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Introduction
Earlier in July of 2021, the African Union (AU) 
released a Green Recovery Action Plan for 
the continent in the context of COVID-19 and 
climate change. 

The basis of the plan is that a 

“clean and resilient recovery in Africa will 
lead to employment in the industries of 
the future whilst ensuring that we address 
the linked challenges of public health, 
prosperity and climate change.” 1

The plan is a blueprint for encouraging AU 
member states to align or develop national 
programmes and policies related to climate 
and biodiversity along five priority areas. These 
are:  

1. Climate finance
2. Supporting renewable energy, energy 

efficiency and national just transition 
programmes

3. Nature-based solutions and a focus on 
biodiversity through work on sustainable 
land management, forestry, oceans and 
ecotourism;

4. Climate resilient agriculture;
5. Green and resilient cities

For each of these elements, the Action Plan 
refers to a number of related agreements and 

initiatives at the continental level – many 
of them in partnership with global bodies – 
which are shaping implementation on the 
issue, thereby pushing African governments to 
align with those programmes. 

While more detail of the nuts and bolts of this 
Action Plan may be contained in those other 
initiatives and agreements, these comments 
focus on how the issues have been framed in 
the Action Plan, which will thus presumably 
shape approaches at continental and national 
level. Here follows a brief set of comments 
from the African Centre for Biodiversity (ACB) 
on the contents of this plan.

General 
comments
Our approach is informed by our thinking 
on the drivers of the combined ecological, 
social, economic and health crises on the 
continent, as evident in our Multiple Shocks 
in Africa series.2 In this regard, it is noted that 
the Action Plan recognises that prospects 
of economic recovery after the COVID-19 
pandemic must be tied to reducing emissions, 
supporting resilience (we assume social and 
ecological) and protection (and, we hope, 
restoration) of biodiversity. 

1. p. 3.
2. https://www.acbio.org.za/introducing-acbs-multiple-shocks-africa-series-ecological-crisis-capitalist-nature-decolonisation



6    TH E AU’S GR EEN R ECOVERY PLAN

The recognition of the 

“need to seize the opportunities in the 
recovery from the pandemic to support the 
transformation of the continent towards a 
more inclusive and sustainable future” 3

is also an important objective, given prevailing 
inequalities and development models that 
tend to serve the few at the expense of the 
many. Given that Africa has a predominantly 
young population, positioning youth in 
driving the recovery, and the need to address 
gender inequality and place women at 
the centre of interventions, is also noted. 
Similarly, the fact that the Plan also speaks 
to ensuring maximising benefits of the 
proposed interventions for the vulnerable and 
marginalised is positive. But, as always, the 
devil is in the detail.

One of the main weaknesses is that the Plan 
does not sufficiently consider the drivers of the 
problems addressed through the five action 
areas. How the root causes of problems are 
understood is critical in shaping responses 
that achieve effective, just and sustainable 
outcomes. 

Emerging from this, our first key point is 
that Africa exists in the context of global 
inequality, in terms of economic power and 
subordination, political decision-making, 
the distribution of benefits, and costs of 
ecological exploitation. Thus, climate change 
and ecological degradation experienced by 
Africa cannot be addressed within Africa alone 
but global relations have to change as well, 
towards fairness and equity; such as in regard 
to ecological debt, as we expand on later in 
this commentary. 
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Second, addressing ecological crises 
needs to start from an appreciation of the 
interconnections between climate change; 
deforestation and biodiversity loss; industrial 
agriculture; and generally extractivist 
development, and their roles in driving social 
and political instability and food insecurity, 
which are further fuelling the systemic, 
existential crises we face globally. This involves 
realising the need to confront dominant 
development interventions that typically 
reinforce indebtedness, inequalities and social 
exclusion in Africa. They deepen dependency 
on destructive, short-sighted and short-lived 
fossil fuel and capital intensive projects, and 
global agricultural and forest value chains. 
These contribute to creating conditions for 
extreme vulnerability to shocks, such as fall 
armyworm infestations, Ebola outbreaks 
and the COVID-19 pandemic. The costs of 
extractivism as an underlying logic of current 
development on the continent (in agriculture, 
mining and finance) is not even considered. As 
long as these drivers remain unaddressed, the 
noble intentions of the Action Plan will remain 
far from realised.

The third important gap is in relation to 
finance, and financialisation/rogue capitalism 
in particular. Not just in Africa but globally, 
finance capital has become a key driver of 
ecological and social devastation. The opening 
up of primary forest for mining, logging, 
plantations, and oil and gas extraction is 
aided by financialisation – a phenomenon 
understood as the growing power and 
influence of global finance, aptly labelled 
‘rogue capitalism’ by FIAN International.4 
If the expansion of agribusiness and 
monoculture plantations has historically 
been associated with loans and credits from 
financial institutions, the pace and scale of 
finance capitalism in agriculture has reached 

new rapacious heights in promoting the 
dispossession of rural people and communities 
from their territories. Ensuring a properly 
green recovery therefore cannot happen 
without having a continental plan for reigning 
in finance, and forcing it to serve democratic, 
social and ecological objectives. 

Confronting the power of finance, however, 
also speaks to the relationship of Africa 
to the rest of the world. The Action Plan 
acknowledges how COVID-19 has exposed the 
way that debt restricts the scope of African 
governments in financing people-centred 
development, and the way it exerts increased 
pressure on governments to exploit nature for 
economic returns, irrespective of biodiversity 
and climate change ambitions.5

Similarly, in her promotion of the Action 
Plan, UN Environment Programme (UNEP) 
Executive Director Inger Andersen pointed to 
how inequality in vaccine access globally has 
sharply reminded us of global inequalities.6 
Ensuring African countries have access to 
finance on sustainable and fair terms is 
critical, not only for targeted conservation 
and climate-related investments, but also for 
related investments in public goods based 
on human rights, such as functioning health 
systems and democratic food systems. 

As we discuss in the section on climate 
finance, such finance should not only be 
investment/debt-based but, given inequality 
in historical emissions and biodiversity 
destruction, global transfers of wealth should 
also be called for. Similarly, people (not just 
governments) also need access to appropriate 
finance to build local solutions in the context 
of the ecological crisis. However, the Action 
Plan speaks mostly to mobilising finance 
within the existing architecture and set of 

3. p. 6
4. Seufert, P., R. Herre, S. Monsalve and S. Guttal. 2020. Rogue Capitalism and the Financialization of Territories and Nature. FIAN International, 

Transnational Institute and Focus on the Global South.
5.  p. 6
6.  https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/speech/green-recovery-africa-best-interests-all
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processes, rather than the necessity of re-
structuring the logic of finance globally to 
serve public and ecological ends, and what 
sorts of demands might flow from this.

Last, a lacuna in the report is the question of 
democracy and how priorities for investment 
are determined. An example is one-size-fits-all 
mega-projects vs. investments that directly 
support local people’s (not extractivist) 
economies. 

As some of the ACB’s research points to, 
African governments are also critical in 
facilitating and imposing ecologically and 
socially damaging development models.7 This 
therefore poses the relationship between 
African citizenries and their governments as 
a key consideration in any Green Recovery. 
Thus, while one pillar is to galvanise efforts to 
support a green recovery by:

• mobilising resources and technical support 
for member states; 

• mainstreaming green recovery principles 
in planning, development and investment 
strategies; and 

• increasing the visibility of African 
stakeholders in international fora, little is 
said about supporting citizenry to be active 
agents in determining and guiding a green 
recovery. 

Rather, the Action Plan and the myriad 
initiatives and platforms it aligns with, are 
formulated by experts and technocrats, in 
partnerships between African governments 
and rich northern governments. 

While global partnership/solidarity is 
important, the fact that governments 
formulate these development plans with 
the AU, devoid of citizen participation, is 
a cause for unease. After all, these are the 
same governments that impose free trade 
agreements on African people – agreements 
whose intellectual property rights (IPR) 
provisions limit the diffusion of needed goods 
and technologies and, in the case of seed laws 
aligned with the International Convention 
for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants 
(UPOV) 1991, dispossess farmers of the right to 
their seed.8

7.  https://www.acbio.org.za/sites/default/files/documents/202108/summarythe-violence-agrarian-extractivism-ethiopialocusts-state-
authoritarianism-and-webs-us_0.pdf

8. The AU Green Recovery Plan was formulated with the support of the UK government and South Africa.

“While global 
partnership/solidarity is 
important, the fact that 
governments formulate 
these development plans 
with the AU, devoid of 
citizen participation, is a 
cause for unease.”
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Analysis of 
priority areas
Climate finance

This priority area recognises that investment 
decisions must incorporate disaster risk 
in planning, and finance must be directed 
into areas and social groups that need 
investment in the context of climate crisis. 
Another positive articulation is that climate 
finance should be informed by marginalised 
groups and their local knowledge and 
leadership, such as in relationship to 
sustainable resource management and 
leading sustainable practices in the 
context of mitigation and adaption.

How to secure such financing is the big 
question to be dealt with. One aspect 
mentioned is private financing, but this must 
be treated with extreme caution. While it 
may not always be practicable to completely 
avoid private financing, its inclusion must not 
lead to the creation of solutions to climate 
change that are guided by the accumulation 
imperatives of private finance. In the context 
of financialisation/rogue capitalism, private 
finance has played a critical role in driving 
ecological and social devastation, such as in 
the case of large-scale land investments in 
Africa. If private finance is to be sought, this 
must be on the terms set by public priorities 
and policies, in the context of good regulations 
that ensure private finance is subordinated to 
public purposes. The emphasis on government 

de-risking for private finance is also worrying, 
in the sense that the imperatives of a deep 
and just transition cannot be determined by 
the risk concerns of private finance, which 
are grounded in the imperatives of profit 
and accumulation. If de-risking is to mean 
anything, it must be to ensure finance serves 
democratically-planned public ends.

It is deeply concerning that this priority area in 
the Action Plan promotes carbon trading. The 
AU must outright reject carbon trading. 

• First, carbon trading has been in existence 
since the late 1990s and has proven simply 
not to work, seen in the worsening of the 
climate crisis since then to its current severe 
situation. 

• Second, carbon trading is also a form of 
extractivism, as it commodifies nature, thus 
entrenching the same logic that has caused 
our ecological crisis in the first place. It is 
simply a way of putting a price tag on the 
things that cannot be replaced by money. 

• Third, carbon trading is little more than a 
mechanism designed to allow corporations 
to continue polluting and profiting while 
shifting the burden of reducing pollution 
elsewhere – usually onto communities of 
the south, who can be dispossessed to make 
way for projects linked to carbon trading. 
As a tool to serve the profit interests 
of corporations – not to meet climate 
and people’s needs – we condemn any 
promotion of carbon trading. We urge the 
AU to reject carbon trading and promote 
real people-based solutions to climate 
change. Purely market-based mechanisms 
cannot be relied upon to solve ecological 
challenges.

“In the context of financialisation/rogue capitalism, private finance  
has played a critical role in driving ecological and social devastation, such 

as in the case of large-scale land investments in Africa.” 
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Similarly, the key focus of governments getting 
in place a “pipeline of bankable projects” 
implies climate-related investments that 
provide a return to investors. This is another 
way of constructing pro-elite and pro-rich 
‘solutions’, which can simply create another set 
of projects for the rich to accumulate, without 
necessarily addressing social needs. The 
approach should instead be about bottom-up, 
people-centred solutions. For example, what 
happens when:

• A project is socially and ecologically critical, 
but not bankable in financial terms? 

• A community needs a footbridge to be 
constructed over a river so that they are 
not at risk of drowning, in the context of 
increased flooding linked to climate change? 
Such a bridge has no direct, ‘bankable’ 
financial returns, but it is nonetheless a 
public and moral imperative. 

This brings into light the question of how 
we value the actions needed, and the need 
to think beyond financial, technocratic and 
economistic terms, to social and moral values 
that investment should serve.

More broadly, the Action Plan simply does not 
entertain the current role of finance in driving 

ecological destruction, nor how to re-think 
and restructure finance so that it serves social, 
ecological and moral roles. As an example, the 
Action Plan says: 

“Taking note of the need for a Just 
Transition, encouraging states to ensure 
that economic recovery plans and 
borrowing from International Finance 
Institutions supports a recovery that is 
clean, resilient and inclusive”.9 

• First, it says nothing of how the current 
terms of lending from international 
financial institutions are part of driving 
ecological degradation and dispossession on 
the continent.10 

• Second, the current terms of global finance 
and debt are also deeply constraining on 
African governments’ abilities to invest 
in necessary areas. Debt is generally 
very expensive, with high interest rates 
denominated in dollars or euros, further 
making such debt subject to currency 
fluctuations. This is in contrast to rich 
governments of the world that can borrow 
at extremely cheap interest rates – some 
even at zero interest rates. 

9. p. 12.
10.  For example, see https://www.farmlandgrab.org/post/view/30066-development-finance-as-agro-colonialism-european-development-

bank-funding-of-feronia-phc-oil-palm-plantations-in-the-democratic-republic-of-congo;  https://grain.org/en/article/6549-they-should-
not-be-called-public-development-banks
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There thus needs to be a global shift that 
allows for debt access for public investment in 
the context of the climate crisis on favourable 
terms. Furthermore, while this action area 
focuses on attracting investments into clean 
energy, it is silent on how existing patterns of 
investment are in fact linked to massive flows 
of capital out of the continent annually. A 
major channel for this is illicit financial flows, 
which currently stand at over $100 billion 
per year.11 In addition to debt repayments 
and profit repatriations, the capital flow out 
of the continent is $58 billion more than the 
flow into it through loans and foreign direct 
investments,12 thus in fact making Africa a 
‘net creditor’ to the rest of the world.13  The 
ways the report approaches climate finance 
is that it expects the same system that 
currently starves the continent of capital for 
socially necessary investments, to also serve 
a green recovery. It therefore also does not 
entertain the measures needed to confront 
this problem and to concentrate capital within 
the continent, such as capital controls and the 
establishment of just tax and redistributive 
regimes. How the existing global financial 
architecture will serve “a recovery that is clean, 
resilient and inclusive” is therefore not clear.

This relates to the question of ecological 
debt. African governments, and those of 
the south, have strong claims to make on 
rich countries for global transfers of wealth, 
given inequality in historical emissions and 
biodiversity destruction. This should be a 
major source of investment for climate- and 
biodiversity-related investments. This is the 
logic of the Green Climate Fund, which was 
supposed to transfer US$ 100 billion from 
rich to developing countries per year. Even 

this amount is marginal given the extent to 
which rich countries have benefitted from 
exploitation of the south, and the projection 
of the Action Plan that the financing gap 
for implementing all African Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs) is estimated 
to be about US$ 3 trillion.14 Rich countries 
need to be held to account on the basis of 
global justice. With the massive financing gap, 
hoping that private finance will help fill it is 
worrying. The dangers are indicated in the fact 
that during the COVID crisis, while multilateral 
donors agreed to postpone (not cancel) debt 
repayments, most private lenders refused to 
budge, which has severely constrained African 
governments’ room for necessary spending.

In summary, to make finance serve climate and 
biodiversity-related goals, at least two things 
have to be confronted by the AU on the global 
level: 
1. The existing global architecture of finance 

that subordinates developing country 
economies, and

2. The payment of the North’s climate and 
ecological debt, used to finance the just 
transition in Africa – separate to the 
granting of loans, and effected as transfers 
through the Green Climate Fund.

But there is another uncomfortable factor in 
this regard that the Action Plan fails to deal 
with, relating to the role of the African state 
and, in particular, economic and political elites. 
In addition to the injustice of global finance 
mentioned above, African governments and 
public officials are in fact often complicit 
in illicit financial flows, largely through 
their corrupting of government institutions 
to rig trade controls for linked economic 

11. Signé, L., M. Sow and P. Madden. 2020. ‘Illicit Financial Flows in Africa: Drivers, Destinations, and Policy Options’, Policy Brief. Africa Growth 
Initiative, Brookings.

12. Global Financial Integrity (GFI). 2015. Financial Flows and Tax Havens: Combining to Limit the Lives of Billions of People. Washington, DC: 
Global Financial Integrity.

13. Ndikumana, L. and J.K. Boyce. 2018. Capital Flight From Africa: Updated Methodology and New Estimates. Political Economy Research 
Institute (PERI), University of Massachusetts-Amherst.

14. p. 11.

“During the COVID crisis, while multilateral donors agreed to postpone (not 
cancel) debt repayments, most private lenders refused to budge, which has 
severely constrained African governments’ room for necessary spending.” 
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interests.15 Mobilising capital for necessary 
public investments therefore links also to the 
nature of the African state, and whether it is 
accountable to and functions in the interests 
of ordinary people and ecologies, or narrow 
economic and political interests.

Renewable energy

The focus on replacing fossil fuel sources 
of energy with renewable sources across 
Africa is important and necessary, as is the 
focus on the necessary finance for such 
transitions. This section is about enhancing 
the implementation of the Africa Renewable 
Energy Initiative (AREI), which emphasises the 
need for people-centred renewable energy 
systems, the need to ensure universal access to 
electricity across the continent, and multiple 
energy configurations, including localised 
mini-grids. 

However, while plans like the AREI entertain 
both public and private investments in 
renewable energy, the Action Plan needs 
to be careful of ensuring the private sector 
does not become the driver of a renewable 

energy transition, thus creating a privatised 
(renewable) energy regime based on a 
commodified logic. The notion of the just 
transition is framed mostly as shifting from 
fossil fuel-based power to renewable energy, 
driven by private-sector investments in line 
with the SDG7 Initiative for Africa. Renewable 
energy investments are increasingly following 
the logic of economies of scale, which means 
they are large and require significant amounts 
of capital to establish, thus privileging those 
who already have resources. There needs to 
be greater emphasis on community-level 
and controlled renewable energy solutions, 
which will also require confronting control 
over technology and the logic of patents to 
ensure that technology is treated as part of 
the commons and is placed at the service of 
humanity and nature.

Given Africa’s social and economic challenges, 
the Action Plan should thus entertain a deeper 
notion of the just transition that frames and 
guides the energy transition, and to which 
the private sector is made to serve through 
appropriate regulation. In other words, a just 
transition should not only be limited to a 

15. Ayogu, M.D. 2019. International Trade and Capital Flight from Africa: Challenges for Governance. Working Paper #501, Political Economy 
Research Institute.
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technical transition in the energy system, but 
is a wider societal, systemic transition that 
needs to be rooted in community-centred and 
indigenous logics of wellbeing, supporting 
multiple forms of ownership over renewable 
energy systems, multiple forms of work, 
decommodification of the basics needed for 
reproducing life (health, public transport, 
education, food), and deepened democracy. 
Ensuring this takes place – that renewable 
energy is rolled out in socially controlled and 
beneficial ways –  to create clean jobs and 
vibrant communities, also requires addressing 
challenges in education systems, to also build 
the necessary capacities for people to steer 
their renewable energy systems. In other 
words, to achieve an energy transition that is 
grounded in justice, inclusion and democracy 
means that such a transition must be about 
much more than simply a matter of attracting 
market investments.

Biodiversity and nature-based 
solutions

This priority area covers a range of 
interventions aimed at protecting and 
restoring biodiversity. To do this it promotes 
nature-based solutions (NbS), natural capital 
accounting and ecosystem services valuation, 
the blue economy, eco-tourism, and aligning 
targets with the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD). It does not fully consider the 
drivers of biodiversity loss, and largely poses 
biodiversity in terms of solutions to climate 
change in the form of NbS. 

While recognising the importance of 
conserving biodiversity is important, the 
centering of NbS as the framing is concerning. 
As the ACB and Third World Network (TWN) 
have pointed out,16 NbS is a widely used 

but vaguely defined term. It means a range 
of things to different people, including 
positive actions and approaches, such as 
agroecology and ecosystem restoration. But a 
group of actors are using the term to drive a 
particular agenda related to biodiversity and 
climate change. In particular, fossil fuel and 
agribusiness companies are using it to offset 
their continued sale and use of fossil fuels.17 
NbS cannot be used as a means simply to 
open up African landscapes and ecologies, on 
which hundreds of millions of people depend, 
to transnational corporations to claim they are 
advancing solutions to climate change, rather 
than cutting their emissions. 

Furthermore, while natural and agricultural 
ecosystems can play a role in sequestering 
carbon, they are not in themselves long-
term solutions to climate change. In other 
words, biodiversity protection should not 
only be related to climate change. There 
must be a very clear demand that the whole 
world stops the burning of fossil fuels, as 
called for by the climate science.18 It must 
be ensured that African ecologies and 
people do not become a public relations (PR) 
playground for transnational corporations 
and rich governments to claim solutions 
to climate change, but which simply allow 
them to continue emitting while potentially 
dispossessing Africans of their ecologies, to 
make way for their false solutions.

The Action Plan also promotes the target of 
achieving 30% protected land and ocean areas 
by 2030 (the 30x30 target). But we caution 
the AU on the uncritical promotion of this 
target. The target has been promoted in the 
international biodiversity discussions by a 
cabal of Northern conservation groups and 
industry representatives, to double the size of 

16. Stabinsky, D. 2020. ‘Nature-based solutions or nature-based seductions? Unpacking the dangerous myth that nature-based solutions can 
sufficiently mitigate climate change’. Third World Network (TWN) and African Centre for Biodiversity (ACB). Available at https://www.
acbio.org.za/nature-based-solutions-or-nature-based-seductions

17. Ibid.
18. See the latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report, https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg1/.
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protected areas an intention also described 
as the Half-Earth Project, and to increase land 
areas of intact biodiversity to 30% of the earth 
by the year 2030, under their control, as part of 
the protected areas matrix. 

Concerns about reproducing exclusionary 
models of conservation have been widely 
raised in response. These sorts of interventions 
are typically devoid of human presence, 
and can be veils behind which ecological 
destruction continues, while further 
dispossessing smallholder farmers and 
communities that depend on such biodiversity 
for their survival. More progressive approaches 
to biodiversity protection and sustainable use 
have been forwarded by African voices, such 
as in an article recently published in Science 
magazine.19 These provide rights-based and 
equity-centred approaches to biodiversity 
protection and sustainable use.

In the current formulations over biodiversity 
in the Action Plan, both the language used 

and the vagueness opens up the space for 
corporate capture to advance false solutions. 
Conceptions related to biodiversity therefore 
require a widening and a deepening. For 
example, the language of linking NbS to 
biodiversity offsets is dangerous. The extent 
of our current ecological catastrophe is way 
beyond offsetting. More broadly, as mentioned 
in the discussion on carbon trading above, 
rather than a way to reduce carbon emissions 
and biodiversity destruction, corporations 
simply see offsets as a mechanism to allow 
them to continue polluting, while shifting the 
burden elsewhere – what has in the case of 
emissions been called ‘carbon colonialism.’20

Thus, while ecosystem-based mitigation and 
adaptation methods are highly beneficial and 
necessary for African livelihoods to withstand 
the foreseeable climate-related changes and 
shocks, the approaches associated with NbS 
fail to consider the close relationship between 
people and nature, and the need to centralise 
indigenous people and local communities, 

19. See https://science.sciencemag.org/content/373/6556/746
20. Stabinsky, p. 3.

“Disrupt ecological relationships and so societal 
relationships are disrupted as well.” 
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including smallholder farmers and farming 
communities, as the most effective conservers 
of biodiversity and ecosystems. However, 
it also is not only about the role local 
communities play from an instrumental basis, 
but also the need to recognise how reciprocal 
relationships with land and ecologies also 
underpin reciprocal relationships between 
people. Maintaining intact ecosystems 
is therefore also about holding societies 
together. Disrupt ecological relationships and 
so societal relationships are disrupted as well.

In essence, then, practices so far associated 
with NbS lead to commodification of nature. 
The focus on biodiversity offsets, ecosystems 
valuation and payment for ecosystems 
services are all part of the commodification 
of nature, and lay the basis for false solutions. 
Ecosystems valuation, for example, is a slippery 
slope for protecting nature, and reduces nature 
simply to an economic calculus – the pricing 
of nature. There are simply too many problems 
with the pricing of nature to outline here in 
full. But in short, at its most basic, trying to 
put a price on nature is completely random – it 
amounts to little more than ‘gobbledygook’.21 

Furthermore, it is just another way 
of financialising nature, thus further 
incorporating it into the very force that is 
leading its destruction, while violating the 
rights of indigenous people and nature by 
treating it simply as a commodity rather 
than something central to ways of being 
and to cultural and religious outlooks. More 

fundamentally there are multiple ways in 
which nature is valued by humans beyond 
an economic calculus, in terms of cultural, 
spiritual, social, moral and aesthetic values. 
But even here we should not only value 
nature through humans, but accept simply 
the right of ecosystems to exist and flourish 
in and of themselves. Ecosystems should be 
protected for their own sake, and for the sake 
of the planet, not according to econometric 
valuations.

In some respects, this section of the Action 
Plan is grounded in African practice and 
experience. For example, it asserts that 
“there is a need to build on experiences and 
practices of regional cooperation structures, 
and to elaborate on strategies for integration 
and participation of formal and informal 
regional platforms in the Biodiversity Post-
2020 processes”.22 However, as discussed, the 
framing of these processes and practices is 
important, and currently reflects distorted 
concepts concocted by northern scientists, 
governments, corporations and mainstream 
conservation groups, like biodiversity economy, 
NbS and ecosystems evaluation. Biodiversity 
protection (and sustainable use) on the 
continent should be driven by African voices, 
in which biodiversity is considered in relation 
to multiple interconnected social, cultural and 
justice-based considerations. But the solutions 
advanced by these African voices from 
below should not only be about biodiversity 
conservation on the African continent that 
co-exists internationally with Western false 

21. https://www.theguardian.com/environment/georgemonbiot/2014/jul/24/price-nature-neoliberal-capital-road-ruin
22. p. 17.

Ecosystems should be protected for their own sake, 
and for the sake of the planet, not according to 

econometric valuations.
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solutions of NBS, ecosystems valuation, 30x30, 
etc. Progressive African solutions should be 
asserted internationally as well, through 
forums like the CBD negotiations, conceived as 
Africa’s contribution and gift to humanity and 
the earth, for genuine, ecology- and people-
centred solutions that provide a framework for 
planetary recovery and flourishing.23

The ways in which the false solutions 
promoted in the Action Plan reflect 
patterns of continued economic power and 
subordination in the global economy and the 
hegemonic control over discourse, science 
and solutions, poses deeper questions for 
the AU. Does the AU wish for Africans to 
willingly play along in this colonial game 
as well-behaved, subservient partners, or 
will the AU stand up to these corporations 
from the standpoint of African dignity, 
power and agency to set the terms of 
engagement grounded in different forms of 
valuation, local solutions and democracy? 

In the interests of the African smallholder 
farmer reproducing Africa’s agricultural 
heritage through seed, the indigenous 
people who rely on and protect ecosystems, 
and the urban poor who rely on rural 
production and ecosystems and on healthy 
urban spaces, will the AU go to the COP15 
of the CBD and promote positions that 
prevent corporations from continuing their 
wreckage of the planet? And will it use this 
Action Plan to push for the implementation 
of appropriate policy across the African 
continent to put this position into action 
and prevent those corporations from using 
Africa as a playground for their continued 
looting of our economies and ecologies?

Climate resilient agriculture

Compared to many agriculture systems in the 
North, Africa is in a unique position: despite 
difficult conditions, most of Africa’s food is still 
produced by smallholder farmers (especially 
women), and because of them agricultural 
biodiversity through farmer managed seed 
systems largely remains intact. Smallholder 
farmers therefore source 90% of their seed 
from their own saving, relatives, neighbours 
and local markets, and only less than 10% 
from the commercial seed sector.24 This 
biodiversity is critical for the functioning 
of ecosystems, especially in the context of 
climate change. Such on-farm biodiversity, 
and access to multiple locally adapted land 
races of various crop species, is also critical 
to the ability of farmers, and societies, to 
adapt to the inevitable conditions to be 
experienced as a result of the climate crisis. 
Such an endowment therefore needs to be 
fully recognised, supported and strengthened, 
rather than ignored. Farmer managed  
seed systems are not just a marginal aspect 
but a core basis of truly sustainable and just 
food systems. 

This has been recognised in some instances, 
such as in post-disaster cases linked to 
climate change. From 2019 to February 2020, 
the United Nations Food and Agriculture 
Organization’s (FAO’s) International Plant 
Treaty supported the development of 
emergency response strategies and plans, at 
regional and national levels, that integrate 
the protection, strengthening and rebuilding 
of local seed systems. This will ensure that 
governments and communities are better 
prepared in the event of future disasters, 
which occur regularly in the region. With 

23. See https://science.sciencemag.org/content/373/6556/746
24. McGuire, S. and Sperling, L. 2016. “Seed systems smallholder farmers use”, Food Security, 8:1, pp.179-195
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support from the German government, the 
FAO is working with governments, genebanks 
and farmers to rebuild seed systems, through 
a project titled: “Foundations for rebuilding 
seed systems post Cyclone Idai: Zimbabwe, 
Mozambique and Malawi”. This project came 
about as a result of farmers losing local 
seed reserves and crops that were ready for 
harvest, during two cyclones. The project 
has worked with affected communities to 
identify, regenerate and return local and lost 
varieties for future use and safeguarding at 
community level.25 Projects like these provide 
important examples of starting points for how 
food systems should be supported (including 
financially) in the context of climate change, 
grounded in local seed, biodiversity and farmer 
needs. These are the sorts of ‘investments’ that 
should be made.

The Action Plan recognises the importance 
of agriculture and rural development to 
address  poverty and climate change, but 

unfortunately its conception of the problem 
and solutions is relatively unimaginative and 
does not entertain the sort of approaches 
described above. In the first instance, it 
fails to acknowledge that the fundamental 
transformation of industrial food systems 
is a non-negotiable prerequisite for human 
survival on this planet. This is because 
industrial food systems are the single 
biggest source of both emissions causing 
climate change and of biodiversity loss. 
Acknowledging this means recognising that 
the Western, globalised industrial food system 
cannot be the aspiration underpinning the 
transformation of African food systems in the 
context of ecological crisis.

Instead, the Action Plan’s conception of 
solutions to some degree reflects the global, 
market-centred development consensus. In 
this regard, it repeats the mantra of the need 
to get improved seed varieties to farmers 
and better integration with supply chains, 

25. See http://www.fao.org/3/cb3735en/cb3735en.pdf
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so as to improve profitability as the driver 
of agricultural transformation. It does not 
entertain the fact that it is farmer managed 
seed systems that currently form the basis 
of Africa’s food systems and through which 
the continent’s agricultural biodiversity is 
protected and reproduced. Given this, critical 
to any green recovery is the necessity of 
recognising and advancing farmers’ rights 
(the rights of farmers to save, exchange and 
sell their seed) through discrete legal regimes, 
with associated financial, technical and 
political support. Such a farmers’ rights regime 
should be grounded in human rights (to food, 
water, land, gender justice and democratic 
participation) as a centrepiece of socially 
equitable and ecologically just food systems. 

Similarly, the promotion of improved seed is 
linked to the spread of UPOV 1991-based laws 
on the continent, which grants a small group 
of transnational corporations the means to 
appropriate and control seed, without taking 
into account people’s and communities 
historical socio-cultural relationships with 
seeds. Not only do smallholder farmers, 
producers and fishers feed most of the 
world, but women in particular are the main 
custodians of seed and life. Often existing 
under already precarious circumstances, 
the weight of patriarchy and economic 
subordination, UPOV adds further to their 
burden by criminalising their practices. 
In addition to serving corporate interests, 
UPOV is therefore anti-women. For the poor 
living on the margins of urban areas, as well 
as in rural areas, it is most often women in 
Africa who carry the burden of care for their 
families, such as providing food. This shows 

that seed is more than an act of farming; it is 
embedded within social relationships of care 
and solidarity. UPOV is therefore a direct attack 
on care, solidarity, community, and on people’s 
ability to work together in solidarity, which is 
absolutely critical to facing the climate crisis. 
The Action Plan should therefore not just 
blindly promote improved seeds, but actively 
promote farmers’ rights.

In this regard, farmers’ rights cannot be 
separated from food production systems based 
on agroecology. Despite the global recognition 
that agroecology is a fundamental basis of 
sustainable food systems now and into the 
future, the Action Plan does not even mention 
it. Instead, it uses the catch-all terminology 
of ‘climate resilient agriculture’, into which a 
whole range of solutions, including false ones 
like climate smart agriculture, can be lumped. 
We must clarify that agroecology and climate 
smart agriculture are two very different 
things. The former rests on regenerative 
cycles of nature as the basis of production, 
minimum external input use, combination of 
indigenous/smallholder farmer knowledge 
and wider science, and just social relations. 

The latter, however, is simply a technical 
approach to agriculture that rests on the 
enhancement of external (corporate) input 
use of fertiliser, pesticides and biotechnology; 
and on increased penetration of digitalisation, 
which is aimed at further delivering land, 
seed and farming practice into the hands 
of corporations through data control.26 It 
therefore fits within the Green Revolution 
model of agriculture, which has no place in a 
Green Recovery Action Plan. Green Revolution 

26. https://www.etcgroup.org/content/hijacking-food-systems-technofix-takeover-fss
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agriculture rests on fertiliser use, which 
destroys biodiversity, not only on the land 
where it is applied but in water systems as 
well, as a result of run-off. Also, given the 
discussion above about commercial seed 
systems, it rests on homogenisation and 
destruction of biodiversity, rather than its 
strengthening.

With regard to integration of agriculture into 
supply chains, it is not clear which supply 
chains, but one assumes dominant supply 
chains. The loose formulation mirrors also 
how references to supply chains as a means 
of agricultural development often reflect a 
widely repeated aspiration rather than an 
evidence-based approach with maximum 
social benefit. 

Much evidence shows how dominant (often 
corporate-controlled) food supply chains tend 
to favour more powerful and larger actors, 
having an exclusionary effect on the bulk of 
small-scale farmers. This potentially feeds 
into a wider global trend noted in the south 
by a number of analysts, of the likelihood 
of increased precarity of rural and urban 
populations rather than widespread social 
incorporation and benefit.27 These are also 
trends identified in other parts of Africa, like 
in the ACB’s research on the experience of 
Ethiopia.28 Furthermore, these long supply 

chains are key sources of carbon emissions; 
localisation of food systems as far as possible 
is therefore a prerequisite for confronting the 
climate crisis. There thus needs to be a much 
deeper interrogation of what kinds of supply 
chains can support food systems within the 
parameters that the climate and ecological 
crisis pose, and that of social justice, which 
points to more disaggregated and localised 
solidarity economies that build maximum 
social and economic inclusion while  
enhancing biodiversity. 

Lastly, as with the other sections, in terms 
of financing the climate resilience of 
agriculture, the Action Plan assumes aligning 
African agriculture with the global financing 
architecture, through impact investing, 
blended finance, and mainstreaming climate 
resilient agricultural practices into financial 
institutions’ operations. This fails to consider 
how the existing financial architecture will 
more likely distort attempts at aligning 
agriculture with it. This is already the case 
with most financial investment-driven 
large-scale agricultural projects on the 
continent, which most often dispossess 
communities of their lands and resources, 
produce food mostly for the global market, 
and negatively impact local ecologies and 
biodiversity, thus undermining aspirations 
for a Green Recovery beyond a name. 

27. Amin, S. 2011. Preface: Food Sovereignty: A Struggle for Convergence in Diversity. In Holt-Giménez, E. (ed.) Food Movements Unite! 
Strategies to Transform our Food Systems. Oakland, CA: Food First Books; Bernstein, H. 2006. Is There an Agrarian Question in the 21st 
Century? Canadian Journal of Development Studies 27(4), pp. 449-460.

28. https://www.acbio.org.za/violence-agrarian-extractivism-ethiopia
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Green and resilient cities

The main issue focused on here is water and 
sanitation planning, while some references 
are made to urban green spaces, food 
security, and so on. Our main comment 
here is that there should be a much more 
holistic approach to urban planning in the 
context of climate change and biodiversity 
protection. Furthermore, urban planning 
should also be linked to a wider ‘shared 
earth’ approach that links in urban spaces to 
larger biodiversity protection and restoration 
planning, as outlined by progressive African 
conservationists in their Science article.29

But there is also a bigger issue here concerning 
rural-urban connections, which the Action 
Plan does not consider, yet it is critical. This is 
the drivers of growth of African cities, which 
are to a large degree ecological, and also the 
ecological effects of growing cities. Part of 
realising sustainable cities is not to assume 
their endless growth, and to address why so 
many people are flowing into cities, leading 
to the growth, not simply of cities, but of 

mega-slums.30 Ecological urban planning must 
of course draw from and support people’s 
existing modes of organising and economies 
that they craft to survive in urban areas. 
But at the same time, given the conditions 
in many growing cities in the global South, 
most people are not attracted by the comfort 
and sustainability they offer, but are forced 
to move by the marginalisation of rural 
areas from which they come. Considering 
many African cities from this perspective 
– what prompts people to move to them 
and the conditions they live in – raises 
serious questions as to whether such cities 
can achieve the sustainability envisioned 
in the Action Plan, without fundamental 
rethinking and action on the broader relations 
determining the future of African cities. 
The growth of many African cities is also 
creating extensive ecological damage, such 
as destruction of mangroves and coastlines, 
with many being exposed to rising seas 
linked to climate change. Therefore, far more 
fundamental issues need to be dealt with in 
the Action Plan, in regard to cities.

29. https://science.sciencemag.org/content/373/6556/746
30. Davis, M. 2006. Planet of Slums. London: Verso



Closing 
reflections
The AU Green Recovery Plan offers an attempt 
to align efforts across the continent around 
an approach to economic recovery that meets 
the challenges posed by climate change and 
biodiversity loss. However, while it points to a 
number of important interventions and issues 
to confront, it still leaves much to be desired in 
terms of more fundamental transformations 
needed to put the conditions in place for the 
continent to flourish ecologically and socially. 

One of these needed conditions is around 
the political relations. The lack of voices, or 
conception of agency from below, is telling. 
Much is conceived in technocratic terms, as 
partnerships between African governments 
and northern governments, donors and 
agencies. Mechanisms to ensure all of this 
is informed by and done through deep 
democratic deliberation and practice is absent.

In this regard, the Action Plan and the multiple 
initiatives it links with emphasise support 
from outside the continent, or from outside 
governments, such as in the case of placement 
of economic advisors in governments, as 
part of the NDC Partnership. This neither 
addresses the problem of state capacity in 
Africa nor sufficiently appreciates local agency 

and solutions. The implementation of the 
Action Plan needs to guard against falling into 
Western guardianship and guidance. Global 
cooperation and partnership is important, 
but such partnership should be equal, on the 
basis of the wealth of thinking and solutions 
that Africa, and African people, have to offer to 
their own problems.

This also means re-thinking models of 
development and wellbeing, which the Action 
Plan does not do, but largely takes for granted 
dominant conceptions of development. The 
COVID situation should not just be seen as an 
opportunity to economically recover, but as 
an opportunity to fundamentally rethink the 
forms of development based on neoliberal 
capitalism that have essentially underpinned 
the current pandemic, through the ecological 
and social rifts that it causes. 

Addressing pandemics, forest degradation, 
deforestation and climate change on the 
continent cannot be de-linked from building 
economies, food systems and ecological 
integrity, grounded in the combined needs of 
nature and people, particularly smallholder 
farmers, and the crucial role that agricultural 
biodiversity plays in this regard. However, to 
create the space for these alternatives requires 
strategies to push back, reject and prohibit 
the ecocidal logics of commodification, 
financialisation and extractivism as driving 
forces of human and ecological fortunes and 
destinies. The human and ecological liberation 
of the continent require nothing less. 


