
Context

Land is the most important asset for households that 
depend on agriculture for their livelihoods. Access to 
land is a basic requirement for farming, and control over 
land is synonymous with wealth, status, and power. In a 
continent where almost 70% of the population depends 
on agriculture, there is a real need to secure inclusive and 
sustainable access, use and control of the land in Africa. 

Land tenure in Africa has diverse landscapes, ecologies, 
and climatic zones. A range of livelihood systems have 
developed to fi t these diverse ecosystems, including      
nomadic pastoralism, silvo-pastoralism, harvesting forest 
products, shifting cultivation, sedentary farming, fi shing or 
combinations of the above. These livelihood systems have 
depended on communities managing and nurturing the 
land and natural resources sustainably from generation 
to generation. Land is thus deeply valued by many African 
societies, not just as an economic asset but also as a source 
of cultural identity and spiritual reverence.      
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The attractiveness of African land to both domestic and foreign 
investors, coupled with vague, overlapping and often poorly enforced 
land laws, has left rural communities across the continent vulnerable 
to land grabs. Powerful private investors working in conjunction with 
local businesses and political elites are often behind these land grabs . 
Women and youth, already disadvantaged in terms of land access and 
control, are the worst impacted     . 

Land degradation has emerged as one of our century’s most pressing 
environmental challenges. It is estimated that 25% of the global total 
land area is already degraded [1], currently aff ecting more than 2.7 
billion people in drylands and potentially triggering migration [2]. 
Climate change, environmental degradation, and natural disasters are 
some push factors of cross-border displacement.

Soil degradation and erosion in Sub-Saharan Africa is considered one 
of the root causes of stagnating or declining agricultural productivity 
and the provision of further ecosystem services. It has been estimated 
that of the approximately 494 million ha of land in Africa aff ected by 
soil degradation, 46 per cent is aff ected by water erosion, 38 per cent 
by wind erosion, 12 per cent by chemical degradation and four per cent 
by physical degradation.

Drylands cover 40% of the world’s land area and support two billion 
people, 90% of whom live in developing countries where women and 
children are most vulnerable to the impacts of land degradation and 
drought [7]. Addressing land degradation can support the livelihoods of 
3.2 billion people across the globe who depend on land and associated 
resources, and can strengthen the global climate system [8]. 

Land degradation is projected to continue, and most land use-induced 
degradation is forecast to happen in sub-Saharan Africa and negatively 
aff ect agricultural productivity.  

The health of ecosystems in all biomes, including the health of land 
specifi cally, biodiversity conservation and climate change are intimately 
connected. Maintaining or improving the function of ecosystems 
improves habitats; this has a positive impact on biodiversity, land 
quality and livelihoods. Beyond its fertility status, which is important for 
agricultural and rangeland productivity, the overall positive impact on 
land includes its ability to sequester and store carbon. Further, degrading 
land leads to carbon emissions and the destruction of habitats, which 
are important for biodiversity conservation and maintaining ecosystem 
services. 

The agriculture sector is highly vulnerable to the impact of climate 
change. This is compounded by high reliance on rain-fed agriculture 
(95% of cropland is rainfed) and limited investment, especially among 
small-scale farmers. Climate change impacts terrestrial ecosystems and 
land use, driving desertifi cation, land degradation and biodiversity loss. 
This results in reduced crop productivity, increased livestock mortality, 
decreased fodder and pasture availability, reduced fi sheries catch, and 
lower revenues, leading to food insecurity. Of the total undernourished 



in 2018, 256.5 million lived in Africa (FAO 2018). Climate projections show 
that extreme weather events will increase risks of food insecurity through 
increases in food prices, reduced food diversity and reduced income for 
agricultural and fi sheries livelihoods, preventing the achievement of UN 
SDG 2 by 2030 (IPCC 2022). This will further lead to reduced ecosystem 
goods and services, such as signifi cant losses of many African plant 
species, a decline in the productivity of inland fi sheries, and a reduction 
of natural coastal protection. Rainfall distribution, pattern and intensity 
are already aff ecting farmers, with severe consequences for smallholder 
farmers, and indigenous and local communities, who are also aff ected 
more severely by fl ooding and drought. 

State of play
Africa is the world’s second-largest landmass, with a total land area 
of approximately 30.7 million square kilometers and 60% of the world’s 
arable land. Africa’s land is critically important as an impending 
source of greenhouse gas emissions and a climate solution integrating 
adaptation and mitigation actions. As climate change continues 
to become an important driver of land degradation, the resilience 
of agro-ecosystems and, therefore, agricultural production systems 
become compromised [9]. Between 2000 and 2009, land degradation 
was responsible for annual global emissions of 3.6-4.4 billion tons of CO2 
- owing to deforestation and forest degradation, drying and burning 
of peatlands, and insuffi  cient return of organic matter to the soil [10]. 
The need to address these staggering levels of emissions cannot be 
overemphasized. To this end, agriculture is among the important target 
sectors in the Nationally Determined Contributions agenda to reduce 
carbon emissions.  

The land use sector is key to global long-term goal of the Paris Agreement, 
which can be attained through conservation, restoration and improved 
land management actions in forest, wetlands and agricultural land. 

With almost 70% of people involved as smallholders farmers and food 
producers [11], agriculture remains critically important to sustaining 
livelihoods in Africa. Calls such as contained in the Maputo and Malabo 
Declarations to increase national budgetary allocations to 10% to 
sustain annual agricultural GDP growth of at least 6% have sought to 
industrialize agricultural production systems on the continent. Huge 
amounts of land, energy and water are needed in industrial agriculture – 
leading to soil erosion and compaction, eutrophication of water bodies, 
the pollution of air, water and soil. Overall, environmental impacts 
associated with industrial agriculture include: deforestation, climate 
change, irrigation problems (salinization, depletion of underground 
water reservoirs), pollutants, soil degradation and waste disposal.

In the context of Africa, it should be noted that agriculture produces 
more greenhouse gas emissions than any other sector in the sub-
Saharan region [12].  This relates to the Koronivia Joint Work on 
Agriculture (KJWA) - landmark decision under the United Nations 



Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) that recognizes 
the unique potential of agriculture in tackling climate change. It was 
agreed upon at the 23rd session of the UNFCCC Conference of Parties 
(COP 23). KJWA emphasized sustainable land and water management 
and scaling up resilient and sustainable production in agricultural 
systems, as well as: i) the importance of sustainable land and water 
management for agriculture; ii) the need to scale up approaches in 
an inclusive and participatory way; iii) the multiple societal benefi ts 
of implementing sustainable approaches in agriculture; and iv) the 
importance of increased access to international resources, such as 
fi nance, capacity building, and technology development and transfer. 
Thus, KJWA is related to soils, nutrient use, water, livestock, methods 
for assessing adaptation, and the socio-economic and food security 
dimensions of climate change across the agricultural sectors [13]. 

Within the context of this state of play, there are eff orts to ensure 
agriculture continues to feed the masses while safeguarding ecosystem 
goods and services on agricultural production landscapes. One way is 
through supporting smallholder farmers, who constitute the largest 
private sector group in African agriculture [14] with production systems 
underpinned by principles of agroecology as detailed below.

Agroecology and climate action on land
Agroecology is an appropriate response to climate change for farmers 
and has the potential to inherently build resilience and reduce the 
sensitivity of small-scale farmers to climatic hazards. 

Agroecology provides a holistic land use and natural resources 
management approach that considers soil health and biodiversity 
conservation. It promotes agricultural biodiversity by promoting 
crop diversity with special emphasis on crops adapted to climate 
stresses, such as sorghum, millet, cassava and cowpeas. The IPCC 
Working group II of the Sixth global assessment has acknowledged 
that Agroecological and conservation agriculture practices, such as 
intercropping, integration of legumes, mulching and incorporation of 
crop residues, enhances household food security and improves the 
health status of both humans and ecosystems.  Agroecology promotes 
the use of organic manure, compost, mulches and nitrogen-fi xing trees, 
enabling soils to hold moisture for long periods, mitigating the impacts 
of droughts and reducing soil erosion. Agroecology seeks to promote the 
social cohesion of small-scale farmers by establishing and supporting 
community seedbanks and self-help groups, strengthening solidarity 
and thereby enhancing resilience. Agroecology can contribute to the 



COP 26 decision to secure global net zero by mid-century and keep 
to 1.5 degrees of warming by halting and reversing forest loss and land 
degradation by 2030 and encouraging investment in renewables. 

Additionally, agroecology is a cost-effi  cient response to climate hazards 
and allows the participation of women and youths. COP 26 noted with 
concern that the current provision of climate fi nance for adaptation 
remains insuffi  cient to respond to worsening climate change impacts 
in developing countries. Climate action on land requires scaling up 
fi nance with special recognition of the rights of women and youths.  

Indigenous and local knowledge and practices, including existing 
carbon storage mechanisms, are critical for improving climate 
mitigation and adaptation potential on land in the most appropriate 
way. Engaging local communities in identifying technologies that 
promote multiple co-benefi ts of climate intervention is essential for 
sustainable development.

High impacts of climate action on land in Africa will likely be achieved 
through building climate-resilient agricultural systems. This will reduce 
vulnerability to extreme weather events. Agroecology has the potential 
to build the resilience of agricultural systems. Additionally, climate 
information systems and early warning systems that combine scientifi c 
and indigenous knowledge will be vital in providing reliable, cost-
eff ective climate information.

Recognizing community land rights: 
enabling community land use and 
climate action on land

Insecure land tenure aff ects the ability of people, communities, and 
organisations to make changes to land that can advance adaptation 
and mitigation. Similarly, limited recognition of customary access 
to land and land ownership can result in increased vulnerability and 
decreased adaptive capacity [15]. Insecure tenure often results in 
inadequate investment in maintaining soil capital [16]. Communities 
with recognised land rights are likely to use land more sustainably. 
Therefore, strengthening community land rights provides an opportunity 
for communities to play a role in climate action on land. 

Tenure insecurity ranges from lack of land titles, short-term tenancy 



contracts and lack of transferability to the risk of expropriation or 
eviction. Enforcing customary tenure rights can, therefore, incentivise 
land users to adopt sustainable land-management practices, while 
enabling compensation claims when land changes hands [17].  In the 
absence of tenure rights, global efforts are undermined to protect, 
sustainably manage, and restore ecosystems essential to realising 
global climate, biodiversity, and sustainable development goals.  

Seeking opportunities for community land rights needs to recognise that 
communities have long stewarded forests and biodiversity hotspots 
and, in this regard, contributed to keeping carbon in trees and in the 
ground. Evidence from research [18] reveals that lands managed by 
local peoples with secure rights experience lower rates of deforestation 
[19], store more carbon [20], hold more biodiversity, and benefit more 
people than lands managed by either public or private entities. Despite 
these critical contributions to the global environment, communities only 
have legal ownership of 10% of the world’s lands, rendering vulnerable 
the community livelihoods, forests, and biodiversity hotspots that 
communities protect [21]. The vulnerability of forests and biodiversity 
hotspots increases the chances of carbon emissions.

Therefore, it is imperative to secure community land rights to create 
and strengthen an enabling environment to support community 
members’ contribution to curbing carbon emissions and protecting 
forests and biodiversity hotspots.  Clarification of land tenure and 
tenure security enhances the adoption of sustainable agricultural 
practices and consequently reduces vulnerability. Additionally, it should 
be reemphasized that Sustainable land management can contribute 
to reducing the negative impacts of multiple stressors, including climate 
change, on ecosystems and societies [22] – and communities as land 
users in Africa have a role to play in climate action on land. 

Sustainable use of biodiversity, conservation agriculture, reduced 
deforestation, land and watershed restoration, rainwater harvesting, 
and well-planned reforestation can have multiple benefits for 
adaptation and mitigation [9], including water security, food security, 
biodiversity, soil conservation and local surface cooling.

Protection of the rights of indigenous peoples can have adaptive 
benefits, in particular through the protection of land tenure rights and 
doing so will protect indigenous peoples’ lands and resources from 
overconsumption, secure the recognition of their cultural stewardship 
over the environment, provide the financial incentive for land 
stewardship and promote the application of their unique knowledge on 
the sustainable development of that land and its preservation [9].

It should also be noted that women’s land rights, especially rural African 
women, are often disadvantaged by traditional, patriarchal decision-
making processes and lack of access to land – issues compounded 
by kinship systems, migrant status, age, type of household, livelihood 
orientation and disability in determining their adaptive options [9]. 
Limited access to agricultural resources and limited benefits from 
agricultural policies, compounded by other social and cultural factors, 
make women more vulnerable to climatic risks. 



Recognise that agroecology puts farmers and vulnerable communities •	
at the centre, a pro-planet approach to food production underpinned 
by a philosophy of harmony among human and other-than-human 
beings and that a transition to agroecology can help mitigate and 
adapt to climate change.

Increase financial support for more sustainable, locally appropriate, •	
cost-effective approaches to improving agricultural productivity, 
health, nutrition, environmental sustainability, food security and 
sovereignty, among others, in the context of increased climate 
change. This must prioritise actions that promote sustainable land 
management systems and integrate agroecology. This will build      
resilience and reduce  the vulnerability of rural communities to the 
impacts of climate change

Given the various impacts and cost-effectiveness of investments on •	
land, resource mobilisation and financial infrastructure need to reflect 
value-for-money when invested in programs that have the potential to 
yield triple-level benefits for land, biodiversity, and climate change.

Transition to a low-carbon and climate-resilient development •	
pathway by integrating adaptation and mitigation opportunities in 
national development plans, Nationally Determined Contributions, 
and National Adaptation Plans. 

Coordinate different economic sectors to  ensure that development •	
gains in some sectors do not defeat efforts in other sectors to 
curb carbon emissions and improve sustainable environmental 
management. Governments need to use appropriate policy tools, 
including regulatory, economic and information instruments, at their 
disposal to promote low-carbon transitions. Where they don’t exist, 
they should be formulated and implemented. 

Engage local communities in identifying technologies that promote •	
multiple co-benefits of climate interventions. For instance, promote 
integrated water resource management and strengthen traditional 
authorities and Indigenous knowledge systems in water catchment 
management. 

Enforce environmental standards and regulations to ensure reduced •	
emissions, including eliminating subsidies for fossil fuel exploration 
and production, especially coal, and capturing the value of forest 
ecosystem services in public and private decision-making.

Improve investments in production systems in important sectors •	
to ensure reduced carbon emissions, seizing the low-carbon 
opportunities.

Restore and rehabilitate degraded agricultural land using sustainable •	
land management options that promise to raise small-scale farmer 
incomes, reduce vulnerability, strengthen national food security, and 
reduce emissions related to agriculture, forestry, and land use.

Heterogeneity of Africa’s ecosystems needs to be considered for any •	
interventions to achieve effective and appropriate preservation, 
restoration and management of land. Afforestation initiatives 
targeting exotic trees are likely to increase farmers’ vulnerability 
through reduced flow of ecosystem services that they are culturally 
linked to over generations.  

Establish robust integrated land-use planning and reform tenure •	
systems.

Key recommendations to African 
states
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