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Summary

African countries and economies find themselves at the centre of
competing demands and narratives around the global green
transition. The continent is rich in renewable energy sources and the
minerals needed to power a global shift to clean energy while
reducing, or avoiding greenhouse gas emissions is also seen by
many as a risk to African economic development and akin to rich
countries ‘kicking away the ladder’.

This note is part of a series of four notes and a synthesis paper, which
identify and discuss the dilemmmas faced by African countries in
achieving ‘greener’ economic development pathways. This first note

discusses ways to navigate the conflicting narratives on an African



‘just (energy) transition’.

The accompanying notes look at the increasingly complex effects of
external climate regimes on African economies; the opportunities
and risks for African countries linked to the energy transition and
green industrial development; and the political economy dynamics

and complexity of the green transition in practice, taking the case of

transport in East Africa. The synthesis paper combines all four notes
and identifies overarching recommendations and policy
opportunities.

Introduction

African countries and economies find themselves at the centre of
competing demands and narratives around the global green
transition. The continent is rich in renewable energy sources and the
minerals needed to power a global shift to clean energy, with several
countries positioning themselves to take advantage of new
opportunities and attract investment. At the same time, reducing, or
avoiding greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions is also considered by
many to be a risk for African economic development. As late
industrialisers, African countries contribute less than 4% of global
GHG emissions, and are now faced with increasing pressure to forgo
a fossil fuel-driven industrialisation pathway. Some see this as rich
countries ‘kicking away the ladder’ (Walsh et al. 2021) that they

themselves used to develop, denying the continent a chance to
leverage its own resources to catch up to the industrialised parts of
the world.

This note — part of a series of four notes and a synthesis paper” -

discusses ways to navigate the conflicting narratives on an African
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just (energy) transition’, and the challenge of economic
development in a carbon-constrained environment.

The accompanying notes look at:

1. the increasingly complex effects of external climate regimes on
African economies;

2. the opportunities and risks for African countries linked to the
energy transition and green industrial development; and

3. the political economy dynamics and complexity of green
transition in practice for the case of transport in East Africa.

The following emerge as key takeaways from the four notes:

1. Narratives and perceptions are important - framing the green
transition as offering business opportunities is likely to get

most traction both internationally and at the enterprise level.

2. Even if climate change mitigation and adaptation objectives
can be read differently, market regulations cannot - exporters
in numerous sectors will need to adapt their production
techniques and traceability to maintain market access to the
EU, and increasingly to other markets.

3. Governments and private sector actors investing in and
adopting sustainable, low-carbon paths may take advantage
of niche markets in line with EU regulations, and what will

increasingly become global norms.

4. External finance is increasingly going ‘green’ - first movers
stand to gain most, whether between countries or in terms of

companies/firms/sectors within them.



5. Structural reasons and political economy dynamics will define
which countries can be first or even second movers, requiring

support for others, that is adapted to context.

6. Addressing these multi-level, complex challenges requires
‘systems thinking’ within and between countries to take
account of the interconnections between different policy

dareds.

7. Applying political economy analysis to green transition
processes will help systematise and bring out contextual
knowledge to help:

o Understand the varying interests, incentives and power
relations that underpin the challenges and opportunities
for green transition, whether in Europe or Africa;

o Understand the scope for regional and national political
alignment around ‘green’ objectives (even if implies
new winners and losers);

o Position economies vis-a-vis international regimes,
helping firms and countries therefore decide on the
balance between risky bets and long-term strategy;

o Find ways to better connect existing progressive policy
space and private demand/business opportunities that
support a green transition;

o Inform a spatial approach by helping to unpack regional
politics, interests and incentives around key sectors like
agro-processing manufacturing, transport, and the

wider industrialisation dynamics.



The remainder of this note unpacks African narratives on climate and
development into four broad categories, arguing for the need to
avoid the extremes in looking for green transition opportunities, even

if these can help shape international negotiations.

Unpacking African narratives on climate and
development

Economic development through increased productivity, trade and
market integration have historically gone hand in hand with
increased greenhouse gas (GHG) and other emissions. Simply put,
more production, more trade, more emissions. While that has been
the case, Africa as a whole, accounts for less than 4% of global GHG
emissions, with most countries’ contributions being negligible on a
global scale.’ And as the world's biggest emitters are seeking to
reverse course, some fear that industrialisation and economic
development in Africa will lead to a dramatic increase in GHG

emissions (Moss and Ramachandran 2021).* Even without following

the same carbon-intensive path as industrialised countries, rising
trade and industrialisation as foreseen under the African Continental
Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), is likely to increase GHG emissions from
current levels. That raises questions around how these can be
reconciled with greener industrialisation objectives and what that
means for policymakers and their international partners.

COP27 discussions in Sharm-el-Sheikh in November 2022 underlined
the different positions of developed and developing countries
regarding the responsibility for reducing and limiting greenhouse gas
emissions. The African Union (AU) and several African leaders
advocated strongly for the use of Africa’s fossil fuels to kickstart
Africa’s industrialisation and economic development while pointing
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fingers at European hypocrisy on fossil fuels, especially following the
Russian war in Ukraine (AU 2022; Museveni 2022; Buhari 2022; Rolley
2022).

Africa’s right, and urgent need, to develop and industrialise is the
starting point for all African leaders, yet African positions on the
green transition and climate action are increasingly diverse. They
cover a wide spectrum, ranging from an unapologetic ‘development
first, climate later’ to a ‘generational case against fossil fuels’. These
four key narratives, illustrated in Figure 1, are discussed below.

Figure 1: A spectrum of African ‘climate and development
narratives’
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1)

‘Development first, climate later’ is a common narrative,
based on the moral argument that African economies have not
contributed to global greenhouse gas emissions, and should
not be subject to the same mitigation standards as other parts
of the world. It argues for the use of Africa’s fossil fuel reserves
to jumpstart its own industrialisation, and for channelling
external investment into Africa oil and gas without export
barriers for African industries. Leaders of emerging fossil fuel
producing countries, including Mozambique, Uganda, Senegal,
and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), all used
elements of this narrative to call for a ‘fair energy transition” at
COP27, that enables them to develop their fossil fuel economies
in the medium term, while balancing environmental and
climate protection in the longer term (Rolley 2022; Museveni
2022; 1ISD 2022; Chakamba 2022). The ‘development first’
narrative is further supported by estimates by the United

Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) and the
International Energy Agency (IEA) that the effects of using
African natural gas on global greenhouse gas emissions would
be small (Songwe et al. 2022; Chakamba 2022).

‘Managing climate vulnerability’: This narrative is linked to the
observation that African countries are vulnerable to climate
change and extreme weather events, and an increasing
concern with global inaction on climate change mitigation. It
argues that African economic development and
industrialisation will need to take account of, adapt to, and
mitigate changing climatic conditions that are already felt
through floods and droughts and their impacts on agriculture
and people. But it is mostly concerned with securing financial
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support for climate change adaptation and the loss and
damage caused by natural disasters, rising sea levels due to
ongoing and future climate shocks. This requires significant
investments in both resilience building and climate change
adaptation, not least through a future loss and damage fund,
as agreed at COP27. Africa’s distinct climate vulnerability also
calls for closer alignment of climate and industrialisation
agendas to enhance adaptation capacity in the productive
and value added sectors (Said et al. 2022)°.

‘Seizing green opportunities’: The green transition may offer
opportunities for African countries. Several countries and
industries are adopting a more optimistic approach that
argues that African economies can leverage their renewable
energy potential and mineral resources to play a lead role in a
global green transition. The premise of this narrative is that the
technology is available to enable African countries and
particularly low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) to
leapfrog from a fossil fuel based economy to cleaner

alternatives (Walsh and Oguntoye 2022). Common commercial

opportunities that countries see are linked to renewable energy
production, both for exports and the production of green
hydrogen. Countries like Kenya, Morocco and Egypt take this
narrative further by presenting their countries as prime
destinations for future investment in low-carbon industrial
applications, and using their existing renewable energy
capacity to promote external investment in clean energy and
green hydrogen for powering industry transition, export to
Europe, and green ammonia for decarbonising shipping (Ruto
2022a; Anouar 2022; Godinho and Eberhard 2019; Medinilla and
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Sergejeff 2023).

4) ‘No fossil fuels’: While particularly associated with external,
particularly European narratives, there is an increasingly vocal
climate action community in Africa that argues a moral case
against the development of Africa’s fossil fuel resources. At
COP27, this was the call of the Don't Gas Africa campaign, led
by African climate groups. Some even called the AU's pro-fossil
fuel Common Position on Energy Access and Just Energy
Transition (AU 2022) a betrayal of the African people (Adow
2022). Youth-led climate groups at COP27 made this into a
generational struggle, calling out the long-term irresponsibility
of future fossil fuel developments. The anti-fossil fuel narrative
is supported by analysis that questions the medium-term
commercial viability of large-scale investment in emerging
African natural gas for exports and domestic consumption,
especially as the demand from industrialised countries is set to
fade out or peak in the coming decades (Anwar et al. 2022).

All four of these narratives coexist in the public discourse of African
leaders and policy makers. Though often disconnected from societal
and firm-level interests, the more extreme, moral arguments
(development first vs. no fossil fuels) play an important role in
climate negotiations and arguably helped produce the breakthrough
agreement on establishing a funding mechanism for loss and
damage funding at COP27, even if the specific scope, parameters
and modalities are yet to be defined (UNFCCC 2022). In some cases,

however, those positions can polarise debates, emphasising tensions
over opportunities. This is especially the case on energy and fossil

fuels.
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A less dogmatic approach acknowledges that there will always be
an inherent tradeoff for African economies that seek to further
industrialise in the 2020s and 2030s. This will mean balancing
industrialisation agendas with the costs of climate change
adaptation and the need to develop a more climate secure pathway.
African economies may also benefit from greener industrialisation,
building on cheap renewable electricity if they are able to position
themselves in emerging green value chains, both in agricultural
products and manufacturing (Triki and Said 2021; Jayaram et al.

2021). Framing the green transition as a matter of business
opportunities, market access, costs savings, access to finance,
and/or risk management, is more likely to get more traction beyond
the direct climate action community, and offers more options to
develop politically-informed, context-appropriate approaches to

green economy transitions.

The AfCFTA and regional integration agendas may also help steer a
more opportunity-focused approach to the climate agenda by
facilitating more efficient (and therefore lower emission) transport
systems serving larger markets and overcoming persistent trade
barriers that stand in the way of scaling local productive capacity.
While implementing the AfCFTA and regional trade agreements is
subject to competing interests within and between states that can
undermine their use (e.g. Apiko et al. 2020), the ability of African

countries to take a more optimistic approach to the green transition
also depends on a multitude of domestic structural, political, and
economic factors, not least their existing energy assets (fossil fuel
reserves, renewable energy potential), existing industries and exports.
The importance of understanding these interests and incentives

comes back as a common theme in the accompanying three notes.
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Endnotes

1. The original idea of ‘kicking away the ladder’ comes from Ha-Joon
Chang's discussion of how developed economies used trade
protectionism to develop, before promoting trade liberalisation
(Chang 2003).

2. This paper is based on a desk review carried out in the second half
of 2022, as well as a series of interviews with Kenyan stakeholders
and experts carried out in November 2022.

3. Africa’s GHG emissions are highly concentrated in South Africq,
Egypt, Algeria, Nigeria and Morocco, which account for over 75% of
the continent’s total GHG emissions (Ayompe et al. 2021).
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4. The relationship between economic development and
environmental quality follows an inverted-U whereby carbon
emissions rise with economic development up to a certain point
before declining, also called the Environmental Kuznet curve (stern
2018). This is also shown to be the case with industrialisation -
technology-intensive manufacturing is associated with lower
emissions (Avenyo and Tregenna 2022). However, even as there is
evidence that every new wave of industrialisation and development
peaks at a lower level of carbon emissions, thanks to renewable
energy and energy savings (Burn-Murdoch 2022), industrialisation in
Africa does imply an initial increase in emissions before they start
declining.

5. In this regard, the G7, under the German leadership, launched the
Global Shield against Climate Risks to protect developing countries
governments, citizens and businesses from extreme climate weather
events, mainly through insurance and guarantee type of
mechanisms (BMZ 2023).
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/environmental-kuznets-curve#:~:text=The%20Environmental%20Kuznets%20Curve%20(EKC)%20is%20often%20used%20to%20describe,some%20measures%20of%20environmental%20quality.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/environmental-kuznets-curve#:~:text=The%20Environmental%20Kuznets%20Curve%20(EKC)%20is%20often%20used%20to%20describe,some%20measures%20of%20environmental%20quality.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306261922010169
https://www.ft.com/content/967e1d77-8d3c-4256-9339-6ea7025cd5d3?shareType=nongift
https://www.bmz.de/en/issues/climate-change-and-development/global-shield-against-climate-risks

