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GREEN GROWTH: PERSPECTIVES FOR AFRICA AND THE AFDB IN THE  
21ST

 CENTURY 
 

 
1. Introduction – Defining Green Growth 
 
In the international development discourse, Green Growth and the related concept of a 
Green Economy are gaining increasing attention among decision-makers and development 
practitioners. Spearheaded by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), a range of 
definitions have emerged (Box 1). These definitions generally share the recognition that 
current economic models are too limited, given the persistence of poverty, social 
inequalities, pollution and environmental degradation, and the additional challenge of 
climate change. Similarly to the concept of sustainable development, the Green Growth 
model calls for a more holistic approach that seeks to maximize synergies between 
economic, social and environmental objectives, while minimizing trade-offs.  
 
Several African countries, including South Africa, Ethiopia, Kenya and Ghana are 
developing initiatives aimed at promoting greener development pathways. Over 30 
African countries adopted the Libreville Declaration, demonstrating a significant political 
commitment to transitioning towards a Green Economy.  
 

Box 1 Definitions of Green Growth and a Green Economy 
 

Green growth is about maximizing economic growth and development while avoiding 
unsustainable pressure on the quality and quantity of natural assets. It is also about 
harnessing the growth potential that arises from transiting towards a green economy. 
(Source: OECD 2011) 
 
Green Economy: Green economy is one that results in “improved human well-being and 
social equity, while significantly reducing environmental risks and ecological scarcities”. In 
its simplest expression, a green economy is low carbon, resource efficient, and socially 
inclusive. (Source: UNEP 2010)  
 
A Green Economy can be thought of as an alternative vision for growth and development; 
one that can generate growth and improvements in people’s lives in ways consistent with 
sustainable development. A Green Economy promotes a triple bottom line: sustaining and 
advancing economic, environmental and social well-being. (Source: WRI 2010) 
 

 
Within this context, the African Development Bank recognizes that a new growth 
paradigm is required in order to ensure that economic growth is socially inclusive and 
environmentally sustainable and also utilizes new growth drivers that can broadly be linked 
to a “Green Economy”. Consequently as the continent’s leading development finance 
institution, AfDB has embarked on a process that seeks to define its strategic approach to 
Green Growth at the corporate level. In a first working definition, AfDB seeks to define  
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Green Growth as enabling sustainable growth and creating prosperity by taking a holistic 
approach to development, which values human, social and natural capital, efficiently and 
sustainably uses ecosystem goods and services, and builds resilience in a changing world, 
where countries, industries and people are increasingly interconnected.  
 
AfDB recognizes that a Green Growth Agenda for African countries will have a different 
scope than a Green Growth Agenda the industrialized countries, where emphasis is largely 
placed on shifting towards a low carbon economy. For Africa the priority is to develop, 
which requires investment, growth and jobs, as well as life sustaining goods and services 
such as food, access to safe water and sanitation, and energy. Harnessing recent economic 
momentum to alleviate poverty, improve food security and create employment 
opportunities, requires balancing near-term and long-term risks to development, 
strengthening the resilience of growth processes to exogenous shocks, and ensuring the 
efficient use of natural resources in the face of a growing population and the challenges 
posed by climate change. A Green Growth agenda for Africa recognizes that the realities for 
development have changed and development processes need to be adapted to these new 
realities.  
 
AfDB’s Green Growth Strategy will guide its operational engagement with its Regional 
Member Countries and provide targeted assistance to countries committed to developing 
their Green Growth development. This operational engagement will need to be balanced 
with new tools for awareness raising and capacity development, which will enable Regional 
Member Countries (RMCs) and other partners of AfDB to make informed decisions about 
greener development pathways.  

 
2. Green Growth: Adapting to New Realities of Development 

 
Africa has experienced rapid economic growth over the last decade. Annual growth rates 
across the continent, averaging five to six percent per year, regularly outpaced those of 
other regions (AfDB). A significant driver of growth was the high demand and prices for raw 
materials. However, macro-economic reforms, greater political stability and urbanization 
also saw a strengthening of the services sector, a growing middle class and the emergence 
of pan-African entrepreneurship. 
 
Despite these promising developments, the progress has been uneven across Africa. 
Poverty and food security remain pervasive problems. Lack of access to energy, education 
and infrastructure continue to constrain business growth and economic development. 
Limited access to skills, markets and technology mean that most enterprises are 
insufficiently equipped to be competitive in an increasingly globalized market.  
 
With Africa’s working age population set to increase from about 400 million in 2010 to 
around half a billion in 2020, economic growth has to create economic opportunities for 
all, if it is to be inclusive. If it is to be sustainable, economic growth must also be based on 
an optimization of financial, social and environmental capital by pursuing investment 
pathways that use resources more productively and efficiently.    
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A range of regional and global trends have consequences for the sustainability of 
development pathways in Africa. The global economic crisis has underscored the volatility 
of markets in an increasingly inter-connected world. Such short-term economic crisis are 
juxtaposed to long-term challenges, such as climate change, which has long been recognized 
as a threat for achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and particularly 
sustaining progress beyond 2015 (AfDB et al. 2003). The challenge lies in making 
development in Africa more robust to financial and environmental exogenous shocks and 
ensuring that economic progress is achieved but not at the cost of eroding ecosystem goods 
and services, which are the foundation of many Africans’ livelihoods.  
 
A new growth paradigm and a greener development model for Africa consequently needs 
to address a range of socio-economic and environmental issues. Some of these issues are 
already major constraints today, while others, such as population growth and climate 
change impacts, will amplify in effect, if left unaddressed. Many development decisions 
taken today, such as decisions on transportation and energy infrastructure, have longer-
term consequences as they will define and influence a development path.  This represents 
both a challenge and an opportunity for Africa.  
 
2.1. Key Development Challenges 
 
A Green Growth Agenda for Africa needs to overcome a set of key development challenges, 
which loosely can be grouped into socioeconomic and environmental issues, and include the 
following: 
 
Socioeconomic Challenges 
Population growth and demographic changes increase pressure on the sustainable use of 
Africa’s resources. In 2011 the world population has exceeded for the first time in human 
history seven billion people (UN). Africa is experiencing rapid population growth with annual 
growth rates significantly exceeding the global average. In 2030 Africa is expected to have 
similar population levels as India or China today. This has implications for food security, job 
creation and pressure on natural resources. On the other hand, if the right socioeconomic 
conditions are put in place, Africa may reap the demographic dividends of more workers 
and consumers. 
 
Lack of Energy Access and Energy Security is hindering development. It is estimated that 
585 million people in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), or three-quarters of the continent’s 
population, do not have access to electricity. Around, 85 percent of these people live in rural 
areas, where dependence on biomass for cooking and lighting presents a significant 
environmental and health hazard while foraging for fuel takes away a disproportionate 
share of the productive and leisure time of women and children. Moreover, 30 countries 
report regular power shortages and many others face power outages with varying 
frequency. This limits the growth prospects for industry and SMEs are particularly impacted 
because they usually do not have the resources to invest in their own electricity generation. 
Africa carries 15 percent of the world’s hydro-power potential, of which less than 10 percent 
is currently tapped. Significant potential exists also in renewable such as solar, wind, 
biomass and geothermal energy. 
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Insufficient transportation infrastructure limits development prospects. Lack of 
transportation infrastructure imposes high costs on industries, reduces competitiveness and 
restricts access to local and international markets. Much of Africa’s transportation 
infrastructure is inadequate to meet current and future demands.  
 

Lack of basic public services, such as safe water supply and sanitation, affect human 
health and limits productive capacities. For example in SSA, 40 percent of the population 
lack access to safe drinking water sources and almost 70 percent do not have access to 
improved sanitation facilities. Particularly in rural areas, The non-availability of basic public 
services, such as water and sanitation, reinforces dependency on manual labor and does not 
free up time for more productive activities. 
 
Urbanization trends pose new challenges. Like many other regions of the world, Africa 
experiencing a shift from a predominantly rural population towards a predominantly urban 
population. This has led to the rise of several mega-cities and urban sprawl. While the 
concentration of people and resources can provide economic opportunities, unplanned 
growth of cities and the expansion of formal settlements often overwhelms the ability of 
cities to meet basic human needs through public service delivery, raises pollution levels, and 
increases risks to human health and livelihoods.  
 
The prevalence of disasters points to high socioeconomic vulnerabilities to climate related 
and other hazards. While the capabilities of seasonal forecasting and early warning systems 
have improved significantly, losses of life and livelihoods in the wake of climate extremes 
remain high. Similar systematic problems can be observed in managing disease outbreaks. 
Despite some progress and improved warning systems, there continues to be a lack of 
emphasis on strengthening institutional capacities to facilitate disaster prevention through 
appropriate policies and measures. As climate change is expected to change the exposure to 
climate extremes (floods, droughts, storms) and the incidence of vector- and water-borne 
diseases in many regions, there is an urgent need to improve the institutional and logistical 
capacity for disaster risk management measures at all levels.   
 
Growth has been unbalanced in most African countries. Over the last decade, economic 
growth in many African countries has relied on an excessive dependence on (i) export 
revenues from a few commodities and (ii) external financial flows, such Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI), official development assistance (ODA), development aid and remittances.  
 
Despite some progress, Africa’s business environment remains largely restrictive. The 
latest Doing Business Report (2012) showed that 36 out of 46 sub-Saharan improved their 
business regulations in 2011. However, Africa’s business environment remains among the 
most restrictive, mainly because of the depth of business environment problems. The 
private sector is too fragmented (i.e mostly micro and small informal enterprises), to 
achieve the necessary economies of scale for efficiency seeking investment. 
 
Weak Institutions:  In order to improve investment and economic diversification, many 
African institutions need to be strengthened to have the capacity to deliver macro stability 
and basic social services.  
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Environmental Challenges 
Dispersed geographical location of key resources. Africa is a continent of environmental 
extremes and contrast. There are steep rainfall gradients across the continent. While 
countries around the equator have abundant rainfall, two thirds of the continent are 
classified as semi-arid with water becoming a scarce resources. This poses a challenge to 
effectively manage water as a resource, given that Africa’s 63 international water basins 
cover about 64 percent of the continent’s land, contain 93 percent of its water resources 
and are hope to 77 percent of the population. 
 
Environmental Degradation and Pollution: Land degradation, deforestation, excessive 
abstraction of water resources, and discharges of untreated pollutants in fragile ecosystems, 
increasingly jeopardizes the natural resource capacity to satisfy sustainable growth (e.g. MA 
2005). All of these factors pose a threat to human health and food security on the continent.  
 
Climate Change: With agriculture and other natural resource based sectors being of critical 
importance to livelihoods and the GDP in most African countries, the continent is 
considered highly vulnerable to shifts in climatic conditions (e.g. IPCC 2007a). Climate 
change not only impacts on ecosystem goods and services and therefore the productive 
potential of Africa’s natural capital, it also has direct consequences for human health by 
influencing the incidence of (vector- and waterborne) diseases and disaster risk. Water 
stress is also expected to be exacerbated by climate change in part of Africa (IPCC 
2007a).The prevalence of climate related disasters, which frequently result in the loss of 
lives and economic shocks, furthermore illustrates that many African countries are already 
struggling to adapt to current climatic conditions (UNISDR, GFDRR, others).  
 
2.2. Key Opportunities  
A Green Growth Agenda for Africa takes a more holistic and systematic approach to 
development than business as usual. It is focused on strengthening the emphasis on quality 
of growth, ensuring that economic growth is sustainable through a more efficient use of 
resources. It is also closely linked to an emphasis on inclusive growth. By taking a cross-
sectoral approach and taking into account near and long-term drivers for development, a 
Green Growth Agenda can unlock new opportunities for development in Africa: 
 
Africa has the opportunity to leap-frog to more efficient infrastructure and technologies. 
While the current lack of infrastructure (e.g. ports, railways, roads and energy) poses a 
challenge for development, it opens also the opportunity to shift towards a greener, more 
sustainable development pathway, which can be pursued without costly retro-fitting 
existing infrastructure. For example, by strengthening access and capacities to deploy 
advanced technologies and infrastructure, such as multi-modal transportation systems, 
many development needs can be addressed, while reducing the overall ecological footprint. 
 
Systematic approaches to development, which integrate economic, social and economic 
concerns, can create important co-benefits for development. At the household level, 
accelerating the transition from traditional inefficient use of solid fuels, such as biomass and 
coal, to more modern fuel or electricity use has important health benefits, as traditional 
solid fuels result in high levels of health damaging PICs (Products of Incomplete 
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Combustion), while potentially also reducing Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions. In the 
transport sector there is the opportunity of adopting a sector-wide planning approach that 
is geared towards green growth. Multimodal systems, environment-friendly modes of 
transport, and reduced congestions, are only examples of potential solutions. The reduction 
of outdoor pollution and smog has similar co-benefits for human health, productivity and 
the environment.  
 
Appropriate skills development and economic diversification can help Africa to benefit 
from the demographic dividend of a young population. Population growth is not only a 
challenge, but also an opportunity. Improving the technological skill base through forward-
looking education efforts, complemented by appropriate policies and measures, can help 
strengthen the labor market, entrepreneurship, competiveness and innovation capacity in 
Africa and the ability to capture emerging “green” job opportunities focused on sustainable 
land management (SLM), urban planning and energy technologies.  
 
Sustainable land and water management is another example of an integrated approach 
that should be pursued within the Green Growth Context. SLM is focused on improving 
food security, improving land productivity, while using natural resources sustainably and 
strengthening resilience to climatic changes (e.g. TerrAfrica 2012). Given that many of the 
land and water resource management concerns require cross-boundary solutions, a 
stronger push for regional integration and cooperation is necessary. Regional integration is 
also important for development of markets and new business opportunities. 
 
The global urgency to limit greenhouse gas emissions also means that Africa is now in the 
possession of a new, important asset: carbon.  There will be a growing demand for 
maintaining natural resources and carbon stocks, which play an important role in climate 
change mitigation and regulation. The emergence of new funding mechanisms and payment 
for ecosystem services (PES) schemes, such as REDD+, are underline this. In many ways, 
Africa holds an important key to the global mitigation efforts. With international support, 
Africa can address some of its energy and infrastructure needs, while also progressing along 
a low carbon development pathway. It requires that Africa is well positioned in the future to 
access these resources for cross-sectoral initiatives. 
 
2.3. Pathways towards Green Growth 
A number of African countries are already implementing green growth, whether as a 
national strategy (like Ethiopia) or as components of development projects (such as in 
Rwanda), all of which show there is growing political will. Global investments in renewable 
energy jumped 32 percent in 2010, to a record US$211 billion. Countries in Africa posted the 
highest percentage increase of all developing regions, if the emerging economies of Brazil, 
China and India are excluded. 
 
The shift towards a greener development model is already evident within AfDB through the 
growing effort on mainstreaming low carbon development and climate risk management 
into AfDB’s policies and operations (e.g. The Climate Change Action Plan (CCAP, Feb 2012). 
The various sector strategies are also responding and aligning to issues such as climate 
change. In addition AfDB is engaged in a range of financing mechanisms and instruments 
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addressing environmental and climate change issues such as the CIFs, SEFA, Clim-Dev, AWF, 
etc.  Green Growth cannot be achieved through individual projects 
 
Considerations for Guiding Strategic Engagement 
Strategic efforts aimed at promoting greener solutions will require shifts towards broader 
sectoral and cross-sectoral approaches, bring together a diverse range of stakeholders. The 
aim has to be to arrive to at a holistic vision of development that comprehensively evaluates 
and addresses synergies and trade-offs between key guiding themes (Box 2).   

Box 2 
Green Growth – Guiding Principles 

 
Green Growth requires a cross-sectoral approach, integrating the economic, social and 
environment dimensions of development. In order to be sustainable near and long-term 
risks need to be adequately considered in strategic development planning and investment 
decisions. This also includes taking into account the implications of a growing population for 
human development needs. Within the broader concept (AfDB working definition, p. 2), 
several guiding themes can be identified:  

Guiding Theme Relevance 

Energy Access and Security About three quarters of Africa’s population have 
inadequate access to energy. As a prerequisite for 
many productive processes it is a major constraint 
for development. 

Social Inclusiveness of Poverty 
Alleviation 

Growth has been highly uneven across and within 
African countries.  

Clean Energy Technologies and Low 
Carbon Development 

While per capita and aggregate emissions have 
been low, Africa holds an important key for climate 
change mitigation with the long-term decisions it 
takes on energy infrastructure and how it manages 
important natural carbon stocks, such as the 
tropical forests of the Congo Basin.  

Resilience of livelihoods and 
economic sectors through disaster 
risk management and adaptation 

Africa is already highly vulnerable to various natural 
hazards. Climate change amplifies disaster risk, 
impacts on human health and affects productivity 
of natural resources with implications for economic 
activities.  

Sustainable Cities In light of urbanization and population trends, 
sustainable city planning will play an important role 
in developing human capacities, growth potential, 
while reducing pollution, GHG emissions, health 
hazards and waste. 

Sustainable Land and Water 
Management 

Pollution and environmental degradation threaten 
livelihood security and undermine development 
prospects, while also increasing vulnerability to 
climate change.  

Regional Integration Regional integration is essential for improving 
economic development as well as management of 
scarce natural resources 
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Creating an Enabling Environment for Green Growth 
Adequate regulatory and policy frameworks need to be put in place. Government 
regulations and standards will need to provide the overall policy framework to encourage a 
transition to a green economy. A clear, predictable and stable policy environment can create 
the confidence required to stimulate private investment. The proactive engagement of 
government, industry and consumers would enable African countries to fully participate in 
shaping the norms for environmentally sound goods and services. Regulations and 
incentives are needed for stimulating green investments and addressing externalities, which 
have led to an inefficient use of resources. 
 
Engagement of the private sector is key. While public sector is important for paving the 
way towards a greener economy through improved policies, regulations and institutions, the 
public sector does not have the fiscal means and the entrepreneurial ability to involve itself 
in the economy as a producer or trader. A Green Growth economic model requires the 
successful engagement of the private sector on a broad scale. This means improving the 
investment climate for the private sector. It requires among other things, political support, a 
stable macro-economic and legal environment, transparent, fair and effective regulation, 
mechanisms to promote specific business models such as Public Private Partnerships (PPPs) 
and the availability of concessional funding and grants for project preparation and seed 
capital.    
 
Access to information and support for innovation through research and development 
activities is critical for economic diversification in Africa and identifying opportunities for a 
greener economy. Information access is critical in the 21st century. For Africa this means 
expanding backbone fibre optic and satellite systems, GSM networks and mobile phone 
networks. There is the need to strengthen partnerships, which enable technology transfer 
and enhance South-South cooperation. Leap-frogging to more efficient technologies and 
infrastructure will only work if the skill base in Africa is substantially improved.  

Predictable access to adequate financing for Green Growth. While efficient gains can be 
made by transitioning towards a greener economy with no or little extra costs, other efforts 
require substantial upfront investments. Recent estimates of the cost of putting Africa on a 
low‐carbon growth pathway are about US$9–12 billion per year by 2015 while the 
incremental cost of adaptation in Africa is estimated between US$13 – US$19 billion, if 
proper actions are not taken now (AfDB, 2011). A green growth and development trajectory 
is also in the interest of the global community, in particular with regards to sustaining low 
carbon development and maintaining essential carbon sinks. Innovative payment for 
ecosystem services (schemes should be developed for incentivizing sustainable natural 
resource use (e.g. soil, carbon, water).  Hence, it is important that the international 
community sends also clear signals with regards to sustained and adequate funding support. 
In addition to global financing mechanisms, African countries could benefit from new 
funding instruments that are emerging at the regional level. For example, recent decisions 
adopted at the African Union Summit in Malabo, Equatorial Guinea, from 23 June to 1 July 
2011, requested the AfDB to develop an African Green Fund (AfGF). 
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3. Conclusion 

Ultimately, Green Growth is part of a broader discussion about the quality of growth and 
how the international community should approach development in the 21st century. AfDB’s 
strategic work on Green Growth consequently intersects with and complements the work 
on the Long Term Strategy and the focus on inclusive growth. Hence, AfDB’s Green Growth 
Strategy is part of new growth paradigm, which is green, sustainable and inclusive. This 
implies shifting away from a purely quantitative focus on growth towards a focus, which also 
considers at the qualitative aspects of growth.  

The proposed concept and approach for green growth emphasizes the need for Africa to 
pursue economic growth and argues that this can best be achieved if a more holistic 
approach to development is undertaken and efforts are made to ensure that Africa’s 
environment and natural resources are utilized in a sustainable manner, so that ecosystem 
goods and services upon which many livelihoods depend are not being eroded any further. 
In light of the dispersed graphical location of key resources (water, energy, minerals) and 
the limited size of many national markets, strengthened regional integration will be 
important for economic growth and a more effective and sustainable management of 
resources. Transformative efforts on Green Growth in Africa should also focus on 
opportunities for Africa to pursue low carbon development pathways, while meeting the 
energy needs of a growing population, while enhancing the resilience of livelihoods and 
economic sector to climate variability and change through improved disaster risk 
management and adaptation is an absolute necessity for sustainable development 
pathways.  

Positioning AfDB as “Africa’s Green Development Bank” will require resources for internal 
capacity development, awareness-raising, as well as for strategic dialogue and provision of 
technical assistance to Regional Member Countries. It also requires a decisive, long-term 
commitment and appropriate incentives for cross-sectoral collaboration, integrative 
planning, and partnership development.   
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