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The Gaborone Declaration for Sustainability in Africa 
The Gaborone Declaration for Sustainability in Africa (GDSA) is a 
transformative 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 Government of Botswana and 
nine other African countries to take action toward sustainability in 
three major areas:

• Integrating the value of natural capital into national accounting 
and corporate planning and reporting processes, policies and 
programmes;

• Building social capital and reducing poverty by transitioning 
agriculture, extractive industries, fisheries and other natural 
capital uses to practices that promote sustainable 
employment, food security, sustainable energy and the 
protection of natural capital through protected areas and other 
mechanisms; and

• Building knowledge, data, capacity and policy networks to 
promote leadership and new models in the field of sustainable 
development, and to increase momentum for positive change.

The GDSA is therefore a vehicle for achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), transitioning towards a green 
economy, addressing climate change, and establishing the 
conditions necessary for long-term, sustainable prosperity. This 
mandate is encapsulated in the GDSA member countries’ 
commitment to ensure that, “the contributions of natural capital to 
sustainable economic growth, maintenance and improvement of 
social capital and human well-being are quantified and integrated 
into development and business practice.” By meeting this 
commitment, GDSA countries can place themselves on a path to 
achieving the SDGs.
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Defining Natural Capital 
Natural capital is defined as “(t)he stock of renewable and non-renewable 
natural resources (e.g., plants, animals, air, water, soils, minerals) that 
combine to yield a flow of benefits to people” (Natural Capital Coalition 2016). 
Natural capital includes both renewable and non-renewable resources that 
can provide a range of benefits, also known as ecosystem services. 
Ecosystem services include provisioning (e.g., food and freshwater), 
regulating (e.g., flood, erosion, and disease control), and cultural services 
(e.g., recreational or spiritual benefits). These ecosystem services are 
important for human well-being. However, the continued supply of these 
services is threatened directly and indirectly by unsustainable anthropogenic 
activities. Rural and urban communities in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) are 
heavily reliant on natural resources and the ecosystem services they provide.

The case for considering natural capital in sustainable development 
The Millennium Development Goals 
In the year 2000, the eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were agreed to 
by the global community, becoming the blueprint for development investments for 
the years that followed. They galvanized unprecedented efforts to meet the needs of 
the world’s poorest, resulting in an increase of Official Development Assistance 
(ODA) of US$80 billion in the mid-1990s to US$127 billion in 2010 flowing from 
developed to developing countries.1 ODA to countries in sub-Saharan Africa more 
than tripled over the time period from 2000 to 2009. Efforts ranged from halving 
extreme poverty rates to halting the spread of HIV/AIDS and providing universal 
primary education, all by the target date of 2015. The MDGs were often included in 
national planning processes2 and there are publicly available reports on the 
progress made in each GDSA country towards achieving the MDGs.
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The MDGs did have some weaknesses, 
including a focus by the development 
community on the economic aspects of 
development. In addition, the MDGs 
were largely seen as actions to be taken 
in the Southern hemisphere, paid for by 
governments in the North. This led to a 
business-as-usual approach which 
significantly hampered achievement of 
the goals. Within Africa, the MDGs 
highlighted that regional and national 
context is important for establishing a 
country’s ability to make progress 
towards the Goals; this has been cited 
as a reason for why Africa, as a whole, 
only achieved some of the MDGs. As a 
result of the MDGs,3 it became clear that 
future efforts would need to 1) take 
countries’ development trajectories, not 
just starting points, into account, and 2) 
embrace all three dimensions of 
sustainability, namely the environmental, 
economic, and social dimensions.

The Sustainable Development Goals 
The successor to the MDGs is embodied 
in a set of Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs),4  the centerpiece of an 
ambitious sustainable development 
agenda formally adopted at the United 
Nations in September 2015. The SDGs 
are important as they help articulate the 
global progression in the fight to 
eradicate extreme poverty, ensure 
equitable development and achieve 

environmental sustainability. The goals 
help individuals, organizations, and 
governments move forward strategically 
towards sustainability, as many entities, 
including international donors, will use 
the SDGs to guide their programming in 
Africa and beyond. In Africa, the MDGs 
were able to spur targeted progress on 
poverty reduction, disease control, and 
increased access to schooling. The 
SDGs promise to continue facilitating 
this progress, albeit on a wider range of 
interconnected issues. This is especially 
important in the context of climate 
change, which will serve to change the 
conditions under which countries 
operate, sometimes in unpredictable 
ways.5

In contrast to the MDGs, the SDGs bring 
environmental, social, and economic 
objectives together in a more consistent 
and coherent structure, and recognize 
the c lose connec t ions be tween 
environment and development. In other 
words, the SDGs rightly acknowledge 
that macroeconomic policies directly 
affect livelihoods and shape economic 
forces that destroy the environment.6 
This is important because natural 
systems support our food production, 
clean our water, regulate our climate and 
safeguard the Earth’s diverse species – 
a n d b y d o i n g s o u n d e r p i n o u r 
development ambitions.

© Benjamin Drummond
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The SDGs are not the first, nor the only, 
international commitment working to 
preserve the environment; the Aichi 
Targets, the Paris Climate Agreement, 
and of course the GDSA itself all speak 
t o t h e n e e d t o c o n s e r v e t h e 
environment for human well-being. 
However, the SDGs are unique in that 
they serve to connect these many 
agreements, as well as other sectors 
and topics that are important to 
development. The SDGs therefore act 
as an overarching framework that 
encompass a number o f o ther 
commitments.7

There are several key regional 
challenges to the attainment of the 
SDGs. Tackling the SDGs will require 
r igo rous deve lopment p lann ing 
a p p r o a c h e s u n d e r p i n n e d b y 
s t r e n g t h e n e d c a p a c i t i e s o f 
governments, NGOs, the private sector, 
and the public, integrated approaches 
to the cont inent ’s development 
challenges, and access to reliable and 
quality data.8 This will require, in some 
countries, policy re-alignments as well 
as a re-orientation of development 
approaches so that the interdisciplinary 
nature of the SDGs is captured in in-
country planning. In addition, the MDGs 
highlighted the data challenges faced 
by many national statistical systems. 

Tracking progress under the SDGs, 
which have more complex data 
requirements than the MDGs, and 
across a larger number of indicators, 
will also require an emphasis on 
monitoring and evaluation. 

Given the interdisciplinary nature of the 
SDGs, success in achieving the SDG 
targets will not be attained without 
maintaining ‘essential natural capital’. 
Doing so can be encouraged through a 
variety of policy approaches from the 
national to the local level. Policy entry 
points will vary depending on context,9 
but integrating natural capital into 
overarching policies that link directly to 
national-level development efforts is the 
first and most obvious route. Such 
policies guide national-level decisions 
across multiple sectors and are 
frequently the basis for engaging donor 
support to a country. Sector-specific 
policies can also consider the role of 
natural capital in supporting sustainable 
development, as can policies aimed 
specifically at maintaining natural 
capital itself (e.g., biodiversity-related 
policies). Integrating the importance of 
protecting natural capital into key policy 
f r a m e w o r k s s u p p o r t s n a t i o n a l 
sustainable development efforts over 
the long term, whilst accelerating the 
rate of global SDG achievement. 

© Benjamin Drummond
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As countries move to achieve the SDGs, there is a unique opportunity to harness, 
conserve and restore the essential natural capital needed as the foundation for truly 
sustainable development. As they make progress towards the SDGs, many nations 
will benefit from support to: 1) fully recognize the role of natural capital in achieving 
the SDGs; 2) identify areas of essential natural capital that contribute to achieving 
the SDGs; and 3) establish the right policy framework to integrate proper 
management of this essential natural capital into development plans. These support 
areas are aligned with the commitments of the GDSA; as such, the GDSA can 
serve as a platform for mobilizing the resources required to address these needs.

© Benjamin Drummond

Case Study: Rapid Assessment Tool for the SDGs 
Conservation International (CI), a partner to the GDSA Secretariat, identified a 
need for a rapid assessment tool that could empower countries to harness the 
vital role of nature in their development planning. As such, CI developed and 
piloted a rapid assessment tool that supports identification of areas of essential 
natural capital that underpin a country’s ability to achieve the SDGs, and provides 
an analysis of the cross-sectoral policy coordination and governance necessary 
for its effective management.  The tool was piloted by CI’s country offices in 
Ecuador, Samoa, and Liberia (in late 2016 and early 2017), and then tested with a 
group representatives from six GDSA member countries in mid-2017.10 Together 
with the GDSA, the aim is for the tool to be used by a large range of stakeholders 
across the GDSA (including governments) in their planning for the SDGs. The 
goals of the tool are to:

• Raise awareness: what are the key linkages between natural capital and the 169 
Targets in any given nation?

• Enable initial prioritization: which of these linkages are likely to be most 
important and should be prioritized for in-depth analysis (e.g. using CI’s 
Mapping Essential Natural Capital tool)?

• Inform proxy indicator selection: are the Target indicators ‘fit-for-purpose’ in 
effectively tracking the role of nature in achieving the Target? If not, what proxy 
indicators could be used?

• Identify key policies and institutions: what are the key in-country policies for 
managing natural capital for each Target and where are the most obvious gaps?

• Complement nascent work on NCA: how can nations leverage rapid advances in 
Natural Capital Accounting to inform the achievement of the SDGs?
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Sustainable development under the GDSA 
The GDSA member countries have explicitly requested assistance from 
the Secretariat regarding implementation, monitoring, and reporting on 
the SDGs and related international commitments. As such, the GDSA is 
working together with partners – such as Conservation International (CI) 
and Vital Signs – on a series of initiatives at both the national and 
regional scales. These partners are in a position to provide technical 
advice on a range of matters related to the SDGs (see the Boxes 
throughout this brief).

National Scale 
At the national scale, in late 2016 and early 2017, CI – under the 
umbrella of the GDSA – conducted a rapid assessment in Liberia with 
the CI Liberia office. This initial effort was aimed at piloting a rapid 
assessment tool developed by CI in Africa, in advance of wider use 
across the GDSA. The tool is designed to try answer two questions: 1) 
how does nature help achieve the SDGs?; and 2) how can we use this 
knowledge to inform in-country policy and planning? (see Box: Rapid 
Assessment Tool for the SDGs). Therefore, this tool is more than just a 
scientific analysis; it also identifies policy and data gaps.

Following this initial pilot in Liberia, the GDSA is working with CI to 
make this tool available to additional countries in gradual steps, 
following additional testing and tool adjustment. For example, the GDSA 
together with CI and Vital Signs, hosted a workshop attended by 
delegates from six member countries to introduce this rapid assessment 
tool and to learn more about their existing SDG reporting mechanisms. 
The SDG rapid assessment tool can be undertaken in conjunction with 
other national-level initiatives such as the mapping of natural capital 
(see Box: Mapping of Essential Natural Capital to inform Sustainable 
Development) and the design of monitoring systems (see Box: Vital 
Signs for Sustainability). These types of national-level initiatives provide 
an avenue for bringing together the various government entities and 
external stakeholders needed to plan for and achieve the SDGs in their 
cross-sectoral nature.
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Regional Scale 
At the regional scale, the GDSA Secretariat is using its role as a 
convener to facilitate lesson-sharing and learning around the 
implementation of the SDGs in Africa; often this will build on the 
outputs of activities undertaken at the national level, such as with 
the rapid assessment tool described, above. This work at the 
regional level may involve both online and in-person outreach, 
targeting both the public and the private sector. Working together 
with member countries and partners, the GDSA will ensure that 
assistance on the SDGs and related initiatives is demand-driven 
and complements existing in-country programs. In addition, the 
GDSA will use the opportunity to develop a framework for tracking 
progress towards relevant SDGs using the new Vital Signs for 
Sustainability initiative (see Box).

Envisioning success and the GDSA’s added value 
The GDSA Secretariat recognizes that for its member countries to 
achieve sustainable development, an interdisciplinary approach is 
needed. This requires looping in a range of partners and 
complementary initiatives on natural capital accounting,11 
conservation finance,12 and the private sector. The role of the GDSA 
in this realm is to ensure that these connections are made, thereby 
facilitating the flow of information between and among member 
countries and non-governmental entities working on the SDGs. 
Therefore, the activities of the GDSA should be seen as adding 
value to ongoing initiatives at the national and regional level. Of 
course member countries are welcome to approach the GDSA for 
assistance, should there be an interest to solicit new partners and 
resources for the member country to make progress on the SDGs. 
As a result of this interdisciplinary approach, the GDSA envisions a 
regional, Africa-led movement towards sustainable development 
and green growth, whereby countries have mainstreamed 
sustainable development and are exploring the evolving definition of 
sustainability as it relates to changing societies.
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Case Study: Mapping of Essential Natural Capital to Inform 
Sustainable Development 
To achieve progress towards the SDGs, it is critical for countries to 
understand and appreciate their ‘essential natural capital’; the nature that 
they are most reliant on when it comes to human wellbeing and sustainable 
development. Therefore, Conservation International (CI) has been working to 
bring their Mapping of Essential Natural Capital (MENC) program to GDSA 
member countries and partners. The MENC program can supplement the 
rapid assessment tool also developed by CI. As a first pilot, the MENC 
program worked with the Government of Liberia’s Environmental Protection 
Agency throughout 2016 to produce a range of maps that provided a spatial 
perspective of Liberia’s biodiversity, forest carbon, and freshwater natural 
resources.13 Analyses of these maps revealed areas of high natural capital 
importance for Liberia, including areas vital for coastal protection. These 
types of maps are often the first step in identifying the value to the economy 
of maintaining the proposed natural capital; they highlight the economic cost 
of not taking action and impacts of conducting business as usual.

Left: Map of tree-cover loss from 2000–2014. (Note “tree-cover loss” includes clearing 
of natural forest as well as clearing of second growth, degraded forest or plantations 
(e.g., converting a rubber plantation to an oil palm plantation).  
Middle: Liberia’s most important natural areas for biodiversity, forest carbon stocks, 
freshwater services and coastal protection are located in the northwestern and 
southeast parts of the country.  
Right: If all the proposed protected areas in Liberia were created, between 74 percent 
and 93 percent of Liberia’s essential natural capital would still fall outside of formal 
protected areas. Maps produced by Conservation International.
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Envisioning success 
The GDSA Secretariat recognizes that for its members to achieve 
sustainable development outcomes, an interdisciplinary approach 
is required. This means looping in a range of partners and 
complementary initiatives, including those listed here. As part of 
this interdisciplinary approach, the GDSA envisions a regional, 
Africa-led movement towards sustainable development and green 
growth, whereby GDSA countries and private sector entities within 
those countries are: 1) actively becoming more sustainable using 
a wide range of tools and verifiable measurement systems; and 2) 
mainstreaming natural capital considerations into their business 
planning and decision-making.
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Footnotes 
1Kenny & Sumner (2011) More money or more development: what have the MDGs achieved? Working Paper 278. Center for Global 
Development: Washington, DC, USA. 
2In national vision statements, development plans, and poverty reduction strategies (Kenny & Sumner 2011). 
3UNECA (2015) MDG Report 2015: Assessing progress in Africa toward the Millennium Development Goals. UNECA: Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia. 
4The full list of SDGs and their related targets can be found at: http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-
goals/ 
 5“In Sub-Saharan Africa, by the 2030s droughts and heat will leave 40 percent of the land now growing maize unable to support that 
crop, while rising temperatures could cause major loss of savanna grasslands threatening pastoral livelihoods. By the 2050s, 
depending on the sub-region, the proportion of the population undernourished is projected to increase by 25-90 percent compared to 
the present.” Adams et al. (2013), available online. 
6Nadal, A., 2011. Rethinking macroeconomics for sustainability. 
7For example, SDG13 directly references the UNFCCC process and 15.9 uses Aichi Target 2 as an indicator.  
8UNECA 2015 (see full citation in footnote above) 
9Policy entry points can include national development policies, national climate policies (which are linked to SDG13), and national 
biodiversity strategies and action plans (nature-focused policies that support the conservation and management of ecosystems 
essential to achieving the SDGs). 
10More information available online: http://www.gaboronedeclaration.com/blog/2017/7/26/the-gdsa-co-hosts-workshop-on-the-sdgs-
in-nairobi 
11More information available online: www.gaboronedeclaration.com/nca 
12More information available online: www.gaboronedeclaration.com/innovative-conservation-financing 
13More information available online: http://blog.conservation.org/2017/03/to-a-country-on-the-edge-of-development-what-is-nature-
worth/ 
14More information available online: www.vitalsigns.org 
15More information available online: www.gaboronedeclaration.com/vital-signs 



Case Study: Vital Signs for Sustainability 
Once rapid assessments have been conducted and essential natural capital has 
been identified, it is important to determine indicators and monitor progress 
towards the SDGs. The Vital Signs14 monitoring system collects and integrates data 
using standardized protocols and methods including household surveys, 
vegetation plot measurements, and remote sensing. The data aim to communicate 
the importance of ecosystem services for smallholder agriculture, and guide 
governments, policy makers and other key stakeholders in understanding the 
complex trade-offs between agriculture, ecosystems and human wellbeing. The 
goal of the program is to ensure that agricultural development does not undermine 
conservation and ecosystem services critical to human well-being. Vital Signs is 
currently being implemented in four GDSA countries: Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, 
and Uganda.  

As a monitoring system with an integrated set of data, Vital Signs is well placed to 
provide a cost-effective approach to monitoring key SDG indicators in 
countries. For example, Vital Signs data can inform indicators on agriculture, food 
insecurity, malnutrition, disaster risk, and disease. Vital Signs provides an 
opportunity for data integration to glean insights from this information and to 
visualize and synthesize them in an accessible manner for all audiences. Moving 
forward, Vital Signs will be working closely with the GDSA on several initiatives, 
including: 1) working with the GDSA to increase understanding of how existing 
datasets in other GDSA countries can be used to inform decision-making around 
sustainable development; 2) bringing new monitoring tools to the GDSA which can 
help track progress on the SDGs; and 3) provide an evidence base for the first two 
commitments under the GDSA. More information about the Vital Signs for 
Sustainability program can be found online.15
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FOR MORE INFORMATION: 
GDSA SECRETARIAT 
P.O. BOX 404664 
GABORONE, BOTSWANA 
FACEBOOK: GABORONEDECLARATION 

WWW.GABORONEDECLARATION.COM
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“WHILE THE PROBLEMS MIGHT 
MANIFEST THEMSELVES AT A LOCAL 
LEVEL, THE SOLUTIONS WILL ONLY 
WORK IF THEY ARE TRULY GLOBAL.”  

ELLEN JOHNSON SIRLEAF, PRESIDENT OF THE REPUBLIC OF LIBERIA SPEAKING DURING THE 
2012 SUMMIT FOR SUSTAINABILITY IN AFRICA


