
ESPA in East and Southern Africa
Agriculture and fisheries in East and South Africa support the livelihood of millions and are 
particularly important for poor rural communities. 

In this region, however, the pace of change is fast, the population is growing, weather patterns are changing and 
governance and global markets are driving changes to the traditional pastoralist way of life. This places new demands 
on the sometimes fragile or scarce natural resources which underpin livelihoods and wellbeing.

How can East and Southern Africa improve livelihoods and wellbeing while 
ensuring it protects the natural resources upon which it depends?

• Sustainable use of coastal resources
• Payments for Ecosystem Services 

(PES) schemes

ESPA is helping to find new routes out 
of poverty by investigating the complex 
relationships between ecosystems, 
the natural services they provide and 
livelihoods.

• Sustainable Agriculture
• Forest - Agricultural 

systems

27 projects across 9 countries will explore the most important challenges 
and opportunities:

Exploring the relationship between 
land and livelihoods

Soil quality is the foundation of agriculture
But extreme poverty is common and farmers have fewer 
resources such as fertiliser to improve the soil resulting in 
food insecurity, lower incomes and poor health. Tackling 
poor soil quality is essential to create healthy ecosystems 
that support farming and local livelihoods.

Increasing demand for agricultural land is 
competing with forest-based livelihoods
While it can offer a route out of poverty, agricultural 
expansion can damage the natural services that woodlands 
provide to local communities. Managing these trade-offs will 
be essential to improve the livelihoods and wellbeing of poor 
rural communities. 

Coastal regions vital to fisheries are under 
threat 
Whilst small-scale fisheries contribute to the food security 
and income of millions of people, excessive development of 
coastal areas can damage the natural services that underpin 
these fisheries. The challenge is to create sustainable 
livelihoods which protect the coastline's essential natural 
services.



ESPA Projects in East and Southern Africa

Biofuel production has expanded across Africa in the last 
decade offering the promise of not only clean energy but also an 
opportunity to boost rural agricultural development. Yet the results 
of the various early biofuels initiatives have been mixed and in 
some cases have left poor rural communities even poorer. The 
variety of different investment models, national policies and fuel 
plants used make it difficult to untangle the factors that underlie 
what works and what doesn’t.

The ‘Unravelling Biofuel Impacts on Ecosystem Services, 
Human Wellbeing and Poverty Alleviation in Sub-Saharan 
Africa’ project is providing evidence on whether, and how, 
biofuel production and use can improve human wellbeing 
and help alleviate poverty in Africa’s least developed 
countries. A comparative analysis of six case studies in 
Malawi, Mozambique and Swaziland will provide important 
insights about their poverty alleviation potential and help to 
identify the most effective biofuel strategies.

Many rural communities living near woodlands are reliant on the natural services they provide such as food, water and 
natural products, including timber for building and fuelwood. However, in many areas agricultural expansion is leading to woodland 
loss and little is known about how this is affecting these woodland ecosystem services and, in turn, rural wellbeing.

The ‘ACES: Abrupt Changes in Ecosystem Services and Wellbeing in Mozambican Woodlands’ project will explore the 
impact of woodland loss on the rural poor in Mozambique. By gathering large scale socio-ecological data and through close 
participation with local communities it will create a framework to help with land-use decision making.  This should help to 
create policies and practices which benefit the poorest. Vital land use decisions are often very difficult due to the complex 
trade-offs between agriculture development and preserving woodland for its ability to provide food, timber, carbon storage 
and biodiversity.

Creating sustainable forest-agriculture systems

The importance of good soil quality to the 
livelihoods and wellbeing of rural people is often 
overlooked. It underpins crop yields, water availability 
and quality, as well as grazing land. Yet in many parts of 
Africa soil degradation is a major challenge to alleviating 
poverty in rural communities. Solutions to this complex 
problem are not easy to find and may be hampered by 
a lack of real understanding of how soil and poverty are 
connected.

The ‘ALTER: Alternative Carbon Investments in 
Ecosystem Services for Poverty Alleviation’ project 
is combining soil data with socio-ecological data 
from Uganda and Ethiopia to create models which 
reveal the connections between soil and poverty. 
This should help to identify the best management 
schemes that lead to long term benefits for local 
people and the environment they rely on.

Tackling poverty through sustainable agriculture practices



The tropical forests of Madagascar are world renowned for their exceptional biodiversity and, like other forests around 
the world, provide other important natural services such as storing carbon and counteracting climate change. For the majority 
of Madagascar’s poor rural population making a livelihood involves using all the options and resources available to them. While 
they use the forest to harvest wild products many also clear the forest to farm rice. While this meets farmers' short term needs, in 
the long run extensive loss of forest cover affects the flow of water that rice farmers rely on.

The ‘P4GES: Can Paying for Global Ecosystem Services Reduce Poverty’ project asks whether Payments for Ecosystem 
Services (PES) schemes are the answer by paying local communities to protect the forest. In theory increasing the value of 
a forest’s natural resources should help to alleviate poverty but it depends on how and when the payments are made and 
to whom. It also depends on how PES influences land use changes as this determines livelihood options and whether it is 
really effective in protecting the natural services that forests provide. The project aims to understand the conditions needed 
for optimal PES programme design and to inform the development of other PES schemes around the world.

The coast of East and Southern Africa supports the livelihoods of vast numbers of coastal communities who rely on 
fisheries for their livelihoods. Yet coastal ecosystems are increasingly under threat from rapid development, fisheries are 
expanding and tourism is growing. While this provides local communities, who are often struggling with poverty, with a livelihood 
in the long run there is a risk that the demands placed on coastal ecosystems could outstrip their capacity to supply essential 
natural services that underpin livelihoods. For instance, the mangrove forests which fringe the coastline and the sea grasses 
lining the sea bed not only provide nursery areas for fish but also protect the coast from storms. They are also recognised for their 
important role in storing carbon and helping fight climate change. 

The ‘CESEA: Coastal Ecosystem Services in East Africa’ 
project is working in Kenya and Zanzibar. It builds on 
the success of the earlier Swahili Seas project, which 
allowed communities to receive payments for protecting 
mangroves. CESEA is exploring if carbon-rich sea 
grasses could also be included in PES schemes. It will 
also explore why some communities have been more 
successful in managing their coastal habitats than others 
and encourage them to share their knowledge.

The ‘SPACES: Sustainable Poverty Alleviation from 
Coastal Ecosystem Services: Investigating Elasticities, 
Feedbacks and Trade-offs’ project is exploring the 
complex relationships between livelihoods, governance 
and coastal resources. It is examining how the benefits 
of coastal ecosystems are distributed to different groups 
of people and in turn how they affect their environment.  
It aims to identify interventions that lead to sustainable 
use of coastal resources and help to reduce poverty.

Protecting coastlines, creating sustainable livelihoods

Can PES approaches provide a route out of poverty?



www.espa.ac.uk

Completed Projects

Project Title Principal Investigator/
Fellow Countries

ACES: Abrupt Changes in Ecosystem Services and Wellbeing in Mozambican Woodlands Dr Genevieve Patenaude Mozambique

Adaptive Governance of Mountain Ecosystem Services for Poverty Alleviation Enabled by 
Environmental Virtual Observatories (MOUNTAIN-EVO)

Dr Wouter Buytaert Ethiopia

A Framework for Individual and Shared Preferences for Ecosystem Services Trade-Offs Dr Marije Schaafsma Malawi, Ethiopia

ALTER - Alternative Carbon Investments in Ecosystems for Poverty Alleviation Dr Helaina Black Ethiopia, Uganda

Biodiversity Offsets: Incorporating Considerations of Ecosystem Services and Impacts of 
Poverty

Dr Cecile Bidaud 
Rakotoarivony Madagascar

Can Capturing Global Ecosystem Service Values Reduce Poverty? Dr Julia Jones Madagascar

CESEA - Coastal Ecosystem Services in East Africa Professor Mark Huxham Kenya, Tanzania

Dynamic Drivers of Disease in Africa: Ecosystems, Livestock/wildlife, Health and Wellbeing Professor Melissa Leach Kenya, Zambia, 
Zimbabwe

Exploring the ecosystem limits to poverty alleviation in African forest-agriculture landscapes Dr Ken Norris Ethiopia

Poverty and Ecosystem Impacts of Payment for Wildlife Conservation Initiatives in Africa: 
Tanzania's Wildlife Management Areas (PIMA)

Professor Katherine 
Homewood Tanzania

Institutions for Urban Poor's Access to Ecosystem Services: A Comparison of Green and 
Water Structures in Bangladesh and Tanzania Dr Manoj Roy Tanzania

Streamlining Monitoring for Smallholder and Community PES (SMS-PES) Dr Ina Porras Uganda

Sustainable Poverty Alleviation from Coastal Ecosystem Services (SPACES): Investigating 
Elasticities, Feedbacks and Tradeoffs Dr Tim Daw Kenya, Mozambique

Understanding the Impact of Land-use Change on the Livelihoods of Small-scale Rice 
Producers (through Changes in Water Yields, Timing of Waterflows, Flood Damage and 
Sedimentation)

Mr Herimanitra Patrick 
Rafidimanantsoa Madagascar

Understanding the Influence of Community-Based Forest Management on Wellbeing and 
Ecosystem Services in Tanzania Dr Nicole Gross-Camp Tanzania

Unraveling Biofuel Impacts on Ecosystem Services, Human Wellbeing and Poverty 
Alleviation in Sub-Saharan Africa Professor Katherine Willis Malawi, Mozambique

Unravelling Biofuel Impacts on Ecosystem Services, Human Wellbeing and Poverty 
Alleviation in Sub-Saharan Africa Ms Anne Nyambane Malawi, Mozambique

WISER: Which Ecosystem Service Models Best Capture the Needs of the Rural Poor? Professor James Bullock Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi

Current Projects and Fellowships 

  
Project Title Principal Investigator Countries
Biodiversity, Ecosystem services, Social sustainability and Tipping points in African drylands Professor Katherine 

Homewood
Kenya, Ethiopia, 
Tanzania

BKS - Bridging Knowledge Systems for Pro-Poor Management of Ecosystem Services Dr Saskia Vermeylen Zambia

East African Great Lake Observatory Professor  Eric Odada Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi

Just Ecosystem Management: Linking Ecosystem Services with Poverty Alleviation Dr Thomas Sikor Uganda

Participatory Modelling Frameworks to Understand Wellbeing Trade-offs in Coastal 
Ecosystem Services

Dr Tim Daw Kenya

Safeguarding Local Equity as Global Values of Ecosystem Services Rise Dr Kate Schreckenberg Uganda

Swahili Seas Professor Mark Huxham Kenya

The ESPA Framework: A Socio-Ecological Systems Analysis of the Political Economy of 
Ecosystem Services for Poverty Alleviation

Dr Genevieve Patenaude Tanzania, Malawi

Whole Decision Network Analysis for Coastal Ecosystems (WD-NACE) Professor Dave Raffaelli Kenya

The science of sustainability 
for people and planet
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