
Ecosystem services are essential 
to human wellbeing and sustainable 
development. They cover everything 
from fresh water flows and soil 
quality to fishery productivity 
and climate regulation. They are 
integral to our cultural and spiritual 
connections with nature. Crucially, 
many vulnerable households in 
African countries depend directly on 
ecosystems for various aspects of 
their wellbeing.

However, rapid changes in the 
structure of the world economy are 
intensifying the pressures on natural 
environments. In many cases, 
overall gains in human wellbeing 
have taken place at the expense of 
ecosystem health. At the same time, 
there remain entrenched pockets 
of poverty; Sub-Saharan Africa is 
home to half of the world’s extreme 
poor. Too often, there is insufficient 
effort to understand and address 
the dynamics between poverty and 
ecosystems. As a result, efforts 
to alleviate poverty may have 
unintended consequences for the 
environment, while conservation 
efforts may fail to deliver benefits for 
the poor and marginalised. 

These challenges are made 
more difficult by climate change, 
which exacerbates ecosystem 
degradation. In turn, ecosystems 
– and the vulnerable communities 
that rely on them – become less 
resilient to the effects of climate 
change. Although Africa is currently 

the smallest contributor of global 
greenhouse gas emissions, the 
continent is likely to bear the brunt 
of climate change impacts. 

Considering these substantial 
obstacles, the Ecosystem Services 
for Poverty Alleviation (ESPA) 
programme aims to give decision-
makers and natural resource users 
the evidence they need for more 
sustainable ecosystem management 
and effective poverty reduction. As 
a global, interdisciplinary research 
initiative, ESPA produced and 
synthesised over eight years of 
sustainability science, based on 
hundreds of peer-reviewed academic 
products. 

Certain ESPA findings are 
particularly relevant to the African 
context, along the following themes: 

• Land use intensification

• Coastal management  
and fisheries

• Conservation areas

• Supporting environmental 
stewardship

• Environmental governance. 

Within these themes, we – as 
representatives of Africa’s scientific 
community, in attendance at the 2018 
ESPA African Finale Conference in 
Nairobi – have extracted what we 
believe to be the policy priorities. 

We are convinced that these actions 
are crucial to avoid high risks of 
irreversible ecological change and 
harm to vulnerable groups, and 
to ensure that environment and 
development interventions raise 
people out of poverty. They are 
integral to sustainable development 
gains at all levels – from improving 
the wellbeing of local communities, 
to helping countries meet their 
targets under the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and 
Agenda 2063, to mitigating and 
adapting to the impacts of climate 
change under the Paris Climate 
Agreement. Our recommendations 
adopt both the ‘ecosystem services’ 
language of the science world, and 
the ‘environmental resources’ term 
used by policymakers – who we 
hope will become champions of 
ESPA’s results and lead by example. 
(The Annex provides supporting 
evidence from a sampling of ESPA’s 
numerous studies.) 

We strongly urge those engaged 
with sustainable development 
policies and programmes – our 
fellow researchers, national 
governments and parliaments, 
regional African organisations, 
business leaders, and civil society 
groups – to swiftly heed these calls 
to action.
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1.	 Land	use	intensification

1.1 We urge decision-makers to review policies 
around land use intensification through the lens 
of sustainable development and climate change. 
Current approaches threaten the long-term 
production of environmental benefits, including 
food, fibre and clean water. [1.1.1]

1.2 We call for greater evidence-based action on land 
use intensification and its lasting outcomes for 
the environment, food yields, incomes and other 
aspects of wellbeing. [1.2.1]

1.3 We support expanding climate-smart agriculture 
to the landscape level with due consideration to 
poverty alleviation. [1.3.1]

2.	 Coastal	management	and	fisheries

2.1 We support greater collaboration between 
scientists, policymakers and resource users to 
establish ‘early warning’ indicators for coastal and 
marine ecosystems. [2.1.1] 

2.2 We strongly encourage the use of integrated 
social-ecological modelling tools to bring 
out the potential trade-offs experienced by 
resource-dependent people in development and 
environmental programmes. [2.2.1] 

2.3 We call on regional and global sustainability 
mechanisms to develop inclusive co-management 
frameworks that account for the mobile nature of 
fishery systems. [2.3.1] 

3.	 Conservation	areas

3.1 We strongly recommend that conservation 
programmes invest upfront in assessing potential 
impacts on local people, particularly the poor, to 
identify and avoid harm, enhance opportunities, 
and manage trade-offs. [3.1.1]

3.2 We support greater consideration of ecosystem-
based approaches where local communities 
engage with areas under protection or restoration 
in an inclusive and sustainable way. [3.2.1]

4.	 Supporting	environmental	
stewardship	

4.1 We call on decision-makers to recognise, support 
and reward the stewardship provided by local 
people, and their contribution to ecosystem 
services. [4.1.1]

5.	 Environmental	governance

5.1 We call for greater transparency in monitoring and 
communication around the processes, intended 
outcomes, and beneficiaries of development and 
conservation programmes. [5.1.1]

5.2 We strongly recommend that indigenous people 
and other socially marginalised groups be actively 
empowered and supported to participate in 
decision-making, paving the way for fairer and 
more sustained outcomes. [5.2.1]

5.3 We strongly support capacity building for 
programme managers in ecosystem sciences and 
facilitation skills. [5.3.1]

5.4 We call on all decision-makers from all levels, 
to support policies and programmes that are 
accountable to affected people at the local level 
– even if the interventions are aimed at producing 
national or global benefits. [5.4.1]

5.5 We urge governments to officially recognise the 
secure, statutory rights of affected local people to 
build and maintain connections with their natural 
environment, including rights related to access, 
management, and governance, in line with their 
individual worldviews. [5.5.1]
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Given the critical state of many ecosystems in Africa and the persistent poverty challenges, 
it is clear that solutions are urgent but not easy. The good news from the ESPA science is 
that well-designed interventions can reward local communities while accruing environmental 
benefits at the local, regional and global levels. This declaration identifies top priority areas 
which, if properly implemented, can facilitate beneficial and just decision-making processes 
around economic development and environmental protection. There is no time to lose. 

Land	use	intensification	

1.1.1 Degraded ecosystems are less resilient to 
climate change shocks and risk undergoing 
unprecedented – and likely irreversible – 
transformation. And rather than minimising 
land use change, intensification practices may 
contribute to its expansion. Many areas in Africa 
have already exceeded safe limits for phosphorus, 
nitrogen, land use and freshwater use.

1.2.1 An ESPA study in Malawi shows that local 
communities depend directly on both forests 
and agricultural land for their wellbeing. And in 
Rwanda, ESPA analysis finds that poor people 
are less able to access benefits from land 
use intensification. These results point to the 
significance of sustainable management at a 
landscape level, but also the need to explicitly 
consider policy impacts on marginalised social 
groups. In addition, future studies should explore 
alternative forms of land use such as agroecology 
and tree-based ecosystem approaches.

1.3.1 The most disadvantaged households do 
not necessarily benefit from climate-smart 
agriculture. Addressing these impacts may 
require the provision of incentives, extension 
services and tenure security. Moreover, climate-
smart agriculture programmes need to be aligned 
with national policies, comprehensive land use 
planning and the renegotiation of local community 
norms. In many cases, building stronger 
ties with the private sector is essential. The 
EcoLimits project in Ghana provides a successful 
application of this approach: EcoLimits farmers 
helped to identify and test key yield-enhancing 
practices, which are now being integrated into 
Ghana’s climate-smart cocoa standard and 
carried out at scale. 

Coastal	management	and	fisheries

2.1.1 Early warning systems are necessary to alert 
societies as to when an ecological threshold 
or tipping point may be approaching, and to 
implement precautionary measures. One such 
approach could be the creation of a national 
‘barometer’ of sustainable development, as 
was applied in South Africa to combine global 
boundaries, national limits and local thresholds, 
and which could contribute toward the SDGs.

2.2.1 ESPA models suggest the existence of a non-
linear relationship, where fish stock recovery 
may entail losses to incomes or livelihoods. 
Ecosystem-based management approaches 
are critical to identifying and accounting for 
the complex connections of the fishery system. 
Importantly, any assessment of social-ecological 
drivers, impacts and responses needs to be 
validated by representatives of the social groups 
involved and affected.

2.3.1 Fisheries management is particularly challenging 
due to the mobile nature of fish stocks and the 
migration of fishers driven by global demand 
and technological changes. In the Western 
Indian Ocean, for instance, numerous local 
and international forces are contributing to the 
systematic depletion of fish stocks. 
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Conservation	areas

3.1.1 Collecting detailed data broken down by social 
group is critical to recognise precisely who wins 
and who loses from conservation interventions 
and to protect affected communities, particularly 
the poor and marginalised. In Tanzania, ESPA 
analysis finds that insufficient transparency, 
participation and compensation undermine 
community support for Wildlife Management 
Areas and contribute to conflict.

3.2.1 ESPA research finds that the sustainable use 
of conservation areas – as opposed to extreme 
protectionism – may be better aligned with 
improved ecological, economic and social 
outcomes. 

Supporting	environmental	stewardship

4.1.1 This is both a matter of fairness, and of 
incentivising actions that may have far-reaching 
benefits. This support may take many forms, 
including cash transfers, in-kind materials, risk 
reduction measures (such as insurance or access 
to credit), or even greater rights to resources. In 
the Sahel region, for instance, farmer-managed 
natural regeneration was partly incentivised by 
greater local ownership, leading to widescale 
regreening and improved food security. Another 
example is the ESPA-funded Mikoko Pamoja 
project in Kenya, which used the sale of carbon 
credits to fund mangrove conservation and 
rehabilitation, as well as support local community 
development in education, water and sanitation, 
and environmental management. 

Environmental	governance

5.1.1 Meaningful local decision-making can be a 
powerful motivating force, even in the absence of 
significant material benefits, as ESPA research into 
community-based forest management in Tanzania 
makes clear. Another study in conservancies 
around Kenya’s Maasai Mara finds that communities 
are generally satisfied with conservation principles 
as long as individuals are consulted, and some land 
is retained for their needs.

5.2.1 Truly inclusive governance means accounting 
for local knowledge and values, considering new 
technologies that promote participation, and 
looking beyond the most obviously impacted 
groups. The ESPA-funded project Sustainable 
Poverty Alleviation from Coastal Ecosystem 
Services (SPACES) shows that social processes 
in East Africa lead to benefits from ecosystem 
services accruing along gendered lines. For 
instance, through multi-stakeholder workshops in 
coastal Kenya, it became clear that land-based 
female fish traders – and not just male fishers – 
would be affected by efforts to promote ecologically 
sustainable fishing methods. A separate ESPA 
study in South Africa finds that female-headed 
households have greater dependence on, but less 
access to, ecosystem services.

5.3.1 Specifically, capacity building for programme 
managers should include training in using ecosystem 
services models, and facilitation skills to steer 
environmental management processes between the 
scientific and local realms of knowledge, particularly 
the recognition of different values.

5.4.1 Accountability mechanisms that serve local 
people are crucial for national and global 
sustainability initiatives, as ESPA research in 
Madagascar makes clear. 

5.5.1 Paramount among statutory rights are those 
around tenure, which should be scrutinised for 
inequities between women and men, and all 
relevant social groups.


