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OUTLINE OF THE STUDY OF THE STATE OF THE

ENVIRONMENT IN AFRICA

Preamble

To be undertaken jointly with the Regional Office for Africa ofthe United Nations

Environment Programme (UNEP), as a contribution to the output requested by the African

Ministerial Conference Environment (AMCEN) under the title: Africa Regional Environment

Outlook.

Objectives

1. Keep regularly under review the state, conditions and trends of the environment in Africa, as well

as emerging environmental issues, and promote public access to that information, as a basis for

policy development, programmatic responses, and action to achieve environmental security and

sustainability.

2. Build a solid information basis for environmental policy-making and development.

Key components

• Sub-regional assessments.

• Regional integration of sub-regional assessments.

• Consultations on the African Environment Outlook as part of the Third issue of the Global

Environment Outlook (GEO 3).

• Preparation and review of drafts of the African Environment Outlook.

• Production and distribution ofthe African Environment Outlook

• Commissioning studies on critical issues of concern to Africa.

Annotated outline

Introduction

I. Social and Economic Conditions

Poverty and environmental degradation are linked in a vicious circle in which people

cannot afford to take proper care ofthe environment. Poverty has been and remains a

major cause and consequence of environmental degradation and resource depletion.

Currently almost 40 per cent of people in sub-saharan Africa live below the poverty

line, and both income poverty and human poverty are increasing (UNDP 1997).

According to current projections, Africa is the only continent on which poverty is

expected to rise during the next century (UNDP 1998, UNEP 1999).

II. Land and Food

Land is the critical resource and the basis for survival for most people. Agriculture

contributes about 40 per cent of regional GDP and employs more than 60 per cent of

the labour force (World Bank 1998). Land degradation is a serious problem

throughout Africa, threatening economic and physical survival. Key issues include

escalating soil erosion, declining fertility, salinization, soil compaction, agrochemical

pollution and desertification.



III. Forests

The forests of Africa cover 520 million hectares and constitute more than 17 per cent
ofthe world's forests. Forests play an important economic role in many countries.

Forest products provide 6 per cent ofGDP in the region. Africa's forests are
threatened by a combination of factors including improper utilization and
management, agricultural expansion, commercial harvesting, increased firewood
collection, inappropriate land and tree tenure regimes, heavy livestock grazing, and

accelerated urbanization.

IV. Bio-diversity

Africa has a large and diverse heritage of flora and fauna. The continent is home to
more than 50 000 known plant species, 1000 mammal species, and 1500 bird species.
This large and diverse biological heritage is at risk in the continent. Many species
have already been reported as extinct in the last few decades. Many other species are

now under threat of extinction or are seriously endangered.

V. Water resources

While Africa uses only about 4 per cent of its renewable freshwater resources (WRI,
UNEP and WB 1998), water is becoming one ofthe most critical natural resource

issues The continent is one ofthe two regions in the world facing serious water
shortages (Johns Hopkins, 1998). The availability of water vanes considerably even
within countries and the situation is further complicated by frequent droughts as well

as inappropriate water management programmes.

VI. Marine and coastal ecosystems

Africa's coastal and marine ecosystems contribute significantly to the economies of
many coastal countries, mainly through fishing and tourism. Coastal and marine
resources have not been adequately assessed, and are under increasing threat from
development-related activities. Habitat conversion and degradation, overexploitation,

pollution and sedimentation, coastal erosion, and climate change etc. are considered
the major causes of marine biodiversity loss (World Bank, 1995).

VII. Atmosphere and Climate change

Atmospheric pollution has emerged in most African countries only in the past few
decades Its severity and impacts are still largely unknown, although it is believed that
vegetation soils and water in some areas have been adversely affected by gaseous
pollutants and acid rain. The main sources of atmospheric pollution are bush fires,

vehicle emissions, manufacturing, mining and industry.

Africa's emissions ofthe greenhouse gases that cause climate change are still low,
estimated to be only 7 per cent of global emissions (World Bank, 1998). Africa
nresently emits only 3.5 per cent ofthe world's total carbon dioxide. As they serve as



deforestation is a matter of serious concern as it reduces the world ability to absorb

greenhouse gases that contribute to global warning.

VIII. Urban environment

Urban residents make heavy demands on the environment as they generally consume

more resources than rural dwellers, and generate large quantities of solid waste and

sewage. The lack of adequate solid waste disposal and sewerage services and the

increase growth rate ofurban population causes serious public health problems in

many cities. The concentration of industries in or near cities is also a major source of

environmental pollution and resource depletion.

IX. Policy responses

The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED, 1992),

produced a comprehensive but flawed action plan for application in Africa, especially

with regard to practical policies and measures for reducing poverty of the majority of

people while combating environmental degradation. There is need to propose and

develop more appropriate policies that take into account the practical realities of

Africa's development needs.

Conclusion


