
Sub-Saharan Africa’s economic growth is already a 
defining global story; the past two decades have seen 
many countries sustain growth rates above other areas 
of the world. As a consequence of this growth, it has 
become clear that the dependencies and impacts 
of Africa’s growth are inextricably linked to global 
sustainable development. 

Changing climate, loss of natural ecosystems, water 
shortages, and desertification are all symptoms 
of a world in which we face increasingly complex 
environmental challenges that are joined with other 
global challenges, such as financial crises, increasing 
social inequality and population pressure. The gravity 
of these global challenges raises questions about 
how standard measures of progress – such as Gross 
Domestic Product or GDP – accurately depict and 
capture the tradeoffs associated with development at 
the cost of nature. 

The concept of Natural Capital Accounting (NCA) 
has emerged as one of the leading mechanisms for 
measuring and valuing a nation’s natural capital stocks 
as well as the ecosystem services that flow from these 
stocks into the economy. NCA is commonly defined as 
the measurement of stocks of natural resources  (both 
renewable and non-renewable) and the flows of benefits 
they provide. NCA seeks to capture and integrate the 
contribution of nature into the systems that the private 
and public sectors use to make decisions. Natural capital, 
which includes all of nature’s assets — geology, soil, air, 
water, and all living things — provides a wide range of 
services to people and is estimated to contribute to 36% 
of the total wealth of developing countries worldwide.1  

1 World Bank. 2011. The Changing Wealth of Nations: 
Measuring Sustainable Development in the New Millennium. 
Washington, DC.

In the private sector, the Natural Capital Protocol2 is 
setting the standard for the integration of nature into 
business decision-making; more than 40 businesses are 
piloting the protocol, which was developed with the help 
of Conservation International’s scientists. Meanwhile, 
NCA efforts in the public sector, typically referred to as 
environmental-economic accounting, are the domain of 
the United Nation’s System of Environmental-Economic 
Accounts (SEEA). The SEEA is an internationally 
accepted framework to make explicit the interactions 
between the economy and the environment. NCA 
has been identified as a methodology for measuring 
progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), and work is underway to develop SDG Indicators 
based on the United Nations SEEA.

In Africa, the opportunities for NCA are immense and 
growing. In the public sector, NCA can help countries 
better measure, understand, value, and plan for their 
natural capital. The importance of NCA, particularly 
in Africa, has been explicilty supported in the 2016 
operative decisions, resolutions, and declarations 
of; the sixth special session of the African Ministerial 
Conference on the Environment; the second United 
Nations Environment Assembly; and the eighth Summit 
of the Heads of State and the Governments of the Africa, 
Caribbean, and Pacific (ACP) Group. 

Across Africa, there have been numerous efforts to 
undertake NCA, often facilitated by a wide range of non-
state actors. These efforts have often been successful, 

2 The Natural Capital Protocol, authored by the Natural 
Capital Coalition, was designed to help business integrate 
its relationship with nature more systematically into strategy 
and operations. More information can be found online: www.
naturalcapitalcoalition.org
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although opportunities for improved programming 
remain. Chief among these is the need for increased 
dialogue, partnership, collaboration, and learning across 
national boundaries. In addition, there is a need for 
countries to be able to access small amounts of funding 
to catalyze existing projects and help them overcome 
small hurdles that they face.

Regional Collaboration on NCA in Africa
In June 2016, the Secretariat of the Gaborone 
Declaration for Sustainability in Africa (GDSA)* and the 
World Bank’s Wealth Accounting and the Valuation of 
Ecosystem Services (WAVES) programme, in partnership 
with Conservation International (CI) held a three-day 
NCA workshop in Nairobi, Kenya. This workshop was 
attended by delegates from 12 countries, including both 
GDSA member and non-member states. The workshop 
was one of the first of its kind in Africa and was designed 
to encourage learning exchange around NCA and 
provide a platform for dialogue on how collaboration 
could be increased among countries moving forward. 
The workshop concluded with the endorsement of a 
GDSA NCA Statement — supported by the delegates of 
the workshop, who had been sent as representatives of 
their respective countries — to establish a Community of 
Practice (COP) on NCA. 

Specifically, the GDSA NCA Statement called upon 
the GDSA to establish an NCA COP for the purpose 
of promoting learning and sharing of approaches, 
experiences, and best practices in NCA among the 
GDSA countries via south-south exchanges, dialogue 
by both practitioners and decision-makers on NCA, and 
training opportunities as appropriate including both 
technical practitioners (account producers and analysts) 
and decision-makers (account users). This will be the first 
regional collaboration platform of its kind and would be 
unique in its ability to convene state and non-state actors 
interested in promoting NCA in both the public and 
private sector.

Structure of the NCA COP
The GDSA is committed to launching and hosting 
the NCA Community of Practice. This Community of 
Practice will be open to any African states, including 
both GDSA and non-GDSA members; membership will 

involve agreement to the principles of the NCA COP and 
the signing of a letter of agreement or MOU. Member 
countries will participate in the NCA COP by nominating 
an NCA Contact Point and by allowing the participation 
of a range of individuals within the country to partake in 
the COP. It is anticipated that for each country, experts 
with practical experience in NCA, especially those that 
are the primary actors at the national level in planning, 
finance, environment, and statistical ministries, will be 
targeted for inclusion. In addition, champions of NCA will 
be identified in the member countries who could be key 
to mainstreaming NCA into decision-making processes 
and policy and planning.

In addition to member countries, non-state actors — 
including NGOs, multilateral, bilateral, academic, and 
other entities — are welcome to join and support the 
NCA COP. Partnership to the NCA COP allows non-state 
actors to share their lessons learned with other entities 
and to ensure that their ongoing African and global 
efforts in NCA are networked into this regional effort.

It is envisioned that the NCA COP will be convened via 
annual meetings with support from partner organizations. 
In addition, a series of activities under the NCA will 
promote technical and non-technical progress on NCA, 
with countries working towards progress on their NCA 
programming as articulated in country-specific NCA 
roadmaps. Potential activities include learning and 
south-south exchanges, training and workshops, and 
targeted small-grants opportunities. The NCA COP will 
function as a mechanism by which countries can learn 
from each other and highlight their work. It will also allow 
partners to have dialogue among themselves and with 
governments so that they can amplify and align  
their work.

At least initially, the NCA COP will be structured around 
three-year work plans. This means that member 
countries will identify the goals that they would like to 
achieve via the NCA COP on a three-year basis, while 
partners will be able to link these cycles with their 
funding and programmatic plans. These rolling, three-
year work plans will ensure that the COP continues to 
remain relevant as NCA progresses in Africa.

* The GDSA is a transformative action platform for achieving sustainable development in Africa. It was initiated as a regional 

policy framework in May 2012 and announced at Rio +20 by the ten African countries to take action towards sustainable 

development. The functions of the GDSA Secretariat have been delegated to Conservation International until December 2018. As 

such, CI is working on NCA in Africa under the mandate of the Declaration’s stated commitments More information can be found 

online: www.gaboronedeclaration.com.



The goals of the COP will be to ensure progress on NCA 
in each of the member countries, by building capacity and 
momentum across the GDSA on NCA. This will result in, both 
directly and indirectly: 

• Increased support for NCA at the regional and  
national level

• Enhanced success in account implementation across  
the region

• An increase the quality and number of accounts being 
developed by each country

• An increase in mainstreaming of the NCA outputs into 
policy, such that the gap between accounts and policy 
implications is bridged

These goals will be achieved via regional collaboration 
and the provision of training and other resources to the 
participants of the COP. This will allow country practitioners 
and decision-makers to act as resources to one another 
on NCA and to create collective agendas around common 
aspirations across the community. The COP will explicitly 
target many of the non-technical aspects that surround NCA, 
including discussions around the step- wise process taken 
by countries in the development of their accounts; the COP 
will be expected to work towards the target outcomes of the 
COP. As such, the COP will be a collective movement that 
allows countries to determine how they envision NCA in the 
context of Africa.

Activities under the NCA COP
This COP will be the first of its kind in Africa. The GDSA and 
CI are seeking partners and donors interested in aligning 
their work, funding, and resources with the NCA COP. 
Funding and resources are required to finance administrative 
costs, annual meetings, and programs under the NCA COP 
including south-south exchanges and a small grants program. 
Pending funding, specific activities under the NCA COP will 
include:

• Annual meetings: Once yearly meetings for NCA COP 
members and partners. These 2-4 day meetings will 
allow for continued lessons sharing, meeting of subject-
specific working groups, and for in-depth learning on 
both technical and non-technical subjects.

• Account training, workshops, and south-south 
exchanges: Pending funding, we anticipate offering two 
yearly opportunities for training, technical workshops, 
and/or south-south exchanges. Depending on the needs 
of the NCA COP, these activities could target account 
producers, account users, and key champions within 
member countries’ governments. One such activity will 
likely cost around US$80k, though this cost may vary.

• Supporting the production of NCA roadmaps: As 
per the GDSA NCA statement, each member country 
is encouraged to develop complete or partial NCA 
roadmaps or action plans for their national work on NCA. 
The NCA COP would provide small grants and technical 
assistance for countries, on a competitive basis (US$10-
30k per grant), to hold stakeholder workshops in-country 
and to assist in the production of the roadmaps. These 
roadmaps will help guide NCA development in the 
NCA COP member countries and help them follow best 
practices in the field.

• Small grants program: Many of the GDSA countries 
have expressed interest and a need for catalytic funding 
to supplement specific aspects of their ongoing NCA 
work (to hire an outside expert to review pilot accounts, 
or to hold a stakeholder workshop, for example). The 
NCA COP proposes to have a small grants program 
whereby countries could apply, on a competitive basis, 
for small grants (US$10-30k) to overcome hurdles in their 
NCA programming. There is currently no other small 
grants mechanism focusing explicitly on NCA in Africa.

• Technical working groups: To facilitate progress on 
specific technical issues related to NCA, we would 
encourage members to form subject-specific working 
groups within the larger NCA COP framework. These 
working groups could have one annual meeting per 
year — perhaps on the fringes of the NCA COP annual 
meeting — to move forward thinking on technical 
aspects of NCA in Africa. It is envisioned that they could 
produce working papers and other best practices 
documents. The NCA COP would provide funding for 
their annual meetings and for other costs associated with 
their activities.
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