
*Ecosystem Accounting: Accounting for the stocks and flows of ecosystem services from different ecosystems to 
beneficiaries in a spatially explicit manner. Guidelines for this type of accounting are developed by the United Nations 
Statistics Division, with organizations like Conservation International contributing to the research and development in this 
field.© Benjamin Drummond

ECOSYSTEM EXTENT ACCOUNTING IN 
AFRICA 
Conservation International (CI), the Gaborone Declaration for Sustainability in Africa (GDSA)  
& the U.S. National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) 

The Gaborone Declaration for Sustainability in Africa (GDSA) is an agreement among 12 African countries to move 
towards sustainable development. One of the commitments agreed to by the GDSA countries is to “integrate the 
value of natural capital into national planning and reporting processes, policies, and programs.” 

Across the GDSA, there is tremendous interest in systematically measuring the contribution of ecosystems to the 
economy through the development of ecosystem accounts.* Several GDSA countries, including Rwanda, South 
Africa, and Uganda, have already begun the first step of ecosystem accounting, which is ecosystem extent 
mapping; the use of remotely sensed data, landcover and land use, vegetation, and other environmental 
information to determine ecosystem assets. Understanding ecosystem assets then subsequently allows for an 
analysis of ecosystem services. 

Conservation International (CI), the U.S. National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), and the GDSA 
propose to pilot ecosystem extent accounts in the GDSA, as a building block for wider ecosystem accounting 
work across the region. Through access to powerful technology and satellite data, it is now an achievable goal to 
one day create an ecosystem map of all the GDSA countries, if not all of sub-Saharan Africa. However, before this 
is possible, it is necessary to understand how to map the wide range of representative ecosystem classes found 
across the African continent. Therefore, this project aims to work together with select pilot countries interested in 
ecosystem accounting, that contain representative biomes of sub-Saharan Africa. The project seeks to provide 
participating countries with a basis for monitoring changes in natural capital over time, identifying areas under 
threat and understanding the dependence of economic actors on ecosystems. The proposed project is in the 
design, consolation, and fundraising phase, with CI leading the fundraising efforts. The results of the project will 
be used by CI and partners to advance Natural Capital Accounting in the GDSA countries.
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Accounting 
One of the commitments agreed to by the 
GDSA countries was to “integrate the value of 
natural capital into national planning and 
reporting processes, policies, and programs.” 
Natural Capital Accounting (NCA) can 
dramatically strengthen planning, policy, and 
investor confidence through the inclusion of 
biodiversity and ecosystem services in a 
country’s statistical framework. This enables 
better understanding of the interactions 
between the environment and economy and 
directly addresses the current lack of 
ecosystem goods and services in national 
accounting systems. Our goal is to ensure 
that efforts to integrate nature into decision-
making - through NCA - revolutionize 
development planning, policy-making, and 
sustainable economic growth. Our strategy 
focuses on catalyzing capacity, dialogue, and 
data for countries to conduct systematic 
natural capital accounting.

Mapping 

Before a country can embark on NCA, it first 
has to conduct an inventory of its natural 
capital, to understand the location and status 
of natural ecosystems, and how they benefit 
people and the economy. Mapping natural 
capital provides baseline information on 
extent, condition, and ecosystem services 

flows (benefits that natural ecosystems 
provide). These maps form the foundation of 
accounting, can help spatially identify the 
most essential ecosystems and ecosystem 
services, and prioritize potential actions to 
conserve and sustainability manage these 
values. This critical information can provide a 
first-cut assessment enabling a country to 
make important natural resource decisions as 
it develops plans towards achieving its 
national sustainable development targets. It 
also provides a foundation of spatial 
information to support natural capital 
accounting.

Case Study: Liberia 
In 2016, the Liberian Environmental Protection 
Agency and Conservation International, 
supported by the GDSA, collaborated on a 
pilot project to develop and test approaches 
to measuring, mapping, and valuing natural 
capital in Liberia. This project helped visualize 
that Liberia’s most essential natural capital is 
concentrated in two relatively intact forest 
regions in the northwest and southeast of the 
country. In addition, pilot forest and timber 
natural capital accounts showed that Liberia’s 
timber industry provides as much as half of 
export revenues, accounting for roughly 11% 
of Liberia’s GDP. Lastly, the project found that 
if proposed protected areas were enacted, it 
would result in the protection of 21% of 
Liberia’s densest forests, capturing 18% of the 
forest carbon in the country. It would also 
ensure that 33% of the conservation priority 
areas would be preserved.

Learn more at www.conservation.org, www.gaboronedeclaration.com 
Contacts: Max Wright, twright@conservation.org
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