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ICLEI Africa’s Unique Entry 
Points on Human and Gender 
Rights in Urban Nature

ICLEI Africa’s people centred approach

Experience has shown that placing people at the centre of development policies 
and programs is the key to effective and sustainable development. Keenly aware 
of the disparities that Africa as a region faces viz a viz it’s economic and political 
placement in the global community, it has become even more important for 
us at ICLEI Africa to fully embrace an approach that prioritises people- keenly 
aligned to a human rights based approach- in the work that we do in African 
cities. This framework prioritises people’s livelihoods in our cities and places a 
specific emphasis on vulnerable groups - including children, women and youth, 
the disabled, aged, indigenous and LGBTIQA+ communities- and protecting their 
lives and livelihoods in cities.

Cities are complex systems. The components of urban systems, from food 
distribution networks and energy grids to transport and greenways, are 
interconnected and dynamic. Intervening to create change in any one of 
these components may impact others, creating systemic change. Designing 
solutions that take these interconnections into account is critical to sustainable 
development. The five ICLEI pathways towards low emission, nature- based, 
equitable, resilient and circular development are designed to create systemic 
change. Weaving a people centred approach into our five pathways at ICLEI Africa 
means that we:

  Promote a human and gender rights- based approach to climate, nature, urban 
systems, etc;

  Ensure that socio-cultural and socio-economic aspects are prioritised in urban 
development processes to ensure that people are not disenfranchised of their 
rights in the process; and

  Foster a bottom-up approach where minorities and vulnerable groups are 
involved in decision making processes to ensure better outcomes for all.
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The UNA programme

In 2014, ICLEI Africa, funded by SwedBio, kick started the UNA programme. The 
programme has been developed over nearly a decade and is implemented by 
ICLEI’s Cities Biodiversity Center (CBC), hosted by ICLEI Africa. It was designed 
to support local governments in Africa in addressing the daily challenges they 
experience around protecting and revitalising their urban natural assets. It 
specifically sought to improve human well-being, contribute to poverty alleviation 
and build climate resilience through integrating nature-based solutions (NBS) into 
land-use planning and decision-making processes by all levels of government. 

Three flagship projects were supported; Urban Natural Assets for Africa (UNA 
Africa), Urban Natural Assets for Africa: Rivers for Life (UNA Rivers) and Urban 
Natural Assets for Africa: Coasts for Life (UNA Coasts).

Four Sub-saharan Africa cities participated in UNA Africa; Lilongwe (Malawi), Dar 
es Salaam (Tanzania), Cape Town, (South Africa and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia), from 
2014 - 2015. The UNA Africa project aided in raising awareness and understanding 
of the unique challenges that cities in Sub-Saharan Africa face when it comes to 
natural resource management. It established the groundwork for longer-term 
involvement in each of the project cities. The work done in the UNA Africa project 
cities helped to identify instrumental partners and key stakeholders, as well as 
highlighting important focus areas for deeper engagement in each city's urban 
river systems.

As a result of the groundbreaking work of the UNA Africa, UNA: Rivers for Life 
and UNA: Coasts projects were implemented from 2016 - 2020. UNA: Rivers for 
life project was held in six African cities: Lilongwe, Addis Ababa, Dar es Salaam, 
Entebbe, Kisumu and Kampala. The project aimed to integrate nature-based 
solutions into urban river systems, land use planning and local government 
decision-making processes. As a result of improved coordination and 
community-based activation, the project promoted sustainable development and 
resilience at the local level to alleviate poverty and improve well-being.

Two Mozambican cities participated in UNA Coasts: Nacala and Quelimane. In a 
similar manner to UNA Rivers, this project sought to mainstream nature-based 
solutions into local government decision -making processes but it focused on 
natural assets situated within highly dynamic and vulnerable coastal regions. 
UNA coasts’ main objectives were to a) improve knowledge and understanding 
of the key challenges and opportunities that urban coastal zones experience 
and examine how natural assets can offset these challenges and maximise 
opportunities, b) design a tailored coastal natural asset management plan in 
collaboration with the two project cities and key local stakeholders, and c) identify 
entry points to enhance sustainable livelihoods at the local level.

“It specifically sought to 
improve human well-
being, contribute to 
poverty alleviation and 
build climate resilience 
through integrating 
nature-based solutions 
(NBS) into land-use 
planning and decision-
making processes by all 
levels of government.‟
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“Introducing rights into 
the discussion about the 
environment is a highly 
useful framework and 
entry point to explore 
nature-based challenges 
and the consequential 
threats for communities.‟

Building on the previous UNA programme work, the overarching impact of the 
new phase of the project, UNA Resilience, is to transform development trajectories 
for African cities towards those that improve sustainable development of, 
and interconnectedness with, their surrounding natural systems along three 
interlinked urban pillars (governance, planning and finance). This phase of UNA, 
adopts a human rights based framework across its three pillars of work.

Human rights as an entry point for valuing 
nature

Introducing rights into the discussion about the environment is a highly 
useful framework and entry point to explore nature-based challenges and the 
consequential threats for communities. It provides an opportunity to explore 
deeper how human rights are contingent on protecting the natural environment 
in urban spaces. Furthermore, it is aligned with the conceptual framework of 
integrating human rights into the post- 2020 Global Biodiversity Framework 
(GBF). The hypothesis is that a stronger understanding of the connection between 
nature and human rights, the more likely stakeholders within communities will 
become champions for nature, restoration, and Nature based Solutions (NbS). 

The almost decade-long UNA programme has seen the spin off of methods 
and systems through which best practices have been developed through the 
previous two phases of UNA in engagement at the local level, geared towards 
development. The learnings from these previous phases have been consolidated, 
and serve as the basis of the current phase’s methodology. As described 
above, this phase of UNA adopts a human rights based framework. It is aimed 
at transforming development trajectories for African cities towards those that 
improve sustainable development of, and interconnected with, their natural 
systems. It does this by mainstreaming human and gender rights along three key 
urban pillars of governance, planning and finance. 

In practical terms, what this means is that through the life line of this phase of 
UNA, a human rights based framework is adopted- from the constitution of the 
internal UNA programme team, to project deliverables and implementation- 
human and gender rights are central considerations.

Many practitioners in Africa and other global south regions encounter hesitance 
in the onboarding of human rights based approaches when working with 
communities for a variety of reasons including- 

  The assumption that human rights are detached from many deeply held 
traditional and customary norms and values;

  Religious systems and beliefs resistant to change;
  Lack of education and awareness on the value of the fulfilment of human rights;
  Lack of belief in the legal system to entrench, guarantee and protect the rule of 
law and human rights;

  A widely held belief that human and gender rights discourses are very North-
facing and do not resonate with African/other global south perspectives
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With a keen awareness of these limitations, the UNA team prioritised the 
introduction of human and gender rights discourses, through participatory 
models, where participants could resonate with the conceptual frameworks. 
Using the UNA learning labs1 as a key entry point, we guided participants from 
understanding to accepting and fully embracing a human and gender rights 
based approach in urban nature. Here’s how we did it:

1. Vernacularisation of human rights
While human rights is a good approach to apply to urban nature, 
implementing a human rights-based approach requires skill as 
there is general hesitation around human rights and gender 

rights discourse in many countries in the global South. Introducing human 
rights as part of the fabric of African societies, through for example, contextually 
relevant folklore analysis, enables an expansion of participant’s framework for 
rights was a critical success factor for participants in accepting HR as underlying 
this phase of UNA. Participants in the learning labs expressed that through the 
learning lab presentations and activities, connections began to be made in the 
minds of participants in terms of natural assets, their role and importance, the 
human rights angle for protecting nature, the threats on natural assets in cities 
from climate change.

In the UNA Learning Lab, this was achieved through the use of folklore which 
predated colonialism. After a rapid introduction to the overarching concept and 
elements of human rights, participants were broken into groups and asked to 
share and agree upon one folklore from their indigenous communities which 
predated colonialism and return into plenary to share this folklore. While sharing, 
the rest of the participants in the room were asked to trace elements of human 
rights previously discussed within the folklore. This approach grounded the 
introduction of human rights as existential to the state of humanity and not tied 
to specific regions, thus challenging the notion that human rights are north facing 
concepts. The key take home for participants was ‘you have human rights because 
you are human’ and that ‘although it may have been iterated differently, human 
rights have always existed in our societies’.

BELOW: Participants at UNA Learning Labs 2022, engaged in a session on 
vernacularizing human rights- recounting ancient folklore with help of 
traditional leaders and tracing modern day elements of human rights in folklore

Some participants feedback 
from this session included:

  How can we secure our 
environment and how can 
we relate this to human 
rights because long before 
this time people think 
about human rights that 
is government is giving us 
the rights, that people are 
creating the rights not 
knowing that government 
only do the restrictions of 
our rights but they don't 
give us the rights, we 
already have the right and 
it is in us. 

  I learnt something yesterday 
that I'm definitely going 
to take home, which is the 
fact that human rights are 
intertwined with urban 
natural assets. 

  I learnt that under the 
human rights (session) that 
(in terms of environment) 
there is a right to respect, to 
protect, and to fulfil.

  I learnt about the different 
types of human rights - right 
to life, right to education, 
and several others.
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2. Onboarding the human rights
discourse
Having created a space where participants could relate with the 
concept of human rights from a base understanding of always 

being present in the human condition and in our societies predating colonialism, 
a deep dive into the current framework of human rights at international, regional 
and national levels was necessitated. Using simplistic language, the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights, as well as local constitutions were used to explain key concepts on human 
rights. 

Furthermore, it was necessary to ground the participant's understanding in the 
balance between rights and responsibilities. Using the Learning Labs session, 
we highlighted the need to understand the roles played by a multiplicity of 
stakeholders in the furtherance of human rights, with particular emphasis on 
the rights aligned to the UNA programme such as the right to a safe, clean and 
healthy environment.

Through a participatory session, participants were broken up into activity groups 
to further expand their understanding on the topic of discussion. The guiding 
principle of this activity was to help participants identify duty bearers and other 
responsible stakeholders in the fulfilment of their rights, while identifying 
intersecting points of personal responsibility. Some stakeholders identified by 
participants through this interactive session included; Government officials, Law 
courts, Police and para- military agencies, Communities, Traditional leadership, 
Family, Religious bodies, Individuals.

3. Prioritising representation
Ensuring diversity in representation in sessions is crucial to 
gathering multiple inputs and building a holistic perspective 
on matters. Avoiding using highly technical terminology and 

focusing on easy to understand, non-discriminatory language in our learning labs 
was important to ensure they are inclusive for all. In addition to representation 
in learning labs, is more general participation in the preservation and restoration 
of urban natural assets. During engagements, participants identified ways in 
which youth, women and other diverse groups could be involved in the processes 
of restoring and protecting urban natural assets. Developing mentorship or 
educational programmes, establishing environmental clubs, or incentives for 
the involvement of women, youth and vulnerable groups in urban natural assets 
protection and restoration are promising approaches.

Representation should cut across the spectrum to also include the embedding 
pf indigenous knowledge systems- this was key to UNA as one the negotiating 
points of the Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF). Hence, the constitution of 
participants at the learning labs, ensured the inclusion of traditional leaders. This 
further gave credence to learning outputs and was a strategy to help embed a 
human rights outlook within the broader framework of the community.

ABOVE: Participants at 
UNA Learning Labs 2022, 
engaged in a session on 
identifying duty bearers 
and stakeholders in the 
fulfilment of Human Rights

ABOVE: The inclusion of 
women, youth, traditional 
leaders and a diverse 
range of stakeholders 
is key to the successful 
onboarding of a Human 
Rights Based Approach



ABOVE: Consciously creating 
room for the inclusion of all 
in discourses is important to 
breaking down dynamic

ABOVE: Women’s rights are 
human rights: Participants 
at our UNA Learning Labs 
2022 engaged in a ‘resource 
allocation’ session, to gain 
deeper insight into the 
gendered dimensions of 
resource flows within  
the community
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4. Understanding and breaking
down power dynamics
Facilitators need to be keenly aware, especially in mixed 
audience scenarios, the power dynamics at play in the room, and 

consciously address this. Oftentimes, it is the same people – usually men and/or 
people in positions of authority, such as traditional leaders, city officials etc – who 
lead discussions which can make others feel intimidated, especially those with 
less technical knowledge. It is important that community members are given the 
space to share their input in dialogues of this nature. This may include directing 
specific questions to them or having side chats during the dialogues to get their 
input and contribution on the discussions. 

This also applies to a facilitator’s keen understanding of their positionality within 
the dialogue and approaching the dialogue as a co-learning opportunity rather 
than merely a facilitator who holds all of the knowledge. It is useful to reiterate 
before the session commences that it is a space for co learning and co production 
and that participants and facilitators may have differing views; however, everyone 
should be open to listening, learning and unlearning.

5. Onboarding gender rights
Sensitivity is critical in the onboarding of gender related 
discourses, especially in deeply patriarchal communities. 
Facilitators must be keenly aware of the need to create safe 

spaces for challenging gender biases, without placing participants in precarious 
positions, where they are exposed to possible harm of retribution. 

Nonetheless, gender rights are central to the fulfilment of other human rights. 
This served as a landing board from which to contextualise the discussion-this 
discourse was onboarded using the example of a male child in utero. Where the 
mother’s right to adequate nutrition is hampered due to gender bias (of serving 
male heads of households the best and sometimes only portion of protein 
available), this in turn affects the developmental cycle of the baby from womb 
and through life, educational attainment attainment and even the possibility of 
employment outcomes. This grounded the learning that the fulfilment of women’s 
rights is contingent for the fulfilment of the rights of others.

In addition to this, participants were taken through an interactive session on the 
allocation of, use of and control of natural resources and how this affects women’s 
abilities to participate in forums of decision making. Participants were split in 
groups, with resource cards indicating various urban natural assets including 
land, firewood, coal, water etc. and asked to place cards in either of three columns 
to determine who controlled the resources- men, women or both.

A facilitated discussion helped participants delve deeper into the question of 
natural resources control and ownership.
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As stated earlier, gender rights discourses are sensitive in particularly patriarchal 
contexts. An awareness of this helps the facilitator understand the need for 
incrementally building towards the understanding and the why of gender rights. 
The processes described above were undertaken over the course of the year. 
Having built the necessary foundation/framework, the final session for the year, 
leaned into the need to dismantle gender stereotypes and bias.

This was achieved through the use of local proverbs- co analysed with participants 
in the room. First the need to respect and uphold traditional norms and values 
was emphasised- as this matters for identity. However, participants agreed that 
there was always space to question those norms and values which robbed others 
of their dignity. Having laid this background, the local proverbs were analysed- 
both shown in local dialects and translated in English, to ensure the process was 
inclusive. 

The analysis elicited discussions on why they were stereotypical, biassed and/or 
hampered the full inclusion of women in decision making processes, as well as 
how this translates to everyday life, including urban natural assets governance. 
The proverbs were analysed to determine counter narratives on gender 
stereotypes: 

“Having built the 
necessary foundation/
framework, the final 
session for the year, 
leaned into the need 
to dismantle gender 
stereotypes and bias.‟

IN GHANA:

ͻbaa adwene akvikvim sɛ ne nofo
The woman's mind is as twisted as her breasts

ͻbaa kuta a, ͻtwa no abɛnkum mu
If anything important goes to a woman, 
she misuses it

ͻbaa ennwene ɛntera ɛmpa a ͻdaso
A woman's thinking capacity does not go beyond the 
bed she sleeps on

"ͻbaa te sɛ ohuriiɛ; ͻnom mogya na ͻmma mogya"
A woman is a tsetsefly that sucks blood but doesn't 
give blood

IN SIERRA LEONE:

NA WAN WUMAN KIN PWɛL WATASAI ROD. (Kono)
It only takes one woman to spoil the waterside path.

PͻSIN Nͻ GO TEK TON SKɛD BɛLɛ WUMAN, BIKͻS I 
DͻN ͻRɛDI GI AM IN MAK.
You can't frighten a pregnant woman with a penis, 
because it's already left its mark on her.

BAD MAN BɛTɛ PAS EMHTI BED.
A bad husband is better than an empty bed.

HUMAN RIGHTS, UNA AND GENDER EQUALITY
Let's identify a few proverbs that drive gender stereotypes.
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Conclusion
Human rights as a golden thread in 
mainstreaming

As a framework, it is key to always ensure that a humans and gender rights based 
approach frames and informs the entire life cycle of a project. Truly embedding a 
HRBA entails interweaving it across all aspects - it  cannot be treated in isolation. 
Hence, the starting point was the capacitation of the internal UNA team, to help 
onboard this approach across the various arms of governance, planning and 
finance This ensured that thematic leads in the project constantly sought avenues 
to embed a rights based framework. For instance, this was demonstrated when 
in a GiS Mapping session, participants were challenged to map interacting 
human rights across the various touch points within their cities. This was further  
evidence of the successful understanding of how human rights intersect with 
daily activities. his is an approach worth scaling to other African and global south 
communities and also shared learning experiences in the global south, as well as 
other developed countries.

RIGHT: Participants at 
the UNA Learning Labs 
2022 demonstrate their 
understanding of how 
human rights intersect 
with daily life by mapping 
human rights through the 
lens of amenities in their 
cities

“As a framework, it is 
key to always ensure 
that a humans and 
gender rights based 
approach frames and 
informs the entire life 
cycle of a project.‟


