun-
dated V2 in 1977 and 2015, and additional low floods occur
every year. Due to these repeated floods—and authorities’
claim of a lack of physical protection options—the mestizos
and indígenas requested relocation in 1999 and 2015, respec-
tively. Risk appraisal, fear and uncertainty, deprivations, and
children’s future prospects drove their decisions, along similar
lines as in other cases (Seebauer and Winkler 2020b). The
state declared both zones as areas of “very high, unmitigable
risk” in line with Peruvian legislation, although the law’s ex-
act threshold of “unmitigable” hazards remains ambiguous
(Venkateswaran et al. 2017). While both communities decid-
ed themselves to relocate—often a catalyst for success

(Matthews and Potts 2018)—only V1 relocated in 2014, after
struggling for 15 years to find land themselves, whereas V2
has remained in limbo since 2015. Length of relocation pro-
cesses shapes well-being trajectories (Thaler et al. 2020), and
the preliminary analysis below identifies further mechanisms
in these two cases.

Mechanisms influencing well-being

Governance is the first key factor that influenced relocations
and well-being. Relocations have complex, cross-cutting gov-
ernance demands (de Sherbinin et al. 2011). In Peru, as in
other countries, weak governance structures, and institutional
constraints—including lack of participation and inter-
ministerial coordination, technical expertise, institutional
leadership, and organizational and technical capacities—can
deteriorate results (Bronen and Chapin 2013; Connell and
Coelho 2018). Both investigated communities self-initiated
relocation but struggled to receive sustained support from re-
gional authorities, who perceived a low benefit-cost ratio for
action, as witnessed in other relocations that address small and
marginalized shares of the electorate (Hino et al. 2017). In
both investigated cases, local authorities lacked capacities to
prepare adequate relocation plans and advance relocations in a
timely manner. There were also insufficient resources for le-
gally required monitoring and evaluation.

Fig. 1 Overview of provisions in the Peruvian relocation regulation, compared to elements recommended by the Guidance on Planned Relocation
(Brookings et al. 2015). Note: Produced and translated from Spanish by the author
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For V1, personal leadership of a governor helped start the
relocation, as witnessed in other contexts (Mortreux et al. 2018;
Sipe and Vella 2014). However, no assistance for finding land
was provided, and promised support for reconstructing houses
and improving infrastructure is pending. Sincemoving in 2014,
the central state has still neither issued the final ministerial
resolution to approve the request for relocation, nor permitted
a land-use change from rural to urban; both steps are prerequi-
sites for receiving property titles and thus access to social pro-
grams such as housing support (as envisaged by legislation).
Interviewees, lacking the means to make their voices heard, felt
“deceived” (V1-3) by the government and “as if this village
would not exist” (V1-6). The impossibility to express individ-
ual needs (Thaler et al. 2020) and to participate meaningfully
(Wilmsen and Webber 2015) are frequent challenges in

relocations, often related to power hierarchies (Bertana 2020).
As witnessed here, highly centralized decision-making (Perry
and Lindell 1997) and disregard for rural development needs
(Arnall 2019) often constitute challenges for sustaining reloca-
tions. Respondents observed a lack of political will, interest,
and skilled personnel, rotating functionaries, and competing
priorities of authorities in attending emergencies. Government
inaction also seemed driven by a lack of accountability, includ-
ing inadequate institutional structures and remit, as well as the
lack of pressure to respond to hazards, to establish legitimacy,
or to reap adaptation benefits, similar as in other relocations
(Mortreux et al. 2018).

Indígenas in V2 experienced comparable inaction. The re-
gional government promised the major share of funds for ac-
quiring land for the relocation in 2015, but has not delivered,
allegedly due to changing functionaries and priorities. Many
respondents felt treated like in “a game” and had gotten angry
because “it’s been four years now and we have hardly ad-
vanced at all” (V2-2), while authorities “don’t stop cheating
us” (V2-14). Village authorities said the implementation of
their legally guaranteed participation rights has been insuffi-
cient. They have lacked access to decision-makers and travel-
ing regularly to the capital to make their case is prohibitively
expensive. Government inaction has increased vulnerabilities
of at-risk groups: After declaring the original settlement unin-
habitable in 2017, authorities stopped promised investments in
education, health, sanitation, and water. Such service discon-
tinuation often causes marginalization in relocations (Cernea
2004). Experiencing these governance problems, many inter-
viewees worried that even if they moved eventually, they
would not receive promised access to social programs needed
for reconstruction. A few attached hopes to a recent change of
functionaries at district and regional levels.

Besides governance, poverty has constituted the second
hurdle for success, confirming inverse correlations between
vulnerability, migration, and outcomes found in other settings
(Adger et al. 2014; Black et al. 2013; Warner and Afifi 2014).
While the state lacked incentives to deliver solutions, V1 and
V2 had no proper resources to act on their own, as witnessed
in other cases (Hino et al. 2017). Land has been a key obstacle,
as frequent in relocations (Piggott-McKellar et al. 2019).
Without state funding—and the government failing to exploit
all legal options, such as using charges from natural resource
exploitation and mining—the poormestizos struggled for over
ten years to acquire the small patch of needed land privately.
During this time, they suffered from continued hazard expo-
sure, high uncertainty, and mental health burdens. After mov-
ing, poor households had to reconstruct their houses piece by
piece and without legally promoted state support. Years later,
“All we have, what little we have, is thanks to ourselves” (V1-
3). While villagers have improved houses, various homes are
still provisional and sanitation is missing, which causes hard-
ship for older adults, children, sick or disabled persons, and

Table 1 Basic data on interviewees from relocation sites

Alias Gender Age Main occupation Secondary occupation

Mestizo community V1

V1-1 M 54 Day labor -

V1-2 M 61 Day labor Crops

V1-3 M 43 Providing services Crops

V1-4 F 47 Housekeeping Crops

V1-5 M 59 Providing services Livestock farming

V1-6 M 32 Day labor Crops

V1-7 F 42 Housekeeping Crops

V1-9 F 53 Housekeeping Crops

V1-10 M 56 Crops Day labor

V1-16 F 52 Crops Selling products

V1-17 F 49 Crops Selling products

V1-18 F 30 Housekeeping Crops

V1-19 M 44 Day labor Crops

V1-20 M 55 Crops -

Indígenas community V2

V2-1 F 42 Crops Providing services

V2-2 M 37 Selling products Providing services

V2-3 M 39 Selling products Providing services

V2-5 F 46 Crops Free-range animals

V2-6 M 52 Crops Free-range animals

V2-7 F 39 Crops Selling products

V2-9 M 35 Crops Free-range animals

V2-10 F 30 Crops Selling products

V2-11 F 62 Crops Free-range animals

V2-12 F 29 Crops Free-range animals

V2-14 F 40 Crops Free-range animals

V2-15 M 58 Crops Free-range animals

V2-16 F 38 Crops Selling products

V2-17 F 56 Crops -

V2-18 F 67 Crops Fishing

V2-19 M 73 Crops Fishing
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pregnant women. The 700 indígenas require more land to
relocate than the 150 mestizo farmers. They have waited for
promised supported acquisition since 2015 and, being ex-
tremely poor, cannot step in to buy their own land. Flood-
induced losses have continued and, combined with service
discontinuation, prompted downward spirals of poverty.
Various villagers felt “scared” (V2-18) since “you do not
know the amount of water that comes, well, how can you
not be afraid?” (V2-10). Households have minimal space for
economic maneuver; they fear the costs of a possible future
rebuilding and having to trade-off priorities (for example, in-
vestments in protection measures versus money needed for
children’s education).With growing delays, some have started

to invest hard-won money in basic physical protection, which
increases attachment to dangerous flood zones and consumes
scarce resources needed for potential future rebuilding.

Third, a “complex network of agents” beyond the state
influences relocations (Rogers and Wilmsen 2019), an aspect
still under-researched. Here, private actors were key for land
and reconstruction issues. Because the state did not provide
land for the relocation of V1, the villagers eventually swapped
territories with a local agribusiness. In another lucky coinci-
dence, a local canalization enterprise gave them access to jobs,
and the income permitted farmers to slowly rebuild houses
even without legally promoted state support. Without these
two private entities, relocation and reconstruction would have

Fig. 2 Location of Peru in South America (left) and the rainforest region
San Martín in Peru, home to the two investigated communities (right).
Note: To safeguard the anonymity of respondents, exact relocation sites

are not displayed. Maps created by the author, based on the tools
paintmaps.com© and mapchart.net©

Fig. 3 Decaying houses in
abandoned site of V1 (top left)
and homes still under
construction in relocation site (top
right); house in V2 in the stalled
relocation (bottom left), directly
by a river (bottom right). Note:
Photos by the author
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failed. Yet, private actors can also create obstacles: The owner
of the most fitting destination territory for the relocation of V2
allegedly inflated prices above market standards to exploit the
opportunity for government money, emphasizing the central-
ity of land in relocations (Georgetown University et al. 2017).
Regional authorities could have intervened but have not
adopted the suggestion by technical experts to expropriate
with compensation at real costs, as permitted by law, leaving
the indígenas in limbo.

Livelihood restoration is a fourth key condition for success
(Brookings et al. 2015; Cernea 2004). Farmers in V1 empha-
sized better livelihood options as the major improvement after
relocation: Their new, nearby site is closer to a street, which
makes it easier to sell products, get hired for day labor, and
travel for education and health. Still, relocation planners paid
limited attention to people’s lifestyles: the newly designated,
smaller lots complicated traditional activities like raising free-
range animals. Similarly, indígenas doubted that new lots
would be appropriate. Yet, hopes prevailed that the envisaged
land, around one kilometer away and close to a planned road,
would facilitate better access to markets and technology
(whereas the village is currently only accessible by boat).
The new location would also be close to farmers’ fields, facil-
itating the continuation of essential livelihoods. Overall, many
villagers retained hope that relocation would improve their
livelihoods and result in a new “modern village” (V2-2) with
better housing and infrastructure shielded from hazards, buy-
ing into a commonmodernization narrative known from other
contexts (Arnall 2019). Global studies, however, caution
about impoverishment risks in relocations (Wilmsen and
Webber 2015); many at best improve infrastructure and goods
but threaten natural, social, financial, human, and cultural cap-
itals (Piggott-McKellar et al. 2019).

People’s agency has been a fifth factor for success, an
element still under-researched (McMichael et al. 2019).
Mutual support systems like food sharing have mitigated
flood damages in both communities, as frequently seen imme-
diately after disasters (Braun and Aßheuer 2011; Drury and
Cocking 2007). Yet, in V1, agency extended beyond the crisis
moment; interviewees said they have fought “with the sweat
of our forehead” (V1-3) to make the relocation happen and to

avoid some of the severest risks. Foremost, they became the
driving force behind relocation through their own efforts to
find land. Farmers also staged demonstrations to express dis-
appointment with initially missing infrastructure and services,
pointing to the importance of resistance (McMichael et al.
2019). With limited state support, men and women worked
for free in community tasks like earthworks and rebuilding the
church. The case shows that communities can be agents ad-
vancing their own relocations despite government inaction
(Iuchi 2014); even when incentives for implementing actors
to conduct relocations appropriately are low, bottom-up fights
and strong community organization can result in reasonable
outcomes (Hino et al. 2017). This is not always the case,
however; while indígenas have also used mutual assistance
systems after floods, and stood united in their fight for reloca-
tion, their means have not always been helpful. For example,
frustrated villagers refused to let go of state representatives
after a meeting, attempting to press the regional governor to
fulfil long-standing promises. The act of resistance, which the
state perceived as hostage taking, hardened lines. Meanwhile,
the extremely poor farmers have remained unable to exchange
or purchase land on their own, illustrating that structural con-
straints can strongly reduce agency and thus influence
(im)mobility (de Haas 2014) and well-being.

Well-being dynamics

Well-being trajectories among relocatees develop over time
and hinge on life circumstances as well as chosen coping
strategies (Seebauer and Winkler 2020a). Mestizo villagers
faced significant hurdles in the relocation process, and espe-
cially at-risk groups suffered psychosocial stress in the drawn-
out transition, as seen elsewhere (Cernea 2004). Despite per-
sistent challenges after relocating, many farmers followed a
trajectory of “delayed recovery” (Seebauer and Winkler
2020a): Although most were still “just surviving” with their
income (V1-3), almost all considered their eventual relocation
as successful in material dimensions, owing to decreased ex-
posure and better market access. Regarding subjective well-
being, most respondents reported less anxiety, more happi-
ness, more life satisfaction, and positive outlooks to the future,

Droughts or other water scarcity
Crop productivity or pastures declining

Strong winds
Rainfall changes

Temperature  changes
Weather-related pests or diseases affecting animals or crops

Weather-related diseases affecting human beings
Floods

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
% of interviews with at least one mention

Fig. 4 Hazards affecting
interviewees from V1 and V2.
Note: Percentage of interviewees
who mentioned hazards affected
them at least once. Produced by
the author
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especially for their children. Two respondents felt “happier,
now that there is more work” (V3-17) and explained that
“here, we no longer have any fear” (V3-18). Conversely, most
indígenas were on a trajectory of “chronic distress” (Seebauer
and Winkler 2020a) due to the stalled relocation; many felt
“discouraged” (V2-10) and like “going in circles, you are
trapped” (V2-3). Need fulfillment has deteriorated due to con-
tinued flood damages and premature service discontinuation.
Most respondents felt less satisfied with life, sad, angry, or
helpless, and expressed fear of future disasters. Two inter-
viewees worried that the “river cannot be trusted, that one,
any time it can take you” (V2-9) and that “every time it floods,
we suffer the same, there is no change. Change can happen
when we leave from here, when they relocate us” (V2-14).
Families longed for a safer future for their children, but years
of weak governance have raised doubt. In summary, prelimi-
nary analysis suggests that the state approached both reloca-
tions “as a mechanical process” with limited attention to peo-
ple’s well-being (Perry and Lindell 1997).

Lessons learned and recommendations

Peruvian communities will face increasing climate risks.
Because tens of thousands of people live in high-risk zones,
relocation is neither sensible nor feasible for all (Bergmann
et al. 2021). The state should enforce zoning properly to avoid
new settlements in such areas. Simultaneously, it should clar-
ify legal ambiguities of what makes risks “unmitigable” for
existing settlements (Venkateswaran et al. 2017), and ensure
the exhaustion of softer options for risk reduction and climate
adaptation (French et al. 2020), as instructed by law.
Authorities should strengthen the participative process that
must preside the decision to move and duly explore alternative
options. Once moving becomes necessary, Peru’s relocation
legislation constitutes progress, but the two cases analyzed
here illustrate that implementation remains fragmented.
Other studies confirm this implementation gap between policy
and practice in Peru’s disaster risk reduction and management
strategies (French et al. 2020; French and Mechler 2017;
GFDRR 2010), echoing Peru’s general governance challenges
(McNulty and Guerra Garcia 2019; Morón and Sanborn 2006;
Thiery 2016). The recommendations below could help com-
munities, authorities, and other concerned actors bridge iden-
tified gaps:

Improving governance to put people’s well-being first

Local authorities are to prepare the relocation plans but
often lack capacities. The central government should pro-
vide resources to translate national frameworks into local
practice, for example, by investing in technical and ab-
sorption capacities of subnational authorities in strongly
affected areas, alongside technical support from national-

level experts. Transition protocols to mitigate staff rotation
could help sustain relocations. Beyond access to informa-
tion, consultation and effective participation must be
strengthened throughout relocation and in legislation,
which enshrines these rights ambiguously.7 To bridge
funding gaps, the state could better exploit the legally per-
mitted option of using charges from natural resource ex-
ploitation and mining. Efforts are also needed to alleviate
publ ic investment gaps between declarat ions of
uninhabitability and settlements’ eventual relocation. To
address land scarcity issues and to avoid price hikes, the
state should explore the legally permissible tool of expro-
priation with adequate compensation. Legislation entitles
relocatees to benefits and rights throughout the process;
the Ministry of “Vulnerable Populations and Women”
(MIMP) should receive adequate funding to fulfil its legal
task to protect and assist them, with special attention to at-
risk groups. The state should invest more in co-designing
relocation sites, long-term livelihood restoration, and dig-
nified living conditions in accordance with people’s cus-
toms and culture, as legally guaranteed. Ensuring proxim-
ity to accessible livelihood options, transportation, and
markets is key. Swifter granting of individual titles is
needed so people can receive the access to social programs
that legislation encourages, including social housing and
reconstruction support. Moreover, the state should warrant
the legally required collection of disaggregated baseline
and follow-up data, which is essential for institutional
learning and for guaranteeing people’s rights and well-
being.Finally, oversight and accountability must improve.
Relocatees cited numerous grievances, complaints, and
conflicts, but the state did not seem to fulfil its obligation
to inform them about legally required resolution mecha-
nisms (including mediation and arbitration by designated
government entities), rendering these mechanisms
inaccessible.

Catalyzing third-party engagement

Government accountability could also profit from the en-
gagement of third parties, like the Peruvian Ombudsman,
non-governmental organizations, and the media. For ex-
ample, advocacy organizations with campaigning experi-
ence in development-induced resettlement could integrate
disaster relocation in their portfolios, and international
protective accompaniment could help defend people’s
rights. Private sector engagement is also key for success.
Authorities could encourage landowners to consider syn-
ergetic options with communities wishing to relocate,

7 Peru’s relocation law makes citizen participation a right but only “when
circumstances allow” and “with the necessary availability” (art. 5, 6, 17, trans-
lated by the author).
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such as swapping territories or trading land for labor.
Moreover, they could encourage private companies to
bring forward planned investments in destination areas
and give preferential access to relocatees, creating income
for recovery. Likewise, promoting contributions to reloca-
tion costs from the local private sector could be benefi-
cial, for example, through solidarity funds, materials, or
micro-credit programs.

Strengthening community agency

States must be held accountable to fulfill their obligations to
respect, protect, and fulfill human rights of relocatees.
However, given frequent lack of political will and limited state
capacities, the international community should also invest in
affected communities’ capacity to speak and act for them-
selves. For example, climate adaptation funding could finance
community organization-building, negotiation training for lo-
cal leaders, and travels to cities where administrations reside
so they can make their voices heard. Supporting citizens’
campaigning skills could be another important avenue. For
example, affected communities could receive media training
and access to social media and watchdog networks. Projects
could sponsor exchange between affected communities to
promote peer-to-peer sharing of experiences in relocations
and alliance-building. Finally, empowerment projects could
foster more horizontal relationships with the state, for exam-
ple, by integrating traditional knowledge in collaborative risk
monitoring and assessment, or by nurturing community-based
self-reliance strategies throughout relocation (Bronen et al.
2020; Chapin et al. 2016).

Conclusion

Technical experts estimate that at least 15 relocations are un-
derway in Peru. More communities may require relocation
soon, especially those located by rainforest rivers, where cli-
mate change will increase flood risks and physical protection
options can be limited. To safeguard people’s well-being and
rights, bridging the gaps between Peru’s detailed relocation
legislation and its implementation will be key and could pro-
vide pioneering lessons to other countries seeking to regulate
and conduct relocations. This investigation highlights the im-
portance of institutional (dis-)incentives that influence reloca-
tion governance and the well-being risks emerging from de-
layed and fragmented processes. It emphasizes the need for
strong non-state actors and civil society to act as checks and
balances and simultaneously demonstrates that bottom-up
community action can improve outcomes. For the future,
more research is warranted on complex networks of actors
involved in relocations, affected people’s agency, and

mechanisms shaping both subjective and objective well-
being over extended timeframes.
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