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Abstract 

Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) emits few greenhouse gases, yet suffers many adverse impacts of climate 

change. Various aspects of SSA economies are limited by the effects of climate change, especially 

the agriculture, energy and biodiversity sectors. Paradoxically, many SSA governments are not 

acting vigorously enough to ensure the integration of climate change mitigation and adaptation 

strategies, which are essential for sustainable development, into their development agendas. 

Despite some level of commitment, evidenced through the ratification of global environmental 

and climate agreements, the limited resources for climate change adaptation strategies reinforce 

the high vulnerability levels of poor SSA countries. To address this deficit, there is a need to integrate 

climate change into the political, social and economic dimensions of national to sub-regional 

development. A focus on the harmonization of policies pertaining to priority sectors of the 

economies is essential for SSA countries in making meaningful progress in addressing climate 

change. 
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Introduction 

Africa’s relationship with climate change has, since the turn of the 21st Century, been predicated 

on a well-rehearsed cliché: even though Africa is the least contributor to net global greenhouse 

gases emissions, and therefore the least culpable for climate change, it bears the greatest brunt in 

terms of impacts (Sy, 2015). In particular, Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) emits few greenhouse gases, yet 

suffers many adverse impacts of climate change. Various aspects of SSA economies are limited by 

the effects of climate change; the case of the agriculture sector is considered herein. This is 

ostensibly a result of the weak adaptation capacities, translated from the vulnerable social, 

environmental and economic conditions of the sub-region to adapt favorably to the impacts of 

climate change (Watkiss and Cimato, 2016; Serdeczny et al., 2016; Bauer and Scholz, 2010). The 

realization of adverse climate impacts has not, however, propelled Sub-Saharan African leadership 

to commit fully to the fight against the very phenomenon that threatens and undermines the 

expected gains of sub-regional advancement and development. Many SSA governments are not 

acting vigorously enough to ensure the integration of climate change mitigation and adaptation 

strategies, which are essential for sustainable development, into their development agendas.  

Despite some level of commitment, evidenced through the ratification of global environmental 

and climate agreements, the limited resources for climate change adaptation strategies reinforce 

the high vulnerability levels of poor SSA countries. To address this deficit, there is a need to integrate 

climate change into the political, social and economic dimensions of national to sub-regional 

development. A focus on the harmonization of policies pertaining to priority sectors of the 

economies is essential for SSA countries in making meaningful progress in addressing climate 

change. This article examines the ramifications of African climate policy commitments in the sub-

region. 

Climate Change Impacts on Agriculture in Sub-Saharan Africa 

Sub-Saharan Africa’s bleak sustainable development trajectory, under recent changing climate 

conditions, has become an existential reality. Aside from the other sectors impacted by climate 

change, such as health, transportation, and population dynamics, the fact still persists that climate-

dependent agriculture is the most impacted in the sub-region (Ziervogel et al., 2008). Being the 

backbone of most Sub-Saharan African economies, agriculture contributes substantially to the 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of SSA countries - about 15% on average (OECD/FAO, 2016; Chijioke 

et al., 2011). The sector employs more than 60% of the population and accounts for about 40% of 

the region’s foreign exchange earnings (Ludi, 2009; Nhemachena and Hassan, 2007). Specifically, 

according to the Alliance for Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA, 2014), smallholder farms constitute 

about 80% of all farms in SSA and directly employ approximately 175 million people. At the 

subsistence level in the sub-region, agriculture remains the major source of livelihood and provides 

the rural dwellers with employment and household income.  

Estimates indicate that more than 80% of the population of Sub-Sahara Africa lives in rural areas, 

with about 85% depending on rain-fed agriculture (crop and livestock production), as well as 

biodiversity and agriculture-based rural livelihoods activities (Shah et al., 2008). Throughout the 

year, agriculture is the major contributor to many household’s sustenance in terms of food security 

and income, with minimal contribution from other alternatively diverse rural livelihood activities in 

Sub-Saharan Africa. For instance, the OECD/FAO (2016), in their Agricultural Outlook for the 2016-

2025 period, indicate that from 1990 to 2013 the total value of agricultural production, measured in 

constant US dollars, increased by 130%. This justifies the crucial role of the agricultural sector in 

generating employment, income and wealth. Hence, the threat of climate change on agriculture 

and food security is consequential to the very livelihood and existence of a majority of the 

population in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

The gains from subsistence food production notwithstanding, food security in recent years has been 

militated against strongly by climate variability and climate change. This poses the greatest 

challenge to the food and agricultural sector in Sub-Saharan Africa (FAO, 2016; Kwasek, 2012; 

Indzembi 2013). The reason is that poor countries in SSA are ranked the most vulnerable and worst 

affected by the impacts of climate change (Doczi and Ross, 2014; ADF, 2011). Moreover, Africa has 

weak responsive mechanisms and capacity to adapt convincingly to the impacts of climate 

change in many cases (Bauer and Scholz, 2010; Ziervogel et al., 2008). The introduction of 
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maladaptation strategies as alternative livelihoods and income sources occur as a result of 

deterioration of climate-dependent livelihoods.  This stance justifies and reinforces Sub-Sahara 

Africa’s position in the comity of nations in working to secure a more sustainable future in the face 

of climate change. 

Sub-Saharan Africa on the International Climate Change Scene  

African countries have responded to global calls for action on climate change with laudable 

policy frameworks as well as other ancillary agreements and pacts with measures to lessen the 

impacts of climate change in SSA. Separate climate change programmes emanating from 

national climate change policies as well as associated conventions and agreements to which SSA 

countries are signatories have been enacted or implemented.  

Over the years, SSA countries have participated in several international efforts towards the 

management of global climate challenges. A few of such include the Montreal Protocol on 

substances that deplete the Ozone layer in 1989, the Rio Declaration on Environment and 

Development in 1992, the Kyoto Protocol to reduce man-made carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions in 

1997, the Copenhagen Accord on the specific actions to mitigate greenhouse gases in 2009, as 

well as the Doha Amendment for the Kyoto Protocol’s second commitment period  in 2012, and 

the recent Paris Agreement adopted in 2015, which has already been embraced by a number of 

countries in SSA. In most of these global pacts, Sub-Saharan Africa has prominently represented 

delegations, ostensibly to replicate the good practices of managing climate change on the 

continent.  

Furthermore, on 16 November 2016 in Geneva, Switzerland, seven African governments, namely 

Central African Republic, Côte d’Ivoire, Democratic Republic of Congo, Ghana, Liberia, the 

Republic of Congo, and Sierra Leone, consented to protect over 70% of Africa’s tropical forests 

from unsustainable palm oil development. Their confirmed intent, as was put by Nick Hurd, the UK 

Minister of State for Climate Change and Industry, is to secure sustainable employment and 

livelihoods, as well as support food security in the region, and prevent environmental degradation 

and greenhouse gas emissions from deforestation (Hall, 2016). Despite these commitments, 

implementation is stymied on the African continent. This is because, in most cases, the policy 

frameworks, though bear relevance to developmental projects, are not wholly integrated into 

national development programmes (OECD, 2009; Watkiss and Cimato, 2016). 

Other climate change initiatives, which have primarily emanated from these and auxiliary global 

pacts, include: the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), the REDD+ mechanism for Reducing 

Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation as well as Forest Conservation and Carbon 

Stock Enhancement, the European Unions’ forest Law Enforcement Governance and Trade-

Voluntary Partnership Agreement (FLEGT/VPA) in the forest sector, Natural Resources and 

Environmental Governance (NREG) programmes, as well as the promotion of Green-growth 

economic efforts to eradicate poverty, diseases and squalor for sustainable development. The 

aforementioned initiatives and programmes have their avowed aims of ensuring the realization of 

National Adaptation and Mitigation Strategies (NAMS) in Sub-Saharan African countries.  

According to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), as of the 

19th of April, 2017, 41 of the 165 global (Intended) Nationally Determined Contributions ((I)NDC) 

submissions came from Sub-Saharan African countries. All have dutifully pledged, through their 

(I)NDC submissions, as requested by the Paris Agreement, to achieve a global greenhouse gas 

emissions reduction aimed at limiting global temperatures to well below 2ºC above pre-industrial 

levels as well as to enhance adaptation to the adverse climate impacts. These countries have 

submitted their NDC implementation strategy documents to the UNFCCC, with diverse emphasis on 

abating global climate change and fashioned local to national adaptation strategies. Many of 

their NDCs are being postured in conditional caveats, such as commitment outcomes with and 

without external support, with more ambitious contributions to be realized under international 

support scenarios.  

A careful scrutiny of most of the strategic contents of the (I)NDCs points to the fact that the 

realization of the targets is contingent on the support they would receive from external 

development partners and also from the global climate funds. These supports would be in the form 
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of technical and financial assistance. In the areas of external support, donor funding has been 

erratic. This is ostensibly due, largely, to the absence of sustainable strategies of fair and judicious 

resource management, without corruption and institutional bureaucracies and bottlenecks, in 

many African countries. The underlying causes, among others, include the particularly weak African 

countries’ state institutions for natural resource governance in the poorest countries. According to 

the high level experts (HLE) forum (2009), state institutions are weak and there is a lack of 

decentralized and bottom-up processes based on participation. This must be addressed for SSA 

countries to gain traction. Sustainability strategies from Sub-Sahara countries are required for 

national governments to take over from development partners including external donor agencies 

and countries. 

Unfortunately, historical antecedence points to plausible governmental neglect, under business as 

usual commitments, for current initiatives to combat climate change on the continent. However, 

more recently, some successful projects have been established to generate knowledge, and 

provide support and capacity building to assist the region in developing effective adaptation and 

mitigation measures. Quick mention could be made of the German Government funded West 

African Science Service Centre for climate change and Adapted Land Use (WASCAL) and the 

United Kingdom Department of International Development-funded Climate change Impact 

Research Capacity for Leadership Enhancement (CIRCLE) programmes, in addition to other well-

intentioned initiatives to facilitate Africa’s commitment to the fight against climate change.  

The Plausible Scenario of Sub-Saharan Africa’s Development under Climate Change  

It is important to emphasize that the population of Sub-Saharan Africa is projected to reach 1.7 

billion by 2050, and thus the development of agriculture in the sub-region is very crucial. This is 

particularly so regarding the need to safeguard rural employment and future food security (Shah et 

al., 2008) and for sustainable livelihoods. It is also pertinent to note that climate change has various 

cross-sectoral challenges apart from agriculture. Climate variability and change are seen as 

pervasive in the various key sectors upon which the economies of Sub-Saharan African countries 

are hinged, driving development. However, weak institutional and human capacities characterize 

the national efforts of most SSA countries in their preparedness and actions to integrate climate 

change issues into the development agenda (OECD, 2009).  

For far too long lip services have been paid to the need for policy strategies that would propel the 

sub-region from the developmental threats of poverty and disease plaguing the continent. There 

should no longer be any tardiness in the integration of climate change policies into national cross-

sectoral developmental programmes in Sub-Saharan Africa. This requires the use of climate 

change-dependent sustainable development models that would utilize national adaptation and 

mitigation planning scenarios. This is necessary due to the urgent call for accurate predictive 

models that would strengthen SSA arguments at global negotiations for environmental, climate 

change and equity issues (HLE, 2009). 

In this regard, it is imperative for SSA governments to build the requisite human and institutional 

capacities. Interaction with national and sub-regional multi-level stakeholders (MLS) in the area of 

climate change knowledge generation and use is essential for sound and balanced development. 

These efforts, of course, would warrant an overall national strategic commitment that incorporates 

climate change dimensions into implementation programmes in Sub-Saharan African countries. To 

successfully integrate climate change into the political, social, and economic dimensions of 

national to sub-regional development, it would be imperative to engage well-trained and 

resourced research and development institutions and structures.  

Conclusions  

While many Sub-Saharan African countries are committing on a formal level to mitigate and adapt 

to climate change, there is still a need to integrate climate change into the political, social and 

economic dimensions of national to sub-regional development in order to support sustainable 

development and generate real action. Sub-regional climate change policy harmonization and 

proven climate governance mechanisms could help motivate countries to initiate and undertake 

programmes under national climate change policies. Research and information generating and 

capacity building programmes can furthermore support the development of knowledge and 
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expertise in climate change science and policy for Sub-Saharan Africa. Data can then be 

integrated into multi or cross-sectoral development strategies, or used to inform policies targeting 

priority sectors of SSA economies, such as agriculture, which have the potential to benefit large 

proportions of the population.   
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