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Promoting sustainable infrastructure 

(Wednesday, 16 January 2013,  14:00 – 15:00) 
 

Background 
 

Africa is facing an infrastructure deficit, which urgently needs to be addressed to ensure energy security, as 
well as appropriate water, sanitation and transportation services for a rapidly growing population, notably 
in urban areas.  

 
Inadequate infrastructure holds back Africa’s economic growth and productivity. Infrastructure 
investments and policies are long-term, and as such, they need to address immediate needs but also to 
tackle the expected changes in the future. The latter include population growth, increasing urbanization, 
economic diversification and environmental hazards linked to climate change. 
 
Successfully addressing climate change adds a layer of complexity that needs to be taken into consideration 
in the process of improving infrastructure in Africa – both the adaptation, resilience dimension on the one-
hand, and the mitigation, low-carbon dimension on the other.  

 
Creative and forward looking policies to expand and improve infrastructure offer an opportunity for 
African countries to “leapfrog” to more sustainable infrastructure, and to create new business opportunities 
with near and long-term socio-economic and environmental benefits.  Figure 1 highlights the key challenges 
deriving from the infrastructure deficit in Africa and how green growth strategies are bringing solutions to 
these issues. 
 
Figure 1. Examples of positive and negative linkages between economic, social and environmental 
concerns in providing infrastructure 
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Table 1. Selected infrastructure challenges and green growth opportunities in Africa 
 

 
INFRASTRUCTURE CHALLENGES IN 

AFRICA 
 

 
GREEN GROWTH INFRASTRUCTURE OPPORTUNITIES 
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- High Energy Tariffs 
 
- Dependency on non 

renewable, finite energies  
 

- Low connectivity & low 
market access due to poor 
transportation systems 
 

- High costs of doing nothing: 
urban centres becoming 
ungovernable, economic 
activity disrupted  

 
 

- African continent has a large and often underutilized 
potential for renewable energy resources (solar + wind + 
biomass + hydropower) 

 
- Green energy infrastructures can stimulate (local) economic 

activities and create new business opportunities (e.g off-grid, 
mini-grid energy access in remote areas, using renewable 
resources) 

 
- Addressing energy efficiency and resource intensity can also 

reduce production costs   
 
- Diversifying energy sources also means decreasing energy 

dependency & improved energy security 
 

- Employment opportunities/ job creation potential in 
sustainable infrastructure sector 

 
- Higher competitiveness through improved, sustainable 

transportation 
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- Lack of reliable energy access 
for households (especially in 
rural areas)  
600 million Africans today 
without access to electricity 
  
Average electrification rate in 
Africa = 10% 

 
- Limited access to sanitation 

(only 28% in Sub-Saharan 
Africa) and drinking water  

- Sub-standard housing for the 
poor, particularly in rapidly 
growing urban areas 

- Improved access to energy, especially in remote areas, for 
example through mini-grid/off-grid renewable energy 
solutions and expansion of grid connections. 

 
- Job creation in sustainable infrastructure provision and 

maintenance also means increased incomes 
 
- Increased investment in and use of public transportations 

and railways can increase population mobility and  reduced 
social exclusion 

 
- More comfortable, risk resilient housing and access to clean 

water and energy 
 

-  Improved health and security;  renewable energy and clean 
transport solutions can help reduce waste/pollution/ 
congestion in densely populated urban areas 
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S - Degradation in connection 

with large infrastructure, 
pollution, GHG emissions 
 

- Loss of ecosystem services e.g. 
such as biodiversity and flood 
buffering 
 

- Expanding renewable energies & sustainable transportation 
through multi-modal transport systems  means reducing 
environmental degradation, limiting GHG emissions (Benefits 
both the environment and human health/social co-benefits) 
 

- Improved integrated water resource management combined 
with appropriate infrastructure – leads to increased 
ecosystem services and improved water quality over long-
term at lower cost than alternatives 
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 Policy options1 
 
Policies to develop sustainable infrastructure include sound planning and assessment processes i.e. to work 
with local stakeholders and experts to understand evolving socio-economic and environmental pressures 
and how these are likely to change over time and to project the need for basic infrastructure services.  
Sustainable infrastructure planning will be most successful if combined with dialogue around what type of 
development pathways are desired, thus being a tool to develop and reflect a common “vision” of the future 
by those served by the infrastructure.    
 
As infrastructure programmes are often financed or co-financed at national levels but designed and 
implemented locally, a priority is multilevel governance to align policies and priorities across levels of 
development, from working also with sub-national regions and local governments and stakeholders.  At the 
local level, sustainable infrastructure planning will need to be closely integrated with physical land use and 
urban planning, for example to ensure that water, sanitation and transport services are available in areas 
where population growth is likely to occur, or that critical infrastructure systems are located in areas that 
are not flood-prone.   Overall infrastructure planning offers a key opportunity to integrate green growth 
considerations and to ensure that development planning reflects green growth.  
 
Investment policies will be another key policy area of action to mobilise private capital and investment to 
deliver sustainable infrastructure.  Actions in this area include a broad range of actions to establish and 
align incentives for the private sector:  
i) Goal setting for green growth to establish some clarity and stability around policy trends for 

investors; engaging with key stakeholders in setting goals ensures their credibility and legitimacy 
ii) Reforming sectoral policies to enable investment and strengthen market incentives for investment 

in sustainable infrastructure such that the environmental dimension is included, e.g. tariff policy, or 
to put a price on pollution;  

iii) Use of targeted financial policies and reform of financial regulations to strengthen the capital 
markets for investment so as to provide an incentive for green aspects to the investment -- e.g. to 
provide loan guarantees for new green technologies, to create green bond mechanisms or other 
financial reforms to encourage long-term investments;  

iv) Actions to harness resources or build local capacity, such as public-private research collaboration 
between universities and businesses on sustainable infrastructure systems or components; skills 
development and training;  
Actions to promote green behaviour at corporate and consumer levels, such as carbon foot printing,  
greater public awareness, and increased use of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) indicators in 
business reporting   

 
 

  

                                         
1 Section is adapted from two recent OECD publications:  OECD (2012) “Towards a Green Investment Policy Framework: The 

Case of Low-Carbon, Climate-Resilient Infrastructure”, OECD Environment Working Paper 48, doi: 10.1787/5k8zth7s6s6d-en ;  

OECD (2012) “Mobilising Investment in Low Carbon, Climate Resilient Infrastructure”,  OECD Environment Working Papers, 

No. 46. doi: 10.1787/5k8zm3gxxmnq-en 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5k8zth7s6s6d-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5k8zm3gxxmnq-en
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Breakout Session 
Discussion Note No.2 

 Effective/Sustainable Management of Natural Resources 
(Wednesday, 16 January 2013, 15:00 – 16:00) 

 
Background  

 
If well managed, Africa’s wealth in natural resources can be a considerable engine for inclusive green 
growth on the continent. Livelihoods and economic activities in Africa rely to a large extent directly or 
indirectly on these natural resources. The  growing local and global demand for Africa’s resources is 
affected by ,  environmental change, which makes the sound management of natural resources an ever-
more pressing issue.  
 
Between 1961 and 2008, the ecological footprint on the continent has grown by around 240%. While on 
average Africa is still within the biocapacity of its land, this is rapidly changing. Several African countries 
have become ‘biocapacity debtors’, with consumption patterns surpassing their biocapacity2. 

  
Box 1. Some definitions, facts and numbers about natural resources in Africa 

 
The challenge lies in moving away from development approaches that seek to maximise the economic 
benefits of one individual sector impacting negatively natural capital towards sustainable solutions that 
optimise economic, social and environmental gains across sectors.  

                                         
2 WWF and AfDB (2012), Africa Ecological Footprint Report - Green Infrastructure for Africa's Ecological Security 

 AFD (2006), Natural Capital and Sustainable Development in Africa, Working Paper 33 

Natural resources include: natural biological resources, such as plant and animal species; ecosystems and their goods 
and services; physical resources, such as minerals, energy, soil and water. A distinction is made between: 

 Renewable natural resources, that can replenish themselves by natural processes after exploitation, if done 

at a sustainable rate (e.g. forests); 

 Non-renewable natural resources, that will decrease in stock and not regenerate over a timeframe 

meaningful to human activities (e.g. oil and minerals). 

 
Natural capital (natural resource stocks, land and ecosystems) accounts for: 

- 30 to 50% of total wealth (the value of accumulated assets) in many African countries; 

- 26% on average of total wealth in the least developed, non-oil African countries; 

- only 2% on average of total wealth in OECD countries; 

- within natural capital, the share of renewable resources in total wealth of non-oil African countries is 

greater than 80%; 

 
       Due to a lack of data and the exclusion from statistical calculations of fishery, freshwater and environmental 
services, the actual contribution of natural resources to economies may in fact be even more important.  
 
A biocapacity deficit occurs when the capacity of ecosystems to produce useful biological materials and to absorb 
waste materials generated by human activity is exceeded.  Out of the 45 African countries for which data was 
available: 

- 25 had a biocapacity deficit in 2008, compared to just 7 in 1961: 

- 37 African have a consumption of crop-based biocapacity exceeding their domestic consumption; 

 
       As for agriculture, it remains in Africa the largest economic sector, generating over $100 billion annually and 
representing 15% of the continent’s total GDP. This makes the maintaining of productivity in this sector, through 
fertile soils and sufficient availability of water, crucial1. 
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Challenges and Opportunities for the African continent 
 
If Africa continues with a business-as-usual scenario, the reduction of nature’s capacity to sustain life and the 
ever increasing consumption of resources will impede Africa’s ability to sustain the provisioning of life’s 
most basic necessities: food, water and fuel. Ensuring food security and employment for a growing 
population, preserving ecosystems and dealing with waste and pollution to ensure their sustained 
livelihoods are all challenges related to the management of natural resources (see Table 1). 
 
The uneven concentration and redistribution of the immense revenue generated by the exploitation of 
natural resources, especially non-renewable ones, constitutes one of the biggest hurdles for Africa. African 
countries rich in natural assets generally suffer from a ‘resource curse’, and the poor tend to benefit little 
from natural resource revenues. Sometimes, few incentives exist to manage resources sustainably and to 
introduce regulatory changes, such as modifications in property rights, subsidies and taxation.  
  
Environmental degradation caused by improperly managed mining activities is particularly worrying in 
certain countries. The pollution of water, land and soils due to mining affects the health of local populations 
and leads to a reduced agricultural productivity and damaged ecosystems.  
 
There are however some promising opportunities to be grasped. Africa’s current situation also allows for a 
bigger room for manoeuvre, and they can, given appropriate investments, leapfrog to resource-efficient 
technologies and lifestyles, circumventing inefficient pathways taken by other countries. This means finding 
solutions that both promote social development and preserve the environment.  
 
Hence, policies and measures need to be designed so as to guarantee sustainable natural resource 
management schemes that serve development priorities.  
 
Policy Options  
  
A new growth paradigm with an inclusive greener development model is consequently crucially needed, 
which helps African countries to address this range of socio-economic and environmental issues. 
        
Natural resource governance institutions generally need to be strengthened. Also important are an 
appropriate pricing of natural resources (including resource access agreements) and public investments to 
optimise the commercial value of renewable and non-renewable natural resources. Initiatives promoting 
good governance over non-renewable resources have already been launched, such as the Extractive 
Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI) initiated in 2002 and the NaturalResource Charter. 
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Table 1. Africa’s Natural Resource Management Challenges and Relevant Green Policy Intervention3 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                         
3 Some of the policy options are summarized based on OECD (2008), Natural Resources and 

Pro-Poor Growth: The Economics and Politics, OECD Publishing, Paris.  

                     NATURAL RESOURCES MANAGEMENT CHALLENGES                             RELEVANT GREEN GROWTH POLICY OPTIONS 
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 - Food Security 

 - Land Productivity 

 - Employment 

 - Shifting consumption and production 

patterns 

 - Price natural resources appropriately and reduce  
  distortive subsidies  
  
 - Transparent and fair taxing and charges related 

to mineral or other non-renwable resource 
extraction 

 
 - Utilization of payment for ecosystem services 

(PES)  
 

 - Encourage greener investments 
 

 - Review regulations and incentive structures 
(both tax and subsidies), including strengthening 
mechanisms to fairly distribute resource rents and 
to assure sustainability of renewable resources 

 
 - Strengthen natural resource governance 
    institutions and property right systems (e.g. land 

tenureship) 
  

 
 - Promote sustainable land and water 

management practices 
  
 - Improve natural capital accounting to help 
 governments knowing how much each sector of 

the 
 economy is consuming and where resources are 
 being overused  

 
 - Engage the private sector through transparent 

reporting 
  
 - Standards and certification schemes of natural 

resource produced products  
S 
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 - Competing pressures for land/ Land 
tenure 

  
 - Marginalization of societal groups 
  
 - Uneven concentration and redistribution 

of 
                 resources and rents 
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 - Emissions from Land-use change 
  
 - Air/Soil/Water Pollution 
  
 - Biodiversity loss 
 - Deforestation and forest degradation 
  
 - Land degradation 
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Breakout Session 
Discussion Note No.3 

 Building Resilience of Livelihoods and Poverty Reduction 
(Wednesday, 16 January 2013, 16:00 – 17:00) 

 
Background  
 
Resilience building efforts focus on reducing vulnerabilities of livelihoods and economic processes to 
various environmental and socioeconomic risks. Addressing environmental risks includes strategically 
identifying and systematically implementing climate risk management and adaptation measures, which 
help to avoid the loss of lives and/or of productive assets and income. 
 
For example, climate change is not acting in isolation from other risk factors. For example, climatic 
extremes, such as floods, may be compounded in their impact by deforestation of watersheds, while land 
degradation may exacerbate the impact of changing precipitation patterns on agricultural productivity.  
 
Africa is among the regions of the world most vulnerable to climate change4. The international development 
community has long recognized the threat of climate change in undermining progress towards and beyond 
the Millennium Development Goals5. The prevalence of weather- and climate-related disasters, such as the 
famine in the Horn of Africa in 2011, extreme floods in Mozambique, illustrate the dangers already posed by 
climatic variability and extremes.   
 
Climate change exacerbates existing vulnerabilities while introducing additional risks, especially for 
particularly climate-sensitive sectors: agriculture, forestry, water, human health, infrastructure and energy. 
Extreme events can have long-running impacts on the economy and livelihoods that continue well after the 
immediate impacts of the event (for example, due to lost productive capital, and interruptions to school 
education).  The environmental and social impacts of climate change, and the effects of natural disasters, 
have the potential to seriously reduce the productivity of key economic sectors, and to limit overall 
economic growth prospects. 
 
While Africa’s integration in the global market place brings new opportunities for growth, it also creates 
new risks and vulnerabilities. Increasing exposure to trade, global demands and fluctuating commodity 
prices may introduce new pressures on Africa’s land and competition for its resources.   Hence, social 
safety nets, environmental protection and other measures aimed at strengthening the capacity manage 
risks and exogenous shocks and adapt to environmental and socioeconomic changes will need to be a 
central element of inclusive green growth strategies. 
 

 
Challenges and opportunities 
 
Resilience building efforts focus on reducing vulnerabilities of livelihoods and economic processes to 
various environmental and socioeconomic risks. Addressing environmental risks includes strategically 
identifying and systematically implementing climate risk management and adaptation measures that help 
to avoid the loss of lives and/or of productive assets and income. 
 
Adaptation to climate change and disaster risk reduction policies will be needed to safeguard economic 
growth and livelihoods against natural hazards and climate change. These policies can also help to secure 
other green growth benefits, such as through the protection of natural resources and increased livelihood 
opportunities. 
 
Climate risk management approaches may also offer new avenues for contributing to green growth, for 
example through implementing ecosystem-based adaptation approaches that take advantage of the 
adaptation services provided by ecosystems, and thus protect the natural resource base. 

                                         
4 IPCC (2007) 
5 AfDB et al. (2003) 
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However, climate change is also linked to many other environmental and social risk factors. For example, 
climatic extremes, such as floods, may be compounded in their impact by deforestation of watersheds, 
while land degradation may exacerbate the impact of changing precipitation patterns on agricultural 
productivity. This complicates choices over adaptation and disaster risk reduction policies. 
 
Going green brings new opportunities for growth – but it may also require new perspectives and priorities. . 
In a world with increasing exposure to trade, global demands and fluctuating commodity prices may 
introduce new pressures on Africa’s land and competition for its resources. Hence, social safety nets, 
environmental protection and other measures aimed at strengthening the capacity to manage risks and 
exogenous shocks and adapt to environmental and socioeconomic changes will need to be a central element 
of inclusive green growth strategies. 
 
Policy Options6  
 
By mainstreaming disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation within national and sectoral policy 
processes, countries can help ensure that key economic sectors and livelihoods are resilient to climate 
change impacts and extreme events.7  A primary way of mainstreaming is to assure that sectoral 
development policies – e.g. electricity, water, agriculture, urban planning – address these climate and risks  
issues in transparent and specific measures, but cross-sectoral linkages should be considered. 

 
Countries can prioritise resilience measures, which also support and protect natural resources – for 
example, ecosystem-based adaptation measures such as natural water catchment management approaches 
and flood management schemes. 
 
Social protection tools – such as cash transfer schemes, pension schemes, micro-insurance / weather-
indexed insurance, livelihood diversification schemes, and asset transfer schemes – can help make people’s 
livelihoods more resilient to climate change and natural disasters. 

 
 
 
 

                                         
6 Section draws upon recent work in this area including: OECD (2009) Integrating Climate Change Adaptation into 

Development Co-operation: Policy Guidance, Paris and forthcoming OECD Social Protection and Climate Change.  
 


