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Advancing the Implementation 
of Nature-based Solutions: 
The Influence of Language in 
Showcasing Africaʼs Efforts

Nature, through its vast benefits, provides an abundance of resources and 
services, vital for human livelihoods and survival (IPBES, 2019). Nature’s 
contribution to people (Diaz et al., 2018), also referred to as ecosystem services 
(Millennium Ecosystem Assessment [MEA], 2005), plays a vital role in shaping 
people’s relationship with the natural environment (MEA, 2005; IPBES, 2019). Raw 
materials such as firewood, medicinal products, fresh water and food are among 
the many direct benefits we obtain from nature (MEA, 2005). Trees and green 
spaces which lower temperatures and improve air quality (European Commission, 
2015), and mangroves and coastal marshes which help with soil erosion and 
pollution control (Barbier et al., 2011) can also be noted as some of the most 
important services we obtain from nature, enhancing our resilience to increasing 
environmental risks. The human-nature relationship is intrinsically linked and so 
should the responsibility to ensure sustainable use and management of nature 
and its benefits. 

In the last 50 years, changes in development, land use and consumption 
trends have led to significant changes in biodiversity and ecosystem dynamics 
globally (Seto, Güneralp & Hutyra, 2012; IPBES, 2019). As such, the rise in urban 
development and its associated challenges, demands the adoption of more 
sustainable and just approaches. With the achievement of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development (United Nation [UN], 2015) just under 10 years away, 
now more than ever, we need to rally towards interdisciplinary, inclusive and 
equitable approaches to urban development. Undoubtedly, the interlinkages 
between people and nature are complex, however, there are many opportunities 
to develop and design more resilient and sustainable cities, where people, 
nature and the economy thrive (IPBES, 2019). If we want to transform the global 
development trajectory towards one that is nature centric and enhances our 
resilience to climate change, halts, prevents and reverses biodiversity loss and 
any further degradation of ecosystems, we need to redefine how we plan and 
design our cities, and communities.
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GREEN/BLUE 
VERSUS GREY 
INFRASTRUCTURE

Green/Blue Infrastructure: 
An interconnected network 
of natural and semi-natural 
areas and features which 
provide ecosystem services 
(EU, 2013).

 Examples: Rivers, forests, 
wetlands, green spaces, 
mangroves and urban 
gardens

Grey infrastructure: 
Conventional built and 
engineered infrastructure

 Examples: Seawalls, dams, 
wastewater treatment plants 
and breakwaters

Green-grey infrastructure: 
A combination of green 
and grey infrastructure in 
the design of solutions that 
provide multiple benefits to 
people and planet.

 Examples: Sand dams 
(Ritchie et al., 2021), 
horizontal levees (Cecchetti 
et al., 2020).

An African lens to using nature to solve 
development challenges

The development of the concept of nature-based solutions (NBS) is strongly 
rooted in the global north, resulting in a geographic bias towards the European 
urban context (Kabisch et al., 2017; Hanson, Wickenberg & Olsson, 2020). This 
geographic bias has led to a gap in the recognition of the African contributions 
towards addressing development challenges through NBS. Africa has a long 
and undocumented history of using solutions dependent on nature to solve 
socioecological challenges. This is primarily due to cultural heritage and the 
extensive dependency on natural resources (Anderson et al., 2013) to support 
and sustain a significant proportion of livelihoods across the continent. To this 
day, many Africans rely heavily on the environment to sustain themselves. 
However, the solutions utilised are often not recognised due to the inconsistency 
of the language used in comparison to the global terminology and the lack of 
documentation beyond grey literature (O’Farrell et al., 2019), if at all profiled. 
This creates the assumption that most parts of Africa, especially underdeveloped 
countries, have no knowledge of NBS or the significant role nature plays as an 
adaptive measure. However, one can argue that is not the case. Instead, there 
is a different understanding, integral to the way of life and culture with minimal 
structure and guidelines as is the case in other parts of the globe. 

Investing in nature for sustainable recovery 
and development 

Following the COVID-19 global pandemic which threatened progress towards 
SDGs (UN, 2020; Aysan, Bergigui and Disli, 2021), the importance of nature in 
building back better, particularly in urban environments, has gained traction 
(Cook & Taylor, 2020). One way is to integrate NBS as an alternative to conventional 
grey infrastructure. The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
defines NBS as “actions to protect, sustainably manage, and restore natural or 
modified ecosystems that address societal challenges effectively and adaptively, 
simultaneously providing human well-being and biodiversity benefits” (Cohen-
Shacham et al., 2016) . The NBS framework is centred on the recognition of the 
dependence of human well-being and biodiversity conservation on functioning 
ecosystems and natural systems that are resilient in the face of extreme shocks 
(CBD, 2004). In the last two decades, NBS have gained global traction, leading to 
their increasing endorsement. Their ability to provide short-term benefits while 
enhancing long term resilience, make them well-suited for tackling a number of 
social and ecological challenges related to biodiversity loss, climate change, and 
water and food security (European Commission, 2015; Cohen-Shacham et al., 
2016; Baldwin-Cantello et al., 2020). 
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Africa is one of the fastest urbanising regions of the world (UN-Habitat, 2014), with 
rapidly growing populations and changes in land-use trends threatening some of 
the world’s richest biodiversity and resulting in a decline in nature’s benefits to 
people (Guneralp et al., 2017; IPBES 2018). Coupled with challenges associated 
with economic inequalities, this has resulted in a significant proportion of African 
livelihoods being at risk and more vulnerable to the impacts of climate change 
(UN-Habitat, 2014; IPBES, 2018). Globally, there have been in depth research 
efforts to make the case for NBS, with numerous case studies showcasing 
their implementation, successes and failures across various landscapes and in 
addressing different challenges across the global north and more recently, in 
some parts of Africa (Hanson, Wickenberg & Olsson, 2020; Acreman et al., 2021; 
Nyika & Dinka, 2022). There is also a broad range of literature on the importance 
of NBS, not just as a replacement for conventional grey infrastructure, but as 
a sustainable approach to complementing existing infrastructure (Depietri & 
McPhearson, 2017; Alves et al., 2019; Andersson et al., 2019; Browder et al., 2019; 
Kapetas & Fenner, 2020; Mulligan et al., 2020; Ritchie et al., 2021), delivering 
more benefits to people, planet and the economy, specifically at the local scale. 
However, most of these publications have not always showcased Africa’s efforts 
in NBS as most of this knowledge is locked in indigenous knowledge which often 
goes undocumented (Simatimbe, Mbozi & Hambulo, 2018).  Raising the question, 
does the global north consider Africa lacking in the knowledge of NBS and the 
opportunities they provide?

While that may be the case, many would argue that using and protecting natural 
systems and features to address environmental and societal needs has long been 
a part of African practices (Eyong, 2007; Ngara & Mangizvo, 2013; Simatimbe, 
Mbozi & Hambulo, 2018). Ranging from the use of weather forecasting skills as an 
early warning system and climate adaptation strategy (Ajani, Mgbenka & Okeke, 
2013; Ebhuoma & Simatele, 2017), to the application of conservation agriculture 
approaches in farming practices (Ajani, Mgbenka & Okeke, 2013; Simatimbe, Mbozi 
& Hambulo, 2018), African communities have long implemented these solutions. 
Unfortunately, most of these are implemented informally, at a very small scale 
and not labelled as NBS, a common theme across most indigenous knowledge 
(Eyong, 2007) and traditional ecological knowledge (Berkes, 1993). Undoubtedly, 
Africa lacks sufficient scientific evidence on the use and effectiveness of NBS (FAO, 
2015; Acreman et al., 2021). 

“Africa is one of the 
fastest urbanising 
regions of the world, 
with rapidly growing 
populations and changes 
in land-use trends 
threatening some of 
the world’s richest 
biodiversity and resulting 
in a decline in nature’s 
benefits to people.‟
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Nature-based solutions: A jack of all trades? 

The NBS approach is a more recent entry into the green concepts family, first 
introduced by the World Bank in the late 2000’s (World Bank, 2008). Over the 
years, the concept evolved into what we now know as an umbrella term to unify 
existing approaches (IUCN, 2009; European Commision, 2015; Cohen-Shacham et 
al., 2016). This has, unfortunately, led to complexities around how it relates to 
existing approaches and whether NBS was developed as a replacement. Rather 
than being viewed as a replacement approach, NBS seek to unify and integrate 
existing approaches and can be broadly categorised as interventions such as the 
inclusion of green infrastructure (GI) (European Union, 2013) in urban design; 
restoration and rehabilitation of degraded natural and semi natural ecosystems; 
ecosystem-based adaptation (EbA) which focuses on the use of ecosystems as 
part of an adaptive strategy against hazards (Lo, 2016); protection and sustainable 
use and management of landscapes and aquatic ecosystems (Seddon et al, 2021), 
to name just a few. Seddon et al., (2020:2), further simplify the logic, defining NBS 
as ‘’working with and enhancing nature to help address societal challenges’’. 

One of the key traits of NBS is multifunctionality, emphasising the need to move 
from single-use systems to unlocking all the benefits from effectively functioning 
ecosystems (European Union, 2013). This includes the use of green spaces, not only 
for their recreational benefits, but as a solution to addressing the heat challenge 
and providing a cooling effect, at no extra cost (European Union, 2013). Moreover, 
by investing in rehabilitation and restoration of degraded ecosystems, cities are 
able to tackle multiple socio-economic challenges, including addressing issues 
of food security and building resilience to climate change risks (Cohen-Shacham 
et al., 2016; IPBES, 2019). In principle, NBS advocates for the integration of the 
interconnected network of natural, semi-natural green and blue infrastructure 
into urban planning, design and construction. This includes leveraging on the 
ability of natural and semi natural systems such as wetlands and rivers, to tackle 
challenges associated with water security (Turpie et al., 2010). Additionally, 
there has  been growing interest in the rehabilitation of peatlands, as a solution 
to increasing carbon dioxide emissions and towards net-zero ( Jaenicke et al., 
2010), further promoting the sustainable use and management of ecosystems to 
enhance society’s resilience to climate change related risks ( Jaenicke et al., 2010).  

“One of the key traits of 
NBS is multifunctionality, 
emphasising the need 
to move from single-use 
systems to unlocking 
all the benefits from 
effectively functioning 
ecosystems.‟
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Type Definition

Ecological Engineering

The design of sustainable ecosystems that 
integrate human society and the  natural 
environment for the benefit of both (Odum, 1962; 
Mitsch and Jørgensen, 2003)

Ecosystem-based 
Adaptation (EbA)

The integration of biodiversity and ecosystem 
services as part of an overall adaptation strategy 
to help people adapt to the adverse effects of 
climate change (CBD, 2009; Lo, 2016).

Ecosystem-based 
Disaster Risk 
Reduction (eco-DRR)

The sustainable management, conservation and 
restoration of ecosystems to reduce disaster 
risk, with the aim of achieving sustainable and 
resilient development (PEDDR, 2010; Estralla and 
Saalismaa, 2013).

Green/blue 
infrastructure  
(GI/ GBI/BI)

An interconnected network of natural and semi-
natural areas and features such as wetlands, 
agricultural land, rivers, green corridors, urban 
parks, forest reserves, coastal and other aquatic 
ecosystems which provide ecosystem services 
(EU, 2013).

Integrated land 
management 
(ILM), Sustainable 
land management 
(SLM), Catchment 
management and the 
Ecosystem approach

Different approaches used to sustainably manage 
whole landscapes, with strong participation by 
all relevant stakeholders (CBD, 2000; Reed et al., 
2017; Rollason et al., 2018; Thomas et al., 2018).

Agroforestry, 
including silvo-arable 
and silvo-pasture

Sustainable land management practices 
which include the combination of forestry and 
agriculture (including livestock) (Mosquera-
Losada et al., 2009).

Agro-ecology, 
conservation 
agriculture and 
organic agriculture

Various approaches promoting sustainable 
agricultural practices, with the aim of protecting 
soil health (Warren et al., 2008)

Forest and landscape 
restoration (FLR)

A landscape level approach to regaining 
ecological integrity and enhance human 
wellbeing in deforested or degraded forest 
landscapes (Maginnis & Jackson, 2012).

Reduced emissions 
from deforestation 
and degradation + 
(REDD+)

Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 
forest Degradation, and fostering conservation, 
sustainable management of forests, and 
enhancement of forest carbon stocks in 
developing countries (UNFCCC, 2015; UNFCCC, 
2016). 

Natural climate 
solutions (NCS) or 
Nature-based Climate 
Solutions (NbCS)

Conservation and management actions targeted 
at reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
from ecosystems and by harnessing their carbon 
storage potential (Griscom et al., 2017).

Table 1. Different types of approaches within the NBS 
family (adopted from Seddon et al., 2021;1520).

  Adopted from Seddon et 
al., (2021), table 1 explores 
the different typologies 
and how they relate to and 
inform NBS as an umbrella 
approach. In being able to 
understand the linkages, 
it is hoped that large scale 
implementation, recording 
and documentation of NBS 
is improved, particularly in 
Africa. Moreover, while the 
framing and the evolution 
of terminology over the 
years may be a cause for 
confusion, there is much 
scope to explore how these 
differences, particularly 
in language, play out in 
different communities of 
practice and across various 
scales of governance. 
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Between scientists, practitioners and policymakers, NBS are often communicated 
and conveyed in various ways and often do not translate to other sectors and 
society as a whole. It is, therefore, becoming increasingly important to ensure we 
are cognisant of the complexities and exclusion that arise from use of language and 
how this affects our ability to inclusively manage and protect nature. If Africa has 
the capacity and is already implementing NBS, how can we improve how these are 
communicated and profiled? If we want to successfully contribute to accelerating 
local solutions, and feed into what remains of the United Nations Decade of Action, 
and the United Nations Decade of Ecosystem Restoration, we need to ensure no 
one is left behind. Effective cross-sectoral and multiscale mainstreaming and 
showcasing of NBS requires more than a cookie cutter approach (Nagendra et al., 
2018). It requires creative and innovative ways of packaging and translating these 
solutions and the use of language that is understood by the people on the ground, 
in order to promote inclusivity and meaningful engagement, empowering society 
to own these interventions and become strong stewards of their environment. It 
would be short-sighted to assume that it is a mere case of adopting or adapting 
to foreign concepts, but rather an opportunity to learn and share across cultural, 
ecological and political boundaries. 

Paving the way for a stronger and more 
inclusive response 

In actively transitioning towards sustainable cities and communities (UN, 2015), 
understanding the implications of language, how we translate science into 
practice and how we profile Africa’s efforts is crucial for localising SDGs. To 
fully integrate NBS and magnify Africa’s visibility within the global context, it is 
critical that we explore scalability as a significant factor in communicating and 
profiling NBS. As a continent, we need to move towards mainstreaming NBS at 
a larger scale, fully considerate of the complexities of scale, for practice, theory 
and policy. More importantly, Africa needs to document its efforts across various 
platforms, including scientific literature where a gap currently exists (Kabisch et 
al., 2017; O'Farrell et al., 2019). This can be achieved by assessing the benefits 
of NBS and exploring synergies and trade-offs of different interventions on the 
economy, biodiversity and society (Acreman et al., 2021; Seddon et al., 2021). 
By providing long-term evidence of the benefits of NBS, inclusive of long-term 
seasonal variability in the landscapes post-employment of NBS, we can enhance 
the scalability and effectiveness of NBS (Acreman et al., 2021). 

Through qualitative and quantitative monitoring, evaluation and learning about 
the benefits of NBS across different landscapes and contexts, we can make the 
case for enhanced scaling and move towards evidence-based mainstreaming 
and management of NBS interventions in Africa (Acreman et al., 2021). While that 
is easier said than done, ensuring better visibility of African case studies rests 
on ensuring that cities and communities have the necessary resources and skills 
to further the African development agenda (Nagendra et al., 2018; O’Farrell et 
al, 2019). By capacitating key role players in data collection on natural assets; 

“To fully integrate NBS 
and magnify Africa’s 
visibility within the 
global context, it 
is critical that we 
explore scalability as 
a significant factor in 
communicating and 
profiling NBS.‟
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“To ensure the fulfilment 
of our human rights, 
we need to adopt new 
approaches that weave 
different fabrics of 
social, artistic and 
technical elements 
into project design and 
implementation.‟

their benefits to people; changes in land-use trends and their implications on 
natural assets function, we can start cataloguing Africa’s contribution for global 
dissemination, providing an evidence-based account of NBS interventions in the 
continent and addressing the current bias in knowledge production within the 
broader urban sustainability discourse (Nagendra et al., 2018; O’Farrell et al, 
2019).    

Mind your language: Changing the way 
we communicate and mainstream nature 
considerations 

Through the Urban Natural Assets for Africa: Resilience & Restoration for life 
(UNA: Resilience) programme,  ICLEI Africa is supporting local governments in 
Africa who experience challenges around protecting, managing and restoring 
their urban natural assets. We aim to integrate NBS into city planning activities 
across three pillars; governance, planning and finance and capacitate cities 
as they transition towards a nature positive economy (European Commission, 
2022), using the programme as a window of opportunity to highlight Africa’s 
contributions in the global NBS debate. 

To ensure the fulfilment of our human rights, we need to adopt new approaches 
that weave different fabrics of social, artistic and technical elements into project 
design and implementation. More importantly, we need to ensure that all 
engagements are tailored to local contexts and all messages communicated are 
conveyed in a relevant manner. UNA: Resilience intends to evaluate and further 
bridge the terminology gap by redefining how we engage and communicate 
with cities and communities on NBS-related decision making and planning. As 
part of UNA, we aim to make use of four focus areas to address the challenges 
mentioned above, and support African cities move towards context based urban 
practice, namely; (1) creativity and innovation; (2) knowledge co-production with 
knowledge holders; (3) application of a human rights-based approach as the basis 
of project implementation and (4) documentation of project processes, lessons 
and impact for future dissemination and reference.   
 

1. Creativity & Innovation 
Solutions to environmental problems have long been associated 
with natural science as the foundation of knowledge. However, 
recognising the complexity of the interlinkages that exist 

between natural sciences and other disciplines in addressing urban challenges, 
requires us to redefine how we design and package solutions that enable us 
to tap into better ways of engaging with an array of stakeholders. Through 
experimentation and learning labs, we will highlight the importance of integrating 
social learning dimensions into science, as a tool to tap into local communities, 
women and children, and stakeholders’ knowledge and embedding already 
existing indigenous and traditional ecological knowledge within the creative 
process and learning journey. 
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“Resounding with the 
global call for social 
justice and equity, giving 
women and all minority 
groups the recognition 
and the platform to 
actively engage in 
capacity development, 
knowledge co-production 
and decision making 
is a crucial aspect of 
addressing biodiversity 
loss, climate change and 
achieving sustainable 
development.‟

2. Co-production with city knowledge holders
A successful nature-based programme centres people in a fair 
and inclusive way and ensures that it incorporates all types of 
knowledge. This is the approach we base our programme design 

on to ensure that our cities have a voice and champion their knowledge and 
experiences into solving challenges they face on a day-to-day basis. Through 
collaborative work between government, organisations, research institutions, 
specific networks and communities at local, regional and national levels, we 
strive for inclusive knowledge co-production. Through our human rights-based 
approach, we aim to recognise that environmental rights are human rights and 
that access and inclusion of all social groups, especially women is prioritised. 

3. Application of a human rights-based approach
Rooted in a human rights-based approach, UNA: Resilience aims 
to ensure social equity and the recognition of human rights 
obligations in all facets of the project. Resounding with the 

global call for social justice and equity, giving women and all minority groups 
the recognition and the platform to actively engage in capacity development, 
knowledge co-production and decision making is a crucial aspect of addressing 
biodiversity loss, climate change and achieving sustainable development. As much 
as indicators for restoration and ecosystem health are crucial to project success, 
the integration of human rights obligations and socio-economic disparities in 
addressing issues of biodiversity loss (Tauli, 2022) are also key, and are reflected  
in our project design.  

4. Documented for future showcasing & scaling
The nature of development challenges between the Global 
North and the Global South are quite unique, demanding the 
production of context specific studies that can recognise the 

complexities of urban practice in Africa (Nagendra et al., 2018). As a result, there 
is a strong need to document the programme; its approaches, lessons and impact 
on the ground, paving the way for greater visibility of African experiences in 
NBS. We aim to contribute to knowledge generation through the development of 
resources to help make the case for NBS in African cities, specifically highlighting 
the role of cooperative governance, urban planning and biodiversity financing in 
transitioning towards inclusive and nature centric decision making and planning 
at local and national level. 
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Conclusion
In an era of climate change and rapid decline in biodiversity and associated 
nature's contributions to people, now more than ever, Africa needs to amplify 
the significant efforts made in integrating NBS in its adaptive practices. To 
improve how Africa is positioned in the global NBS dialogue, we need to 
perceive the continent’s challenges as opportunities to better integrate nature 
as a way to  improve people’s livelihoods, enhance food security and optimise 
nature's benefits in promoting overall human wellbeing. Engaging with existing 
knowledge systems and practices and exploring how different communities have 
integrated nature and ecosystems into their day to day resilience and adaptive 
approaches. Through continued monitoring and evaluation, coupled with the use 
of quantifiable metrics, we can make the case for enhanced upscaling and move 
to multiple data-driven studies that can easily be scaled up (O'Farrell et al., 2019). 

By making capacity building and skills transfer a priority among stakeholders 
in African cities, sustainable and nature positive change can be achieved. This 
includes, among others, capaciting cities with skills in natural assets data 
collection, mapping and assessment, in order to allow for periodic assessment 
of biodiversity trends and to feed into national reporting. Additionally, the ability 
to quantitatively evaluate socio-economic dependencies and their relationship 
with biodiversity, cities can be able to proactively assess and model the impacts 
of environmental change on society and the natural systems they rely on for 
their livelihoods. By capacitating cities, and finding effective ways of integrating 
modern and local knowledge systems into decision making, we can start effectively 
profiling Africa’s contribution and producing evidence-based studies that can 
contribute to the global discourse on NBS. By doing so, we can enhance upscaling, 
producing case studies 
that highlight emerging 
issues, opportunities and 
quantitatively measure 
the effectiveness of 
NBS across different 
communities in Africa and 
addressing the different 
development challenges 
faced across African cities, 
fully considerate of the 
African dynamics and 
actively working towards 
the fulfilment of human 
rights.

“By making capacity 
building and skills 
transfer a priority among 
stakeholders in African 
cities, sustainable and 
nature positive change 
can be achieved. ‟
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