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Foreword from the editors

Nature-based solutions involve working with nature to address societal
challenges while promoting human wellbeing and biodiversity.

They can be classified as protection, sustainable management, restoration
and creation, and carried out in a variety of settings from natural or semi-
natural ecosystems, to farming and cultural landscapes, to highly
transformed environments like built or semi-built areas. They target a
variety of societal challenges — often simultaneously — including climate
change adaptation and mitigation, social and economic development,
water and food security, disaster risk reduction and environmental
degradation.

So, what is the problem?

As nature-based solutions become increasingly popular in policy and
practice, different groups — particularly in the Global South — are raising
concerns about their misuse or misguided application. Worse still is that,
despite any equitable intentions, many nature-based solutions still lead to
inequitable outcomes, particularly at local scales, and particularly for the
most vulnerable. These outcomes include negative impacts, fewer
benefits, and less or limited participation, recognition and respect.

In this book, we present a series of stories from Africa to illuminate the
factors that constrain or enable social equity in nature-based solutions.
These fictionalised stories are based on the experiences and reflections of
researchers and practitioners, and bring local voices to the fore.

The accompanying illustrations include reflections that capture what we see
as the space for action, and are based on a forthcoming systematic review
of the literature on this topic.

Our hope is that stories like these will help those working in research, policy

and practice to better consider how social equity can be achieved during
the design, planning and implementation of nature-based solutions.

@ desired goal

Social equity


https://doi.org/10.25375/uct.19354070.v1

A story of misguided tree planting in Madagascar

| look out on Madagascar’s Central Highlands. Golden green grasslands,
wetlands and forest patches. People farming and cattle grazing.

| smell the burnt grass. | feel the weight of my research equipment on my back.
It reminds me | need to get going. | look down at my two sediment cores,
safely contained. These hold the answer. Are the Central Highlands golden
green grasslands or lush forests?

It seems like colonial thinking persists across the presidency and the
government ministries in Madagascar. They assume that forests used to cover
the entire country, and that the grasslands are a consequence of degraded
forests. So a few years ago they started planting trees, particularly in the
Central Highlands, and banning the seasonal fires that keep the grass fresh.

Even sadder is that they're mostly planting pine and gum trees — exotic trees
that don’t belong here, and that badly affect the landscape.

This is unfortunate. Emerging research suggests that the grasslands are
wonderfully diverse and most certainly ancient, existing long before humans
appeared. These grasslands are adapted to fire and grazing; they need it for
their survival.

| look over towards two Malagasy herdsmen who have taken such an interest
in my work, and feel humbled. They have such deep-rooted knowledge of the
area and the grasslands. They have welcomed me, helped me. Without the
extra hands, | would never have been able to find the most suitable spots for
my research, let alone get these deep cores out of the wetlands.

Feeling grateful for their time and knowledge, | wave goodbye to them and to
my home, and start my journey back to my laboratory in South Africa. As | turn,
| feel a sense of urgency to get these cores under the microscope to really
know the nature of the landscape.

| think back to the rich stories | heard from the herdsman. They told me how
they need the grass for their zebu (cows) and use fire to stimulate grass growth
for grazing. They told me how the exotic trees were reducing the quality of the
honey they rely on from their native trees. They told me about the conflict that
ensued between them and the government.

It saddened me to hear how the government's tree planting programme and
ban on fire affects them, and how they weren’t involved in any tree-planting
decisions. | recall them wondering: “why can’t the government ask us to help
them?”

They also wanted to know what help my research might provide. This left me
with a huge sense of responsibility and a sinking feeling: “How can this
research lead to meaningful change?”



Equitable collaboration between governments, scientists, Indigenous Peoples and

local communities can reveal locally-appropriate nature-based solutions.

This area i¢
grascland and not

degraded forest.

Ule need fire and

grass for grazing.

Long before humans arrived, the Central Highlands of Madagascar
were dominated by open ecosystems, like grasslands, and probably
shaped by large grazers and natural fire.

Tree planting and fire bans are negatively affecting local
lives and livelihoods and causing conflict with officials.



| was 15 years old when my village in north-western Namibia became part of a
conservancy. The conservancy was set up to help our community benefit from
managing the land’s resources sustainably. The benefits include things like
jobs, skills, and money — things that provide immediate value, and possibly a
brighter future. But not all members of our community have received an equal
share of these benefits.

All conservancies are different, but for our community the main benefit has
been the employment of people as game guards. The game guards monitor
our area’s wildlife and record and report on any human-wildlife conflict or any
poaching.

My husband, father and older brother are game guards. Everyday they travel
far from our home to do this work. My role, along with the other women in our
village, is to manage the homestead and take care of the children. So it is not
acceptable for me to be away from home performing game guarding duties.
Though our family as a whole benefits from the income earned by the men,
only they acquire new skills, and only they feel more empowered.

Even if | was able to do this kind of work, I'm not sure | would want to, as it
doesn’t sound very interesting to me. | heard that a couple other
conservancies nearby have built lodges and that Himba women are employed
there as cleaners. But I'm not sure | would want to do this work either. | wish
there were more options available to me and to other women.

Us women are also left out of decisions about how the conservancy is
managed. These decisions are made by a committee in which we seldom

participate. Even if we could be elected to the committee — which I've heard
happens in some conservancies because of pressure from the government and
NGOs — we wouldn’t be able to say anything. In our culture, women are not
supposed to talk in the presence of men who are not their husbands.

For many years, being excluded like this has left me feeling powerless. But
recently it felt like something started to shift.

One of the conservation organisations that support our conservancy heard that
women in our community use a resin from the Omumbiri bushes to make
perfume and body cream. Sometimes we sell these products to women in
nearby communities, or give them away as gifts. But now the organisations are
helping us to sell this resin, which they call Namibian Myrhh, to other people in
Namibia, and even to people in other countries.

Having to harvest resin for this bigger market adds a bit of pressure to us, as
we still have to tend to our other responsibilities. And we also still wish we
could engage more deeply with the organisations involved and in the actual
governance of the conservancy.

But we do feel like we are finally reaping some personal benefits from the
conservancy. If the resin can be sold long into the future, and if our culture and
practices continue to be appropriately acknowledged and adopted, then this
might just be the start of something positive.
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A story of equity washing, corporates and forest concessions in Gabon

Recently in Gabon, something quite usual happened. The government gave
another foreign-owned development company a 70-year lease to forest land.
Indigenous Peoples and local communities live on this land, and rely on its
natural resources. They have customary rights to the land, but no formal rights
or land ownership.

Indeed, over half of Gabon’s vast forested area is managed by foreign-owned
private actors under the country’s commonly-used forest concession model.
And conflicts between the private actors and local communities are
commonplace, with pervasive disputes mostly relating to the ways that the land
use restricts people’s livelihoods and rights.

But wait, was something different this time? This foreign-owned development
company spoke of climate-smart and sustainable development that would
integrate the needs and voices of local communities. Among their plans, they
described large-scale nature-based solutions that included carbon sequestration
and conservation. They expressed willingness to follow Gabon’s progressive
national laws that give local communities the right to participate in forest
management decisions. They said they intended to follow international best
practices around participatory forestry management and Free Prior Informed
Consent*. They even established a collaborative team of researchers to help
them adhere to these practices, and talked of consulting local NGOs for
culturally-sound community engagement.

It seemed like things were going well and that the company had the potential
to follow a progressive approach towards inclusive governance. So why did

their seemingly positive intentions and willingness to consult not materialise?

Well, it can be especially difficult to achieve equitable consent and participation
processes in places scarred by an inequitable past.

* Definition on Page 22

In Gabon, foreign-owned forest concessions perpetuate the patterns of
colonialism. The state typically leases forests to foreign companies without first
consulting the people that live there.

The development company also didn’t have the capacity to address these
existing and complex inequities. Nor did they seriously try to develop it. They
faced many challenges during their efforts to build relationships and to set up
participatory processes with local communities, but they didn't allocate enough
time and resources to deal with these challenges and operationalise the Free
Prior Informed Consent requirements.

Today it's difficult to see how this concession will deliver equitable and inclusive
development benefits for Indigenous Peoples and local communities. After all,
there are no consequences for failing to achieve equity, and no real
mechanisms for the development company to be held accountable. Yet, the
development company still uses their intended vision of equity to boost their
corporate profile, with claims about delivering inclusive socio-economic
development sitting proudly on their website today.

Unfortunately, across the world, this story is fairly typical of forest concessions
managed by the private sector. And local communities frequently become
voiceless victims. Where possible, they mobilise to actively protest against
interventions framed as nature-based solutions that don’t deliver on the
equitable outcomes they promise.

In Gabon, there remains hope for a transition towards a more equitable future
in land-use management, where climate solutions, development goals, and rural
livelihood security are all priorities. But for this to happen, a lot needs to change
in national resource-governance policies and frameworks and in private
company practices.



Achieving social equity goals in nature-based solutions requires multi-dimensional
capacity and adequate time and budgets, particularly in contexts with complex inequities.

In Gabon, foreign-owned forest concessions
perpetuate the patterns of colonialism and
inequality. Here, communities are protesting

against so-called nature-based solutions that L
strip communities of their rights to land and /¥
natural resources. e
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The private sector
seldom delivers on its
equitable intentions,
yet companies still use
their intended visions
of equity to boost their
corporate profiles.
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There remains hope for a transition for a more equitable future in land-use
management in Gabon, but this will require a radical change in government
and private company policies and practices.
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A story of tree clearing and job (un)sustainability in South Africa

| rise early in my home in Kylemore, South Africa. Our simple two-roomed home
is on a dusty street with little greenery. It has been my family home for two
generations. But we have older ties to the area, with family stories of struggle,
slavery and freedom.

Today, the valley remains divided. The nearby wealthy town of Stellenbosch is
driving the demand for property, and pushing up our local rates and taxes. We
can barely afford to pay our bills.

At least | have work. For now.

As | rush to leave the house | worry about leaving my children. My middle child
attends the local government school, but my youngest is too young for school
and my eldest has dropped out. We need money for food so | cannot stay
home with them. | can’t afford child care either. | just have to trust they will be
fine.

Working along the river and in the mountains brings calm to my challenging life.
I'm part of an environmental public works team that cuts down invasive, exotic
trees. We have been well trained by our manager, who cares deeply for our
team. She has explained why the work we do is important for our community
and for the natural plants and animals, and that it keeps the rivers flowing.

| am also able to bring in a small income for my family, feed my children and see
to their immediate needs. My work has a positive impact on my whole
household. | can feel the change in the atmosphere.

There is a crack next to me in the fynbos as my friend and colleague snaps a
branch while she clears and stacks exotic tree debris behind the chainsaw crew.

Working alongside others from my community has brought new friendships,
comfort and support. Out here, with the sounds of nature, | work peacefully.

But, the money isn't great and the lack of job security disempowers me. | do
not know if | will still have my job in a month from now, or in six months from
now. There have also been times when the government has paid us very late.
Our manager does her best to keep things going, to find money to tide us over.

| do feel as though this work can open up doors for me in future. But | am not
sure how to find or create these opportunities.



Jobs in nature-based solutions should be sustainable, have fair and reliable income,
and promote skills that are transferable to other decent work opportunities.
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But the people doing the work typically have no other sources of income,
no legacies of privilege, and are the sole providers for their families. For a
time they can meet their needs, but ultimately they are disempowered by
unreliable wages and a lack of work security.




13

A story of misaligned expectations and realities in sustainable grazing in Botswana

The pastoralist communities living in Botswana’s Okavango Delta rely on cattle
for their livelihoods. But droughts and contagious diseases affect the cattle’s
health and survival, and cattle are killed by lions that roam freely.

NGOs have stepped in to help. Replicating acclaimed programmes from
elsewhere in southern Africa, they have pooled all the cattle from multiple local
families into one large communal herd. This makes it easier to control where
and when the cattle graze, and gives the landscape a chance to restore and
regenerate. Having one large herd instead of many smaller ones also makes it
easier to keep the animals safe from lions, and to administer medicine and
vaccines.

The NGOs have also established a lion-alert system to warn families when lions
are approaching their cattle, built lion-proof movable enclosures (kraals), and
installed mobile quarantine camps to screen animals for diseases locally.

But the NGOs are not only interested in managing livestock sustainably and
restoring rangelands. They also want to improve pastoralist livelihoods and -
ultimately — help rural people find their way out of poverty. So they have trained
community members to be cattle herders, and are trying to ensure that the
cattle can be sold at higher prices and at more accessible markets.

So, how have things been going? Well...there have been ups and downs.

An ‘up’ is that community members feel positive about the support from the
NGOs. With their cattle looked after by herders, they say they have more time
to tend to their homesteads, and grow and manage crops further afield. They
say that the youngsters who would have done the herding previously, are now
able to attend school instead.

But the communities do not feel better off in every respect.

They say there are not enough herders for this large herd, and cattle often
wander off. The families who bear the costs of these losses have not always
been told about the missing animals. They say the bunching up of so many
cattle in one kraal has made diseases spread more prolifically than before, and
that medical care has not always been accessible. They say that even with the
rotational grazing, there is not enough grass, and their animals are thin and
difficult to sell.

It saddens the NGOs to hear these things. This is not what they set out to
achieve. But they face many constraints.

With disease still rife among the herd, they have had to carry the continued
costs of providing medicine for sick animals. Keeping up with these costs
alongside the costs of other activities has been difficult. To make matters worse,
the government hasn’t always been able to help them in agreed ways.

The NGOs know that many of their goals will take years, if not decades, to
achieve. They know that they need long-term support for their activities and
innovations, and to maintain the trust so carefully built with local communities.

But financing that allows true innovation is hard to come by, and the NGOs
have to compete with many other groups for the same pots of money. So they
worry that being completely honest about these contextual realities and ups
and downs could jeopardise their chances of securing appropriate and
sustained funding.



Implementers of nature-based solutions should work together to shift uncontextualised
funder expectations in a way that centres the needs of the most vulnerable.
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A story of informal, community-driven innovation in Namibia

Thirty years ago | wouldn’t go close to the river near my home in Okuryangava — a
small peri-urban informal settlement in Windhoek, Namibia. Here the stench of litter,
rotting animals, faeces, and industrial pollution from far upstream made it difficult to
breathe. It made us sick.

Just around the corner, in wealthier areas, public rivers and green spaces were clean
and pleasant, and people could enjoy them. It is unthinkable that this unfairness was
once the norm.

| take a short detour along the riverbed and smell the clean air while | think about
the interview | had with a local newspaper earlier today.

Reporter: Why was it once so hard for the municipality to redress the inequalities in
green spaces?

Me: Decades back, even if the municipality was aware of the inequalities, it was
simply easier and more cost effective to install and maintain green spaces in
wealthier areas. There were no incentives to do anything differently. This of course
just reinforced the deep-rooted inequality caused by past racial and economic
segregation.

Reporter: What was the turning point?

Me: Well, we were facing increasing risk of drought, heat and intense rainfall. We
wanted to become more resilient to these climate changes, and across Namibia
people were using nature-based solutions to do so. By then, despite having no land
rights, many of us were already pioneering our own nature-based solutions. We
replaced sandy spaces with water-friendly gardens. We used drought-tolerant plants

to beautify the space, and to help absorb rainwater. We grew reed beds to filter
greywater and connect river corridors. We planted indigenous trees along roads and
in public spaces to create shade and shelter from the wind. We used small-scale
agriculture to grow our own food and keep the soil healthy. But we didn’t have a lot
of money and resources. We didn’t own any land. We realised that if we wanted to
take things further, we would need people to see how our innovations were giving
the poorest and most vulnerable people access to clean, natural green spaces.

Reporter: How did you change the status quo?

Me: We launched something called the Social Nature Innovation Hub, and used it as
a place where people from the government, informal settlements, and wealthy areas
could meet and learn about each other's lives and needs. Here they could share
ideas about how nature-based solutions could be designed and implemented in
equitable ways. Amazingly, these discussions inspired new partnerships and creative
thinking, and gave power and voice to everyone in the room. This changed
everything. In the years since then we have seen many transformations to our city
and country that have improved the lives of the most vulnerable. We have also seen
changes to the ways that land rights and land ownership are recognised.

After this interview | feel even more motivated to continue building leadership within
our community. | take one look back at the river, feeling refreshed, and head home.



In Namibian cities, nature-based solutions
and clean green spaces are installed in
: affluent suburbs, perpetuating existing
. ' spatial inequalities.
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A story of building capabilities for participation in land management in South Africa

Participatory governance. This is where everyone gets to have a say in the way
things are decided and managed. It sounds so good. So promising. But how is it
achieved?

A few years back, a project focused on sustainable land management began in
the grasslands of South Africa. It aimed to use knowledge from everyone living
and working in the area to collectively figure out how the land could be better
managed.

The project manager spoke the local language and had a shared background to
the local people. She knew that families had lived there for generations and had
deep knowledge about the landscape. She spent time getting to know the
community, and gaining their trust.

The project team held various meetings and workshops where local rural
community members participated alongside others from government, NGOs
and civil society. The workshop facilitators worked hard to make all participants
feel respected, heard and valued. The process gave everyone a chance to speak
and listen, and everyone’s knowledge and ideas were considered.

In the process, some embedded inequities came to light.

Some of these inequities were impossible to address. For example, some
participants attended the workshop as part of their jobs, and their employers
covered their costs. But participants from the local community had no such
support, and there was no way to compensate them for their time or lost
income.

Other inequities could be addressed in at least some, if not all, ways. For
example, all the workshop material was presented in both English and isiXhosa,
the local language, so that everyone could follow along. But there were some
key terms that didn’t have isiXhosa counterparts. This made it difficult for the
non-English speakers to fully understand some of the concepts being discussed,
and to participate in discussions in a meaningful way.

The project team saw these language differences as a major barrier to
meaningful participatory governance. They wanted local community
participants to be as involved in governance structures and processes as the
other participants. So they turned their attention to creating a common
language and common capabilities among all involved.

These efforts worked very well, but they took time. And when the project’s
funding came to an end, it remained unclear whether there were accessible
institutional spaces where people could put their new capabilities to use.

But what was made clear is what it takes to achieve meaningful participation.

There is hope that future projects and programmes can be built on this
project’s foundation. There is also hope that local community participants who
were part of this project can pass on their capabilities to others, and can help
drive equitable participatory governance in the process.
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A story of locally-led teaching in complex decision making in Zimbabwe

| gaze happily at my livestock and my productive and biodiversity-rich land. |
cannot believe how much healthier my animals are, and how healthy my crops
look, not to mention all the birds and insects flying about. | think back to the
journey that led me to this day.

Ten years ago, in my home in the Hwange District of Zimbabwe, we had some
Inspiring visitors.

Past visitors had come and gone. They had wanted our time and our
knowledge. They had held meetings and workshops. Sometimes they called
these participatory, but they never really were. We worked with them because
we hoped for something in return: money, infrastructure, education. But these
things rarely came in a form that gave us any lasting wellbeing.

These new visitors were different. They spent their time teaching people —
children, adults, other teachers — how to successfully consider the complexity of
everyday decisions.

At first, | was hesitant to engage. But the new visitors were so passionate that |
decided to join. | will never forget how empowered and respected | felt, and
how wonderful it was to learn a new way of making decisions. | was so inspired
that | used my standing as a trusted community member to mobilise broader
interest.

Rather than planning for one risk at a time, we began to consider all our social,
financial and ecological risks at the same time. We considered how these risks
were intertwined with each other, and how our individual risks intertwine with

our community risks. We considered whether responding to one risk could
worsen the impacts of another, today and into the future.

This process gave us the building blocks we needed to make empowered
decisions for our community, and for our families.

For example, when external offers of support came our way, we could now
better determine how to harness them in ways that were appropriate for us.
When people asked us to participate in events, or suggested we adopt certain
actions or practices, we were empowered to decide whether or not to
participate, and to negotiate clear terms for our engagement.

News of our positive outcomes spread fast, from village to village, region to
region. Soon, people living hundreds of kilometres away wanted to make more
holistic decisions and improve their lives too.

So | travelled with other teachers from my community, and with the new visitors
(now my trusted colleagues and friends), and we trained other local champions
who took the new knowledge back to their own communities.

And just like us, all of these communities now feel more empowered, and that
their lives and outlooks have greatly improved.
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Further information

A story of misguided tree planting in Madagascar

This story is based on reflections from Andriantsilavo H.l. Razafimanantsoa, a paleoecologist from
Madagascar. The story was fictionalised by Andriantsilavo, Petra Holden, and Tali Hoffman. For
scientific reading please see: Razafimanantsoa 2021; Phelps et al., 2022; and

Solofondranohatra et al., 2020.

A story of gender norms and conservancies in Namibia

This story is based on reflections from Meed Mbidzo, a conservation scientist from Namibia. The
story was fictionalised by Meed, Petra Holden, and Tali Hoffman.

A story of equity washing, corporates and forest concessions in Gabon

This story is based on reflections from Ida N.S. Djenontin and Kate Gannon, human-environment
geographers originally from Benin and the United Kingdom, respectively. The story was
fictionalised by Ida, Kate, Petra Holden, and Tali Hoffman. For scientific reading please see
Legault and Cochrane 2021.

International requirements Free Prior Informed Consent (Source: FAO)

and best practices for
participatory forest management

Free: voluntary and without coercion, intimidation, manipulation or
externally-imposed timelines. Self directed by the community from
whom consent is being sought.

Prior: well before the commencement of activities is authorised.

Participatory forestry management (Source: FAQ)
Informed: ongoing accessible, clear, consistent, accurate, constant,

Processes and mechanisms that enable people with a direct transparent, locally and culturally appropriate information.

stake in forest resources to be part of decision-making in all

aspects of forest management, from managing resources Consent: collective decision made by the rightsholders and reached
to formulating and implementing institutional frameworks. through a customary decision-making process.

A story of tree clearing and job (un)sustainability in South Africa

This story is based on reflections from Alanna J. Rebelo and Karen Esler, conservation ecologists from
South Africa, and was fictionalised by Alanna and Karen and edited by Petra Holden, and Tali Hoffman.
For scientific reading please see du Plessis et al.,_2021. For related grey literature and communication
material please see Rebelo and Esler 2023 and Rebelo et al., 2022. The photo in the illustration was
taken by Alanna J. Rebelo.

A story of misaligned expectations and realities in sustainable grazing in
Botswana
This story is based on reflections from Glynis Humphrey, an interdisciplinary researcher. The story was

fictionalised by Glynis, Petra Holden, and Tali Hoffman. For scientific reading please see Heermans et
al., 2021. The photo in the illustration was taken by Glynis Humphrey.

A story of informal, community-driven innovation in Namibia

This story is based on reflections from Jessica P.R. Thorn, a sustainable development scientist from
Namibia. The story was fictionalised by Jessica, Petra Holden, and Tali Hoffman. For scientific reading

please see: Giombini and Thorn 2022; Hejnowicz and Thorn 2022; Thorn et al., 2021; Wijesinghe and
Thorn, 2022. For related policy briefs and posters please see Thorn et al., 2021 and Thorn et al., 2020.

A story of building capabilities for participation in land management in
South Africa

This story is based on reflections from Nosiseko Mtati, a project manager from South Africa. The story
was fictionalised by Nosiseko, Petra Holden, and Tali Hoffman. For scientific reading please see Palmer
et al., 2022. The photo in the illustration was taken by Nosiseko Mtati.

A story of locally-led teaching in complex decision making in Zimbabwe

This story is based on reflections from Sarah Savory and Vinyani Ndlovu, teachers from Zimbabwe. The
story was fictionalised by Sarah, Vinyani, Petra Holden, and Tali Hoffman.
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https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2020.0598
https://doi.org/10.3390/land10040420
https://www.fao.org/forestry/participatory/90732/en/
https://www.fao.org/indigenous-peoples/our-pillars/fpic/en/#:~:text=Free%2C%20Prior%2C%20and%20Informed%20Consent,universal%20right%20to%20self%2Ddetermination.
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