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Executive Summary

Environmental governance refers to the whole range of rules, practices, policies and
institutions related to the management of the environment in its different forms. It also
refers to the processes and institutions through which societies make decisions that affect
the environment. It involves a broad range of actors, including governments, NGOs, and
corporate organizations. The main objective of environmental governance is to maintain or
improve the ability of environmental systems to function and produce ecosystem services
through the persistence of biodiversity.

The West African region has abundant natural resources and vast agroecological zones rich
enough to sustain the region’s fast-growing population. However, extreme poverty persists
in the region, coupled with several climate-related hazards, such as land degradation,
flooding, droughts and pollution, due to rapid urban sprawl, unsustainable extraction of
forest resources, and sand mining to name a few.

Environmental governance in West Africais ata critical juncture. Asthe region faces escalating
threats from climate change, land degradation, deforestation, and pollution, the need for
effective, inclusive, and accountable governance mechanisms is more urgent than ever.
This policy brief examines the state of environmental governance in three representative
West African countries—The Gambia, Ghana, and Nigeria—to assess institutional strengths
and weaknesses, policy implementation gaps, and opportunities for reform.

The Gambia, while showing strong commitment to climate adaptation, struggles with limited
enforcement capacity and financial constraints. Ghana has made notable progress through
public awareness campaigns and policy innovations such as the Green Ghana initiative,
but faces challenges related to illegal mining and inconsistent enforcement. Nigeria, with
its complex federal system, hosts a broad legal and institutional framework, yet remains
hindered by poor coordination, corruption, and entrenched pollution in sectors like oil and
gas.

Across all three countries, the brief identifies common governance challenges:
«  Weak regulatory enforcement

+ Limited public participation and transparency

« Inadequate financing and technical capacity

+ Overlapping institutional mandates

* Rising vulnerability to climate impacts and land degradation

Strengthening Environmental Governance in West Africa | Page 5



Approximately 35% of Nigeria's land is threatened by desertification, while up to 70% of

land in northern Ghana experiences erosion. These trends are mirrored across the Sahelian

parts of West Africa, where unsustainable land use and weak governance accelerate

environmental decline. Despite these challenges, there are emerging opportunities. Best

practices include increased regional cooperation through ECOWAS, greater involvement

of civil society and traditional authorities, and growing international support for climate

resilience and environmental justice.

Based on the findings of this paper, the following five recommendations are offered:

Strengthen Regional and International Cooperation: Policymakers and stakeholders
need to leverage ECOWAS frameworks to harmonize environmental standards, share
best practices, and build collective capacity. They also need to participate in and align
with regional restoration initiatives, such as the Great Green Wall and the African Forest
Landscape Restoration Initiative. They also need to mobilize climate finance and technical
assistance through international partnerships with the United Nations, African Union,
and multilateral finance institutions, such as the African Development Bank.

Strengthen Institutional Coordination and Capacity: Policymakers should clarify
mandates among environmental agencies at national and sub-national levels to
reduce duplication and regulatory gaps. They should build the technical capacity of
environmental agencies through targeted training, digital monitoring tools, and access
to scientific data, and increase budgetary allocations to environmental institutions to
support enforcement, public outreach, and sustainable land management programs.

Enhance Enforcement of Environmental Regulations: Policymakers and stakeholders
should ensure independence and accountability of regulatory bodies to shield them from
political interference. They need to invest in monitoring and inspection mechanisms,
particularly in high-risk sectors such as mining, agriculture, and oil and gas. They also
need to promote collaborative enforcement with local governments and civil society
organizations for localized impact.

Promote CommunityInclusionand EquitableStakeholder Engagement:Policymakers
and stakeholders should institutionalize community participation in environmental
decision-making through legal frameworks and public consultation processes. They
should recognize and integrate traditional and indigenous knowledge systems in natural
resource governance, prioritize gender and youth inclusion, particularly in rural and
climate-vulnerable areas.
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* AdvanceDecentralized and Community-based Governance: Central governmentsand
policymakers must adopt decentralized environmental governance models to improve
natural resource conservation efforts and ensure more sustainable management of the
environment while meeting local livelihoods. They need to develop legal instruments on
decentralized environmental governance that should include the transfer of powers to
local authorities, participatory environmental management, fair and equitable sharing
of forest resources, independent environmental monitoring, and land tenure security.

* Improve Data Transparency and Access to Information: Policymakers work with
relevant stakeholders to develop national environmental information systems to track
land use, emissions, deforestation, and pollution trends. They also need to mandate
public access to Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) and strengthen oversight of
compliance. Finally, they need to foster collaboration between government, academia,
and civil society for data collection and dissemination.
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Background

Environmental governance refers to the processes, systems, and institutions that manage
and regulate environmental issues, policies and practices. It encompasses the rules,
practices, and institutions at various levels that aim to ensure the protection and sustainable
use of the environment'. Environmental governance is founded on five (5) core principles:
accountability, equity, participation, sustainability, and transparency. Environmental
governance represents the general means of addressing numerous environmental
problems, which are perceived as having behavioural, managerial or technical dimensions2.
The rapid rate of environmental degradation in sub-Saharan Africa, particularly in West
Africa, has caused serious apprehension over environmental sustainability.

In many parts of West Africa, the rapid rise in population, coupled with growing urban
sprawl, without due consideration of the environmental impacts of these anthropogenic
activities, has brought significant changes in the physical environment®. Consequently, the
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and several West African nations
have signed, ratified and acceded to numerous international conventions, agreements,
treaties and protocols related to the environment. Some of these agreements and treaties
include the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), United Nations Convention to Combat
Desertification (UNCCD), United Nations Framework on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the
Kyoto Protocol to the UNFCCC, United Nations Programme on Reducing Emissions from
Deforestation and Forest Degradation (UN-REDD), the Paris Agreement, and the Rio
Declaration on Environment and Development. Similarly, ECOWAS has also formulated
important environmental policies and actions plans, including the ECOWAS Environmental
Action Plan (ECOWAS-EAP) and the ECOWAS Regional Climate Strategy and Action Plan
(ECOWAS RCS & AP) to name a few. However, in spite of all these frameworks, agreements,
treaties and protocols, environmental degradation has continued to worsen in the region
and some countries in the region are already at the tipping point of climate crisis. Therefore,
this policy brief aims to evaluate the current state of environmental governance in West
Africa, with a focus on three (3) distinct countries - The Gambia, Ghana and Nigeria. It seeks
to analyze the major environmental challenges affecting the countries, their governance
structures, institutional frameworks, and the effectiveness of environmental policies across
the three (3) countries.

—

Haque, A. K. M. M. (2013). Concept of environmental governance and its legal structure in Bangladesh. J Inst Bangl Stud, 36, 59-72.

2. Bennett, N.J., & Satterfield, T. (2018). Environmental governance: A practical framework to guide design, evaluation, and analysis.
Conservation Letters, 11, 12600, 1-13. https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12600

3. Ogunkan, D. V. (2022). Achieving sustainable environmental governance in Nigeria: A review for policy consideration. Urban Governance,

2(1), 212-220.
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Overview of Environmental Governance in
West Africa

The West African region is made up of 16 nations with an estimated population of nearly
500 million and land area of approximately 6.14 million km2. The region is regarded as
one of the fastest growing regions on the African continent based on recent demographic
and economic indices. The socio-ecological systems of West Africa are characterized by the
intricate relationship between human societies and their surrounding environments. These
systems face a lot of challenges due to frequent cases of climate-related ecological crises.
Furthermore, these socio-ecological systems are controlled by urbanization, population
growth, resource extraction, and climate change, presenting both opportunities and
challenges for environmental sustainability and effective environmental governance in the
region. The four (4) most important ecological challenges facing West Africa are: climate
change, land degradation, loss of biodiversity, and water stress* According to the 2025
Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative (ND-GAIN) country index ranks, West Africa ranks
among the most vulnerable regions to climate hazards. Many countries within the region
face frequent climate crises due to their low adaptive capacities and high exposure to
climate hazards.

Climate change is one of the most significant ecological challenges affecting the West
African region, with rising temperatures, erratic rainfall patterns, and frequent extreme
weather events constituting challenges to the adaptability of socio-ecological systems®. The
frequency and magnitude of disasters induced by climate change are on the increase in
the region. In fact, the region has reached a tipping point and the risks associated with
climate change have increased the frequency and magnitude of catastrophic events. Some
of the disasters that occurred in the region in the last decade have been attributed to high-
intensity rainstorms, catastrophic floods, coastal erosion and flood inundations, prolonged
droughts, water scarcity, and deadly heatwaves. A recent study commissioned by the World
Bank on five (5) West African countries reported that temperatures could increase by 2°C
by 2050 and by 4°Cin 2100, if nothing was done to reduce global emissions. The study also
indicated that the region will experience a significant decrease in total annual precipitation,
with extreme weather eventsincreasing the frequency and magnitude of catastrophicfloods.
Coastal degradation in West Africa has been attributed to three (3) major factors: erosion,

4. Adebayo, W. G. (2025). Resilience in the face of ecological challenges: Strategies for integrating environmental considerations into social
policy planning in Africa. Sustainable Development, 33(1), 203-220.

5. Atampugre, G, Tilahun, S. A,, Oke, A, Mabhaudhi, T., Cofie, O., Igbadun, H. E., & Olaleye, A. O. (2024). Social-ecological landscape
sustainability in West Africa: applying the driver pressure state impact response framework in Ghana and Nigeria. Discover
Sustainability, 5(1), 413.
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flooding and pollution, with sand mining and loss of biodiversity, including mangroves,
intensifyinG the process. In one year alone, Mauritania and Togo lost more than 2 percent
of their gross domestic product (GDP) to coastal degradation and erosion. Similarly, recent
climate projects indicate that Mauritania, Senegal, Benin, Cote d'lvoire, and Togo could
experience a one-meter rise in sea level by 2100.

The rapid increase in population, coupled with urbanization and migration have led to a
rapid urban sprawl with increasing infrastructural development in the coastal areas of West
Africa, which have adverse impacts on natural resources. Most of the cities in the Sahelian
parts of West Africa are already experiencing prolonged droughts which have forced some
of the communities within the hinterlands to settle near the coastal areas, bringing more
stress to the already fragile coastal ecosystem. As of December 2020, about 7.5 million
people were internally displaced in the West and Central African regions, including 824,000
people who were displaced by a wide range of disasters.

According to the UNCCD, land degradation refers to the reduction and loss of the organic or
economic production capacity of production lands. Land degradation has caused a significant
challenge in West Africa, affecting agricultural productivity, livelihoods and sustainability of
the environment. The key drivers include deforestation, mining, unsustainable agricultural
practices, climate change, overgrazing, and urbanization. The consequences are far reaching,
including soil erosion, desertification, drought, and loss of agricultural land, impacting food
security and livelihoods. Recent studies have shown that 25 - 35% of West Africa’s land
is degraded, with the degradation coming from the expansion of cropland into natural
ecosystems, soil erosion and desertification, and loss of forest cover and biodiversity. In
Nigeria, it has been estimated that 35% of its landmass is considered to be threatened
by desertification, particularly across the dryland northern states. Similarly, it has been
estimated that about 6% of Nigeria’s landmass suffer from severe land degradation, which
is mostly attributed to gully erosion, loss of soil fertility, and environmental pollution.

It is against this backdrop that the Land Degradation Neutrality (LDN) was formulated
during the global dialogue on sustainable development, specifically within the framework
of the UNCCD. The core concept of LDN is to ensure that the amount and quality of land
resources remain stable or increase, supporting ecosystem functions, services, and food
security. Consequently, several countries in West Africa (Benin, Gambia, Ghana, Nigeria, and
Sierra Leone) have committed to or set their LDN targets.
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The Role of Regional Actors

Regional actors play a huge role in shaping and enforcing environmental governance
across borders. These actors include intergovernmental organizations, regional economic
communities and subregional institutions that work together to address environmental
challenges. For instance, ECOWAP, through its Environment, Forest, and Biodiversity
Conservation, mobilizes resources and consolidates efforts towards identifying and
addressing environmental challenges in West Africa. ECOWAS has also developed
regional environmental policies, frameworks, and action plans, such as ECOWAS-EAP
and ECOWAS RCS & AP. It supports capacity-building and knowledge-sharing for member
states, particularly through WASCAL. It facilitates regional coordination on issues such as
transboundary water management, forest conservation, and land degradation mitigation.
However, the environmental influence of ECOWAS is constrained by limited enforcement
power, fragmented implementation, and overlapping mandates with other regional bodies.

The AU, ontheotherhand, provides high-level political supportforenvironmental governance
through frameworks, such as AUCCRDSAP (2022 - 2032), that aimed to build the resilience
of African communities, ecosystems, and economies to climate change impacts; and
GGWI that includes The Gambia and Nigeria, with a focus on reforestation and ecosystem
restoration across the Sahel. Although the AU's role is more strategic than operational,
it offers an important platform for advocacy, diplomacy, and resource mobilization for
national governments.

The Role of International Partners and
Development Agencies

International partners and development agencies play a critical role in aligning national
and regional environmental policies in West Africa with global environmental goals and
targets, such as LDN, SDGs, Paris Agreement, and Convention on Biological Diversity. Their
involvement spans funding, capacity building, policy support, enforcement assistance, and
promoting regional cooperation. In West Africa, UNEP and UNDP have continued to provide
technical assistance for environmental policy development, natural resource management
and environmental education, while UNFCCC and UNCCD frameworks guide countries in the
region on climate action and strategies to combat environmental degradation. The Gambia,
Ghana and Nigeria are parties to these conventions and regularly submit reports and
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implementation plans. Similarly, multilateral financial institutions, such as the World Bank,
EU, AfDB, and GEF provide funds and financial assistance for a wide range of environmental
projects in many countries in the region. These financial supports accelerate projects on
climate resilience, renewable energy, sustainable agriculture, reforestation, and water
resource management. USAID recently funded the West Africa Biodiversity and Climate
Change Programme, with the goals of combating wildlife trafficking, reducing deforestation,
forest degradation and biodiversity loss, and building coastal climate resilience. Germany,
through GIZ, has continued to support WASCAL and the GGW project.

Country Case Studies
« The Gambia

Sociopolitical Context

The Gambia is a small, narrow country located on the Atlantic coast of West Africa and
bordered by Senegal. It is a low-income developing country which has a total land area of
11,295 km2 and stretches for about 480 km along The Gambia River, with a population of
2.5 million. Women comprise 50.2% of the population and men 49.8%. About 60% of the
country’s population lives in urban and peri-urban areas located mostly along the coast,
while 37% resides within 10 - 25 km of the coastline. The Gambia’'s economy is largely
dependent on rainfed agriculture, with around 70% of the population engaged in rainfed
agriculture, contributing up to 25% to the GDP and serving as the primary source of livelihood
for 80% of rural dwellers. The country has limited natural resources with an underdeveloped
mining sector; however, its marine ecosystem serves as an important source of fisheries for
fishmeal production. The country has relatively small deposits of minerals including silica
sand, zircon, tin, titanium, laterite, and clay, although sand mining has raised significant
environmental concerns due its contribution to coastline degradation and destruction of
marine ecosystems. The Gambia faces several socioeconomic challenges including high
poverty rates, unemployment, poor infrastructure, and inequality, with about 48.6% of the
population living below the national poverty line.

Being a small African nation, The Gambia is experiencing rapid increase in the frequency
and magnitude of climate-induced disasters triggered by incessant flooding, storm
surges, droughts, rising sea levels, coastal erosion, and loss of biodiversity. The country’s
high vulnerability to climate change impacts has been attributed to its geography, size,
population density, and other socioeconomic indices. Recent climate projections indicate
that temperatures could rise by 1.7°C - 2.1°C by 2050 and 3.1°C - 3.9°C by 2100. In general,
water quality within the coastal areas is being threatened by saltwater intrusion into coastal
aquifers coupled with rising sea levels. Droughts have also increased in frequency and
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severity with adverse impacts on ecosystem health and agricultural productivity, whereas
flooding events are becoming more frequent and catastrophic, with adverse impacts on
biodiversity and local livelihoods.

Assignificant portion of The Gambia’s population faces high energy poverty, with 58% lacking
access to electricity. Additionally, only 10% of the population has access to clean cooking
facilities. These statistics highlight the critical need for increased access to sustainable
energy in order to increase energy security and build resilience against climate change
impacts. The Gambia’s major source of energy is fuelwood, which is extracted from the
country’s depleting forest resources. According to the 2020 AFREC energy report, about 82%
of the biomass extracted from forests was used for domestic purposes, while 18% was used
in the communication and public sectors. The over-reliance of the cities and urban centers
on biomass for energy has caused a significant reduction in the country’s forest resources,
leading to increasing cases of environmental degradation and pollution.

Legal and Institutional Framework

The Gambia’senvironmental governanceis primarily governed by the National Environmental
Management Act (NEMA) of 1994, through the Ministry of Environment, Climate Change,
and Natural Resources (MECCNAR), which provides a legal basis for environmental
planning, environmental impact assessment (EIA), pollution control, and natural resource
management®. The ministry coordinates policy implementation, environmental assessment,
and public education campaigns. MECCNAR is generally responsible for overseeing and
coordinating the formulation and implementations of policies and frameworks relevant
to the environment, climate change and natural resources management in The Gambia’.
The principal agency overseeing environmental governance is the National Environment
Agency (NEA), which was established under the authority of NEMA (1994) and operates
under the supervision of MECCNAR2. NEA remains the principal agency responsible for
environmental management and protection; its oversight function includes the coordination
of all government activities that deal with environmental management. NEA also plays a
critical role in setting environmental quality standards and regulations, and investigates
and prosecutes any violations related to environmental quality standards and regulations.
The country is also a party and/or signatory to several notable international agreements,
including the Paris Agreement, CBD, UNFCCC, Kyoto Protocol, and African Convention on

6.

7. World Bank (2025). Gambia, The - Public Administration Modernization for Citizen Centric Service Delivery Project (English). Washington,
D.C.: World Bank Group. http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/099110824104514168

8. Bah, A, &]Jallow, B. P. (2025). Environmental Democracy: Towards National Climate Change Legislation. WFD The Gambia
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the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (ACCNNR), to name a few. The Gambia is
also a signatory to multiple Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs) and participates
actively in regional programs under ECOWAS and AU.

The countryhasalsoformulated several national policiestoaddressnumerousenvironmental
issues, including: the National Climate Change Policy (2016 - 2025); National Biodiversity
Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP); National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA), and
the National Environmental Action Plan (NEAP).

Other agencies supporting MECCNAR are the Department of Forestry (DoF) and the
Department of Parks and Wildlife Management (DPWM), in addition to relevant stakeholders
in several Ministries, Departments and Agencies (MDAs), civil society organizations (CSOs),
private sector groups, and international development partners. The DPWM is saddled with
the responsibility of regulating the utilization of natural forest resources by promoting
the protection, management, and conservation of biodiversity within and outside
protected areas. Also, DPWM is the principal government institution and focal point for
the implementation of many national and international treaties and agreements on issues
regarding biodiversity and wildlife conservation, such as the UNCBD, AEWA, CITES and
IUCN, to name a few. Similarly, DoF is the major government agency charged with the sole
responsibility of ensuring the sustainable and equitable use of all forest resources in The
Gambia. DoF formulated several policies that provide legal frameworks and regulatory
strategies for the exploitation and management of forest resources, including the 1998
Forest Act and the Forest Policy (2010 - 2019).

The Gambia is facing several environmental challenges which have increased its vulnerability
to the adverse impacts of climate change. Most regions of the country face multiple climate
threats that have significant impacts on food security, civil infrastructure, and communities’
lives and livelihoods. Some of the climate-induced challenges include coastal erosion, rising
sea levels, flooding, worsening droughts, and erratic weather patterns. In fact, experts have
warned that a one-meter rise in global sea levels could submerge the city of Banjul if urgent
actions are not taken. These challenges exacerbate current environmental challenges of
extensive deforestation and depletion of natural resources, desertification, decreasing water
quality, loss of soil fertility, environmental pollution, waste management, and atmospheric
emissions.

The increasing frequency and magnitude of droughts and floods have posed an adverse
impact on agricultural productivity and food security. Also, several unsustainable agricultural
practices, in addition to deforestation and poor land use planning have led to widespread
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soil loss and declining productivity. Land degradation is so severe in the country that soil
erosion from frequently cultivated land occurs at an estimated rate of 12 tons/ha/year,
while the estimated volume of sand mined annually varies between 150,000 to 300,000 m3.
Coastal erosion has been occurring along the country’s 80km-long coastline at a rate of 2
meters per annum.

Case study | - How illegal logging and charcoal production threaten The Gambia's
biodiversity and exacerbate climate change

Wood logging and charcoal production have continued to thrive in The Gambia despite its
adverse impacts on the environment. A recent study carried out in the lower region of the
country, as part of this research, reported that the majority of the community members
indulge in illegal logging and charcoal production despite an existing presidential decree
that banned the business in 1977, and most recently in 2015. These activities have led to a
total loss of 717 hectares of tree cover, marking a 16% decline since 2000, with the western
region responsible for 91% of this loss. Similarly, data released by the Global Forest Watch
reveals that in 2020, The Gambia had 249,000 hectares of forest, accounting for 23% of its
land area. However, by 2023, the country lost 295 hectares, resulting in 172,000 tons of CO2
emissions.

To combat these challenges, the Gambian government has formulated several policies
and regulations, including the recent National Forest Policy (NPF): 2023 - 2032, with the
sole purpose of achieving sustainable forest management by conserving at least 30%
of the country's forest cover. While the NPF supports socioeconomic development and
environmental protection, questions remain about its implementation. For example, the
government set up Community Forestry Programs (CFPs) as a means of sustaining and
expanding local conservation efforts (Box 1).

Box 1: Steps Taken by the Department of Forest to Implement the National Forest
Policy: 2023-2032
Mr. Sulayman MS Jagne (Head of Information and Data Management Unit at the
Department of Forestyr, MECCNARY): The Department of Forestry is taking very good steps to

make sure that we address whatever is embedded in the policy by engaging local communities.

Because we can't do it by ourselves alone, but we have our own local communities that we are

working with, besides our local community forest members and other partners.

9. Jawo, K. (2025). Climate change could submerge The Gambia's capital. Dialogue Earth. https://dialogue.earth/en/climate/climate-change-
could-submerge-the-gambias-capital

10. Dem, M. (2025). lllegal Logging and Charcoal Production Threaten Gambia’s Biodiversity and Exacerbate Climate Change. StarTv-
Gambia. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oFQATWIhi2Q
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However, many environmentalists and climate activists believe that the government's
actions and decisions have a negative impact on conservation efforts, which encourage
local communities to also engage in the act. For example, climate activists and community
members have protested the clearing of about 4 hectares of land in Salagi forest (Sukuta
Village), which was given to a Gambian business tycoon for rock quarrying. What makes
protecting the forest from loggers more difficult is the fact that forest officers and senior
government officials have been alleged to be accomplices in these illegal activities. The
community members who engage in this lucrative business said that they resort to the
business out of economic necessity, often overlooking the long-term consequences of their
actions (Box 2).

Box 2: Narratives of local community members on the reasons they engage in illegal
logging and charcoal production
Interviewee #1: The reason we are production charcoal is that we used to earn money from
planting groundnuts, but due to the recent erratic rainfall patterns, there are no more groundnuts
available (due to drought and poor soil fertility). Hence we have shifted to this trade to support our

businesses.

Interviewee #2: Every time we eat, drink, and the school fees we pay for our children comes from

this charcoal business. We understand the health risks and environmental damage.

Interviewee #3: If we had another option, we would gladly stop. But until then, this is our only

means of survival.

Case study Il - Black sand mining activities devastate The Gambia’'s coastal
environments

Sand mining poses a serious environmental threat to The Gambia’s coastal communities
with significant socio environmental impacts on river systems and beaches, including
soil degradation, environmental pollution, loss of biodiversity, damage to infrastructure,
destruction of farmlands, and increased flood risk. Two companies at the heart of these
mining activities are GACH and GINKON Mining Companies, which have ties with the central
government or are owned by politicians who are members of the Gambia’s ruling party'.

11. Sankanu, M. (2025). Amidst ineffective regulation, secrecy, mining devastates environment, hurts Gambia's economy. The Republic
Newspaper - online. https://therepublic.gm/amidst-ineffective-regulation-secrecy-mining-devastates-environment-hurts-gambias-
economy/3042
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A 2024 study by NEA reported that GACH's mining activities strip women, who are mostly
gardeners and rice farmers, of about 60% of their income.

The mining operations have damaged not just the environment but have also displaced
businesses, with a significant reduction in forest cover. The activities have also created
large craters that become artificial lakes infested with wild animals, such as crocodiles.
Most importantly, the environmental degradation caused by the mining operations has
reduced ecotourism activities in the area due to loss of biodiversity, thereby affecting the
socioeconomic activities of the region'. Also, the mining activities have caused significant
challenges to local communities around the sites, displacing them from their rice farms and
gardens, and taking away their sources of livelihoods (Box 3).

Box 3: Narratives of women gardeners on the impacts of sand mining on their
livelihoods
Displaced female gardener #1: The other side, mined by the company (GINKON) that was mining
white sand, was already flooded. But it became worse when these Chinese (GACH) came and were
mining the black sand. They supplied more water to the area and it is completely flooded. We are
powerless. They cut down all the trees they found here. Those areas cannot be used for gardening
anymore. It’s filled with water. A lot of women had to abandon their gardens. We have been making

less money as a result, and this is our only source of livelihood.

Female gardener #2: This garden means everything to us. This is how we fund our children’s
school fees and take care of our families. The mining has destroyed a lot of gardens. The big

trucks are a nightmare. They have ruined all the roads leading to our gardens. During the rainy

season, this road is filled with stagnant water. You cannot even walk to access your garden. It

becomes flooded. A lot of animals like snakes and crocodiles migrate from the sea to our gardens,

destroying our rice fields.

Governance Challenges and Opportunities

* Challenges:
+ The Gambia has developed several policies and regulatory frameworks on
environmental governance. However, there’s an obvious lack of implementation

12. Jobe, Y. (2020). Sanyang women rice farmers demand compensation from GACH. The Point Newspaper - online. https://thepoint.gm/
africa/gambia/headlines/sanyang-women-rice-farmers-demand-compensation-from-gach

Strengthening Environmental Governance in West Africa | Page 17



plans and weak enforcement of environmental laws and regulations.

« Limited funding and technical capacity within the NEA for proper coordination of
environmental regulations.

+ Inadequate inter-ministerial coordination, especially among the Ministry of
Agriculture; Ministry of Lands and Regional Administration (MoLRA); and Ministry of
Fisheries, Water Resources and Assembly Matters (MoFWRNAM).

+ Limited data availability for short- and long-term decision-making.

* Opportunities:

+ The Gambia has developed strong partnerships and linkages with international
donorsand NGOs, including GEF, which, in November 2024, funded the USD 12 million
Climate-Resilient Banjul Project. The project focuses on developing ecosystem-based
adaptation and sustainable urban planning in the Greater Banjul Area.

+ The Gambia has engaged about 700 communities in CFPs aimed at enforcing
environmental regulations and natural resource conservation from the grassroots.

* The country's blue and green economy strategies have increased its ecotourism
potential, which accounts for 12 to 16% of its GDP.

* AnothercompellingopportunityfortheGambiaistheneedtostrengthenenvironmental
democracy, particularly by increasing the participation of parliamentarians, CSOs,
and youth. A significant initiative in this space is the Environmental Democracy
Project, which was launched by the British High Commission and the Westminster
Foundation for Democracy (WFD) in December 2024. The project seeks to identify
policy gaps while building the capacity of National Assembly members to advocate
for climate action, especially in pushing for a comprehensive Climate Change Act
that aligns with the country’s National Climate Change Policy: 2017 - 2025.

« Ghana

Sociopolitical Context

Ghana is located on the Gulf of Guinea in West Africa and is bordered by Cote d'lvoire,
Togo and Burkina Faso. Its unique landscape is characterized by Lake Volta in the east and
plains and low plateaus covered by lush rainforests in the west. It is a lower-middle-income
developing nation with a population of 35 million and total land area of 238,533 km2.
Women make up 50.7% of the population and men 49.3%. About 60% of the population live
in urban areas. Its economy relies heavily on the export of numerous agricultural products
such as cocoa beans, palm oil, shea nuts, cashew nuts, timber, sesame seeds, fisheries
and seafoods, fruits, and vegetables. The agricultural sector contributes 20% to Ghana's
GDP and employs nearly 40% of its workforce. In recent years, the country’s mining sector
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has experienced a significant growth, contributing approximately 5% to Ghana's GDP.
The country is rich in mineral resources, including gold, bauxite, manganese, oil and gas,
diamond, iron ore, lithium, limestone, and quartz'3. However, the country's socioeconomic
challenges, such as high food inflation, limited government spending, and weak economic
growth have further exacerbated living standards, pushing more people into poverty.

Ghana’s high vulnerability to the impacts of climate change has been attributed to its
dependence on rainfed agriculture, forestry, mining, and other climate-sensitive sectors.
The country has been experiencing significant changes in weather patterns, resulting
in severe climate-related risks such as drought, flooding, and erratic rainfall. Rising
temperatures, changing rainfall patterns, and increased frequency and intensity of extreme
weather events such as floods, droughts are already negatively affecting agriculture and
forestry production, which are the mainstay of the economy, and pose significant risks
for food insecurity and loss of income. Ghana’s coastal areas are also at risk of sea-level
rise and erosion, which often lead to displacement of communities and loss of property
and infrastructure. Moreover, the country’s high poverty rates, inadequate infrastructure,
weak institutions and governance structures, and limited access to technology and financial
resources exacerbate its vulnerability to climate change impacts. The impacts of climate
change, including rising sea levels and temperatures and increasing rainfall variability, is
constraining the country's efforts to realize its vision of inclusion and prosperity, and the
broader achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Climate change is
not only threatening the country’'s socioeconomic development but also endangering the
livelihoods of its citizens, particularly those in rural areas who rely heavily on agriculture for
their livelihoods.

Legal and Institutional Framework

The government of Ghana has given high priority in developing sustainable environmental
managementprogrammesinitsdevelopmentplans,includinginforestandminingoperations.
The specific tasks of the Ghana's Natural Resources and Environmental Governance (NREG)
Programme were to improve transparency in systems and procedures for natural resource
management, which could lead to more effective forest law enforcement, improved
collection of revenues in the mining and forestry sectors, and mainstreaming environment
and climate change in economic planning and development. Ghana's environmental
governance is well-developed in terms of legislation and institutional structures. The

13. Coakley, G.]. (2003). The mineral industry of Ghana. US Geological Survey Minerals Yearbook—2003. USA (available at: http://131.220.
109.9/index. php.
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primary environmental legislation includes the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Act
(Act 490 of 1994), the Environmental Assessment Regulations (1999, LI 1652), the Forestry
Commission Act, and the Minerals and Mining Act (2006). EPA serves as the main regulatory
body and is responsible for environmental impact assessments, permitting, and compliance
monitoring, while MESTI provides overall policy direction.

Key Environmental Challenges

Ghana faces a lot of environmental challenges such as unregulated mining activities from
illegal small-scale miners (galamsey), which have caused extensive land degradation, water
pollution and health-related hazards in mining communities. The country’s rich biodiversity
is gradually being depleted as a result of poaching, habitat loss, deforestation and urban
expansion. The rapid rate of deforestation in Ghana is mainly attributed to wood logging,
agricultural expansion and mining. The significant decrease in forest cover in the country
has had a disproportionate effect on biodiversity. Forest degradation rate is at about 22,000
hectares per annum. The country's land resources have seen significant pressure in the past
four decades, whereas the coastal zone is under intense pressure from human activities.
Ghana's urban cities also face challenges that arise from the improper disposal of solid
waste and electronic waste.

Case study Ill - Poaching and Bush Burning in the Mole National Park

The Mole National Park (MNP) is one of Ghana's seven national parks. It is the country’s
premier and largest wildlife conservation center, covering an area of about 5,477 square
kilometers. The MNP is home to wild animals and exotic species, including the African
elephant and the giant pangolin. However, despite the ecotourism potential of the park,
poaching and crude hunting activities in the park have degraded the park’s forest cover in
addition to destroying the rich biodiversity of the park and overall ecosystem function (Box
4).

Box 4: How the activities of poachers affect the environment

PRO at MNP: some poachers resort to burning “small” areas of the forest to hunt grasscutters.

Some poachers who hunt grasscutters would usually burn small parts of the natural forest just

to catch some game. The smoke from these fires forces the animals out of their natural homes

14. MESTI (2012). National Environmental Policy. Ministry of Environment, Science, Technology, and Innovation, Ghana. https://mesti.gov.gh/
wp-content/uploads/2017/04/National-Environment-Policy_FINAL.pdf
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thereby exposing them to the hunters to catch them for game. In that case [when they burn

parts of the forests for game], they destroy the natural vegetation and this ... influences climate

change.

To address this poaching menace, the park management has undertaken several initiatives
including law enforcement, sensitization, and collaborative resource management. However,
despite these measures and strategies, poaching-induced environmental degradation still
persists in the MNP.

Case study IV - Urban Sprawl, Urban Greening and Environmental Degradation in
Ghana

Urban green infrastructure (UGI) is increasingly being advocated by policymakers as an
important strategy for improving the resilience and sustainability of urban centres. Urban
green spaces (UGSs) provide critical ecosystem services and promote physical activity,
psychological wellbeing, and the overall public health of urban residents. However, the
spatial distribution of UGS in most cities is not always done in a just and equitable manner,
given that accessibility is often highly stratified on the basis of ethno-racial characteristics,
income, age, (dis)ability, gender, and other factors. The uneven accessibility and distribution
of UGS has been recognised as an environmental justice issue due to the recognition of its
importance to public health and wellbeing. Therefore, several international policymakers
including IPCC and UN-HABITAT, as well as national and subnational governments, and city
planners have started making policies to ensure the equitable distribution of UGS in a way
that would enhance sustainability and control gentrification.

Several major cities in Ghana are facing environmental injustice coupled with several
socioeconomic challenges, such as uncoordinated urban expansion, inadequate housing,
chaotic transportation system, and inefficient waste management system. Urban heat
islands have increased in several parts of East Legon, Kumasi and Accra due to lack of UGSs
and UGI, with severe health and environmental effects on urban dwellers, such as increasing
heat waves and heat stroke, migraines and general discomfort.

Many real estate companies have promised a harmonious blend of luxury and nature.
Their advertisements showcase verdant lawns and tree-lined streets, giving the impression
of sustainable urban living. However, site visits to some of these projects in Kumasi and
Accra revealed a starkly different reality. Natural ecosystems have been stripped away and
replaced with artificial greenery that is ornamental at best. While the marketing materials
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speak of lush green spaces, the developments often feature token patches of grass or
decorative plants that do little to offset the environmental damage caused by widespread
deforestation.

Ghana's Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), Accra Metropolitan Assembly (AMA), and
the Land Use and Spatial Planning Authority (LUSPA) are tasked with enforcing existing
laws around land use, but their efforts often fall short. Interviews with urban planners
and environmental experts reveal systemic issues, including vague zoning laws, political
interference, and inadequate resources for enforcement. Investigations into permit
approvals showed several instances where real estate projects were greenlit despite failing
to meet green space requirements’.

The loss of green spaces has far-reaching consequences for both the environment and the
people living in Ghana's cities. Rising temperatures, caused by the heat island effect, are a
growing concern. Urban areas without adequate greenery trap heat, making cities like Accra
significantly hotter than surrounding rural regions. Also, trees and vegetation act as natural
air filters, reducing pollutants and improving the health of urban residents. With fewer trees,
residents are exposed to higher levels of air pollution, exacerbating respiratory illnesses,
especially among children and the elderly. Ghana's Environmental Protection Agency linked
nearly 3,000 deaths in 2015, in the Greater Accra Metropolitan Area to air pollution which
could rise to 4,600 deaths by 2030'¢. The depletion of green spaces also increases flood risks.
Accra, already prone to flooding, has seen worsening waterlogging issues as vegetation that
once absorbed rainwater has been replaced by impervious concrete surfaces.

Governance Strengths and Gaps

* Strengths:

* Ghana actively participates in global environmental agreements and treaties, and
has a strong collaboration with multilateral financial institutions who support the
majority of its environmental management efforts.

« Thereisastrongcivilsocietyinvolvementinenvironmental planningand management.

* Ghana has a functioning EPA with decentralized operations.

+ The country has also developed comprehensive policy and regulatory frameworks,
including the National Environmental Policy, National REDD+ Strategy, NBSAP, and
NCCP.

15. Lartey, W. (2025). Concrete Jungle: Ghana's urban boom, progress at the cost of nature? Asaase Radio - Online Newspaper. https://
asaaseradio.com/concrete-jungle-ghanas-urban-boom-progress-at-the-cost-of-nature/

16. The Greater Accra Metropolitan Areas Air Quality Management Plan - https://www.ccacoalition.org/sites/default/files/resources/2018_
Greater-Accra-Region-Air-Quality-Management_EPA-Ghana.pdf
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* Gaps:

+  While the government of Ghana has formulated a lot of policies and laws on
environmental management and natural resource conservation, it still grapples with
weak enforcement and implementation of the policies due to lack of political will.

* The high cases of corruption and political interference from government employees
and political leaders make the short- and long-term implementation plans of the
policies difficult.

« Despite the numerous gains the country has made, it still lacks adequate financial
and technical capacities to implement its strategic policy frameworks and enforce
environmental laws.

« Nigeria

Sociopolitical Context

Nigeria is the most populous nation in Africa with an estimated population of 237.5 million,
accounting for about 51% of West Africa’s population. Itis a lower-middle-income developing
countrywhich has a total land area 0f 923,768 km2, with an extensive coastline that stretches
for more than 800 km. Nigeria operates a mixed economy with a GDP of USD514 billion
in 2021. Nigeria is witnessing rising cases of climate-related hazards and disasters due to
its diverse agro-ecological zones, rapidly growing urban and rural populations, extensive
coastline thatis vulnerable to sea level rise and storm surges, as well as underlying economic
challenges and poor governance. The systemic risks posed by the climate crisis in Nigeria
have triggered rising cases of infectious disease outbreaks, frequent communal conflicts,
farmer-herder crises, loss of livelihoods, loss of aquatic and terrestrial biota, decreasing
food security and rising economic crises'’. These issues have been exacerbated by a lack of
climate finance, especially for sustainable adaptation initiatives, coupled with lack of basic
amenities, inadequate infrastructure, and inequality. Nigeria’s natural disaster vulnerability
is very high, despite the fact that it is a signatory to the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk
Reduction (SFDRR): 2015 - 2030 - a programme with the sole objective to significantly reduce
disaster risks and losses in lives, livelihoods and health of communities and countries, and
build resilience to disasters through the implementation of its priorities and targets.

Legal and Institutional Framework

Nigeria's complex federal system places environmental governance responsibilities at

17. Okeke, C. U. (2023). Community resilience: integrating local approaches into Nigeria's climate change adaptation agenda. Policy Brief,
23(06).
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federal, state, and local levels. The Nigerian government has enacted various laws and
regulations aimed at safeguarding the environment, including: the Federal Environment
Protection Act of 1988 (FEPA Act), which was repealed by the National Environmental
Standards and Regulations Enforcement Agency (NESREA) Act of 2007; the Environmental
Impact Assessment Act of 1992 (EIA Act); and the Harmful Wastes Act of 1988. The three (3)
major regulations made pursuant to the FEPA Actinclude: National Environmental Protection
(Effluent Limitation) Regulations; National Environmental Protection (Pollution Abatement
in Industries and Facilities Generating Wastes) Regulations; and National Environmental
Protection (Management of Solid and Hazardous Wastes) Regulations.

NESREA is tasked with the responsibility of protecting and developing the environment,
biodiversity conservation and sustainable development of Nigeria’s natural resources,
environmental technology, including coordination and liaising with relevant stakeholders on
enforcement of environmental standards, regulations, rules, laws, policies, and guidelines.
The NESREA Act also empowers each state and local government in the country to develop
their own agency for the protection and improvement of environments within the state.

Key Environmental Challenges

Nigeria is currently facing a lot of environmental challenges which include persistent
flooding, desertification, illegal wood logging, oil pollution, rising sea levels, poaching, and
illegal trading and trafficking of wildlife. Decades of oil exploration and frequent spills have
devastated ecosystems and human health in the Niger Delta'. Similarly, several cities and
communities within the Niger Delta and the southern region of Nigeria have continued
to experience an increasing frequency and magnitude of floods and flood inundations,
saltwater intrusion into underground water sources, rapid deforestation and depletion
of mangrove forests'. The northern region of Nigeria is currently affected by widespread
desertification which is driven by deforestation, overgrazing, and climate change, worsening
food insecurity, water scarcity, hunger, farmer-herder crises, and local and cross-border
displacements. Cities like Lagos, Kano, and Port Harcourt grapple with mounting waste,
inadequate sanitation infrastructure and high levels of air pollution from vehicles, generators
and industrial equipment. The 2021 world air quality report based on PM2.5 ranked Nigeria
the 3rd most polluted country in Africa and 18th most polluted country in the world.

18. Adelana, S. O., Adeosun, T. A, Adesina, A. O., & Ojuroye, M. O. (2011). Environmental pollution and remediation: challenges and
management of oil Spillage in the Nigerian coastal areas. American Journal of Scientific and Industrial Research, 2(6), 834-845.

19. Amosu, A. O., Bashorun, O. W, Babalola, O. O., Olowu, R. A, & Togunde, K. A. (2012). Impact of climate change and anthropogenic
activities on renewable coastal resources and biodiversity in Nigeria.
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Case study V - The Great Green Wall Initiative - Challenges and Opportunities

In 2007, 11 African nations launched the Great Green Wall (GGW) Initiative, a pan-African
afforestation program aimed at restoring 100 million hectares of degraded land along
the Sahel by 2030%°. The GGW was launched as a bold solution to combat desertification
along the Sahel in Africa by the year 2030. But achieving the goals of the project remains a
herculean task; from droughts destroying farmers’ crops to funding issues and community
pushback. The project is struggling. In Nigeria, the GGW initiative is led by the National
Agency for the Great Green Wall (NAGGW), established in 2015. Reports from NAGGW show
that between 2018 and 2024, the project received 12 billion Naira, with about 2.5 billion
Naira spent on tree planting across the 11 states. Despite its ambitious goals, the initiative
has only achieved about 50% of its target in Nigeria. Drought and desert encroachment
remain severe challenges in northern Nigeria, worsened by the effects of climate change.
With a semi-arid to arid climate, this region usually experiences a rainy season from June to
September. But climate change is disrupting these patterns, leading to extreme droughts
and devastating floods. Unpredictable weather patterns have drastically reduced harvests.

To tackle these challenges, NAGGW has invested into several afforestation projects aimed
at restoring swathes of degraded land across northern Nigeria. For example, a date palm
nursery in Dutse (Jigawa State), valued at 250 billion Naira, has been set up to inject about
40 trillion Naira into the local economy, with the aim of planting 5 million trees in 2024 and
50 million by 2030. Also, a 10-hectare neem tree plantation in Maigatari town, serves as a
woodlot, providing fuel for local communities. However, reports of encroachment and illegal
felling of trees are raising sustainability concerns. The major challenge facing these projects
in Jigawa state is the theft of angle iron and barbed wires used to construct perimeter fences
and encroachment by cattle herders. Another challenge affecting the project in Jigawa is
that the majority of the forest guards recruited to safeguard the project sites quit the job
citing low wages of 20,000 Naira per month. In Katsina State, several sites out of the 75 GGW
project sites have been abandoned due to security concerns and terrorism risks. In Zamfara
State, about seven project sites, including boreholes intended to support nursery beds and
the local community, have been neglected because of ongoing terror attacks and banditry in
the state. In Suduji and Sukwanawa communities in Katsina State, residents initially hoped
that the afforestation project would reduce farmer-header clashes, but today little progress
has been made. Villagers claim they weren't consulted and the trees were planted at the
wrong season (Box 5).

20. Agbo, M. . (2024). The Great Green Wall: A wall of hope or a mirage? EARTH.ORG. https://earth.org/the-great-green-wall-a-wall-of-hope-
or-a-mirage/.
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Box 5: A farmer highlights the need for community inclusion in the decision-making

process for the GGW initiative

Abdu Aminu (local farmer from Katsina): / remember at the onset of the programme, the
minister visited our village. One year after the commencement of the project, we witnessed the
plantation of grasses for pastures, which greatly helped us in feeding our animals. But after some
time, things started deteriorating and we made attempts to notify the authorities, but up till then,
almost everything was gone. Most of the trees planted did not see the light because they were not
properly looked after. Most of the planted trees dried up even before maturity. Even the barbed
wire that was used to protect the trees was vandalized. As | speak to you now, everything is gone.
Nothing is visible in those sites. What | observed is that the trees were planted at the wrong time
and we were not involved directly.

Yet, progress is visible in other areas of Katsina State. A 40-kilometer neem tree plantation
now serves as a shelter belt against desert encroachment. However, only 12 percent of
degraded land in this region has been restored since 2015. Significant progress has been
recorded in Kano State. For example, in Makoda Local Government Area, more projects
are thriving. Volunteers are managing seedlings in the area with a reliable water supply in
place. The seedlings will then be distributed to farmers, contributing to the agency’s broader
afforestation efforts. Meanwhile, in Chideri community, locals appreciate the initiative,
but are asking for more. Despite the progress made, some plantations in another local
government area, under the Great Green Wall in Kano State, have been cleared for a new
project by another ministry. This setback hampers ongoing afforestation efforts (Box 6).

Though the challenges are similar across the states visited, ongoing engagements with
stakeholders is believed to be essential to help NAGGW meet its goals of restoring degraded
lands in the Sahel and boosting food security. Reports from NAGGW show that between
2021 and 2024, 32 million seedlings were produced, over 4,500 hectares of shelter belts were
established, and more than 1,700 woodlots across the 11 frontline states were created. The
Agency also engaged more than 1,300 forest guards and built 106 solar-powered boreholes
toirrigate existing plantations?’. Despite these efforts, authorities acknowledge that meeting
the 2030 target remains uncertain.

21. Omapariola E. (2025). Climate Change, Funding Stall Africa’s Pan African Project. TVC News Nigeria. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=fBeezTTWOSfU.

Strengthening Environmental Governance in West Africa | Page 26



Box 6: A NAGGW official in Kano State reveals how conflicting government interests

undermine the afforestation efforts of the GGW initiative

NAGGW official in Kano State: This is a 10-kilometer shelter belt plantation that has been
established about two years ago, which is doing well. And all of a sudden, we saw a government
awarding a different project of about 1,000 hectares, and completely encroaching the whole of our

sites. You can see the trees are cut off and dandelions being vandalized. Well, you can see when

you talk about a five kilometer, that it's fenced and with plantations; it means hundreds of millions.

Case study VI - How Chinese and Nigerian firms destroy miners hopes in Benue State,
Nigeria

lllegal mining activities in Nigeria pose severe environmental challenges, including
deforestation, surface and groundwater contamination, land degradation, and loss of
biodiversity. These activities contribute to health crises, fuel local conflicts, and exacerbate
socioeconomic inequalities. The northcentral region of Nigeria is endowed with various
minerals which are mined legally and illegally by artisanal and small-scale miners. The
Nigerian extractive industry has witnessed an upsurge in mining activities as a result of the
global demand for critical earth minerals used in renewable energy and electric vehicles.
The majority of small-scale miners in Nigeria employ unskilled labourers who work in the
mines and are exposed to several environmental hazards and accidents.

In Benue State, uncontrolled mining activities in many parts of the state have left a trail of
insecurity, deaths, deforestation and environmental ruins. Also, these activities have led to
the shrinking of farmlands, poisoning of water sources, displacement of communities, and
loss of lives and livelihoods. For example, the death of a 28-year-old local miner, Mr. Vincent
Kananfe in November, 2024 sheds light on the precarious nature of artisanal mining in the
region. Mr. Kananfe's death was caused by a mine roof collapse, which could have been
prevented if appropriate government agencies and regulatory organizations performed
integrity tests and ElAs at the mining site. Mr. Kananfe's family received a paltry sum of USD
67 as compensation from his employers, leaving the family to count their losses (Box 7)%.

22. Mbachii, M. (2025). INVESTIGATION: How Chinese, Nigerian firms destroy miners' hopes in Benue. Premium Times - online Newspaper.
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/regional/north-central/789682-investigation-how-chinese-nigerian-firms-destroy-miners-hopes-in-
benue.html?
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Box 7: Mr. Tyar recounting his anguish over his son’s sudden demise from mine roof

collapse

Mr. Tyar (Kananfe's father): My son was my backbone. He provided for the family and took care
of his children. | relied on him for everything. Now that he is gone, | am left struggling to care for his

children. The USD 67 (N100,000) compensation they gave us is long gone. Sometimes, his children

cry with me, but I am helpless. | would seek justice, but | don’t even know where to start.

Chinese firms or businesses linked to them are not the only ones culpable of rights violations
at Benue's mining sites. Some wholly-owned Nigerian firms are also culpable. Some
miners also enter into communities with the pretense of building new hospitals, schools,
and providing potable water at the expense of extracting minerals. The obvious lack of
compliance to environmental rules and regulations contribute to several mining accidents
and environmental degradation in Benue State.

To tackle illegal mining and its environmental challenges at the federal, state and local
government levels in Nigeria, the government of Nigeria recently recruited 2,200 mining
marshals to clamp down on illegal mining activities, a special security task force dedicated
to protecting mining assets and dismantling illegal mining syndicates. So far, dozens of
individuals have been arrested for their involvement in illicit mining operations, marking
one of the most aggressive crackdowns in recent years?. Similarly, the Nigeria Extractive
Industries Transparency Initiative (NEITI) and a host of CSOs have also called for the legal
protection and skills empowerment for mining host communities. NEITI stressed the need
to empower host communities to advocate for stronger governance in order to reduce the
environmental impacts of artisanal mining activities, sanction mining companies involved in
shady activities, such as recruitment of unskilled workforce, nonpayment of workers’ wages,
and other actions that endanger the life of miners and the local communities. Despite all the
efforts, illegal mining and its environmental impacts have continued unabated.

Institutional Constraints and Opportunities

* Constraints:
+ Majority of the policies have overlapping mandates and there is a lack of data systems

23. Tunji, T. (2025). How illegal mining threatens Nigeria's economic diversification dream. VerivAfrica. https://www.verivafrica.com/insights/
how-illegal-mining-threatens-nigerias-economic-diversification-dream.
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for environmental monitoring.

« Poor coordination among federal, state, and local government agencies.

+  Weak enforcement of environmental laws and regulations.

+ There is inadequate community engagement and transparency, especially during
policy formulation and implementation.

+ Corruption still exists in all sectors, particularly in the mining and industrial sectors.

* Opportunities:

+ Nigeria has significant donor engagement and access to climate finance which
contributes significantly to building the capacity of vulnerable communities and
supporting environmental conservation projects.

+ Nigeria is witnessing a growing private sector whose interests and priorities are
on renewable energy and green technology that are environmentally friendly and
sustainable.

+ The robust youth-led activism and innovation has the potential to create green jobs
and reduce unemployment in the country.

« Nigeria has a huge potential for public-private sector partnerships in climate
change adaptation for environmental conservation, small-scale mining, and waste
management.

Comparative Analysis of Environmental Governance
in The Gambia, Ghana, and Nigeria

This chapter presents a comparative analysis of environmental governance in The Gambia,
Ghana, and Nigeria—highlighting both commonalities and divergences across legal
frameworks, institutional arrangements, implementation challenges, and innovations.
Through this analysis, the brief draws insights into what is working, what remains
problematic, and how lessons from each country can inform broader regional strategies
for strengthening environmental governance in West Africa.

« Common Environmental Governance Challenges

Despite the differencesin size, political structure, and economic capacity, the three countries
share several systemic weaknesses that limit the effectiveness of their environmental
governance systems.

Weak Enforcement of Environmental Regulations

All three countries have promulgated strong environmental laws, rules and policies, but
enforcement remains inconsistent and often ineffective. For example, in Ghana, activities
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such as poaching, illegal mining, unregulated hunting of games in restricted forest reserves,
and unsustainable urban development persists despite regulatory crackdowns. In Nigeria,
environmental degradation, industrial air pollution, illegal mining, and unsustainable
agricultural practices in Afi Forest Reserve continue largely unabated despite several
environmental regulations. The Gambia, while having a clear legislative framework, struggles
with on-the-ground enforcement due to poor technical capacity and limited financial support.

Fragmented Institutional Frameworks

Each country exhibits fragmentation in the governance architecture, with multiple
overlapping mandates between ministries and agencies. This leads to poor coordination,
bureaucratic delays, and inefficient resource use. For example, in Nigeria, the synergy
between federal, state, and local governments for the enforcement of environmental laws
and policies is often weak and ineffective. In Ghana, the multiplicity of agencies (e.g., EPA,
Forestry Commission, Minerals Commission) creates overlapping responsibilities. In The
Gambia, environmental responsibilities are dispersed across under-resourced institutions
that rely heavily on donor funding.

Limited Public Participation and Environmental Awareness

Acrossthethree countries, public participation and community engagementin environmental
decision-making is minimal, especially at the grassroot level. Environmental education is
often not integrated into formal curricula, and there are limited platforms for engaging
communities in planning or monitoring processes. While MECCNAR has engaged about
700 communities to drive enforcement against illegal logging and charcoal production
at the grassroot level, the menace has worsened despite these efforts. In Nigeria, one of
the shortcomings of NAGGW's GGW projects in the northern region of the country is their
inability to synergize with local farmers before planting some particular species of trees
that are not native to the region. Civil society organizations are more active in Ghana and
Nigeria, but often lack sustained influence over policy outcomes.

Inadequate Funding and Dependence on Donor Support

Across West Africa, insufficientbudgetary allocation to environmental ministries and agencies
remains a persistent problem. As a result, governments rely heavily on international donors
and multilateral organizations to fund projects related to climate change, environmental
conservation, and pollution control. This creates sustainability issues and restricts national
ownership of environmental programs.
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Data Deficiencies and Weak Monitoring Systems

The three countries and the entire region of West Africa lack reliable, up-to-date data on
environmental indicators, such as deforestation rates, air and water quality, biodiversity loss,
and emission rates, often relying on reports from international partners and development
agencies. These deficiencies limit relevant agencies from releasing accurate projections
on environmental sustainability and undermine policy planning and enforcement efforts.
Also, efforts to establish environmental monitoring systems are more advanced in Ghana
and Nigeria, but are often limited to urban areas or specific sectors. For example, NiMet
has made significant improvements to strengthen flood early warning systems which has
improved flood prediction and disaster prevention.

 Divergent Approaches and Innovations

While facing common challenges, The Gambia, Ghana, and Nigeria have adopted distinct
approaches and policy innovations based on their contexts. For example, Nigeria faces
unique governance complexities. Environmental policies are formulated at the federal level
but must be implemented by state and local governments, often leading to inconsistencies.
However, Nigeria also benefits from specialized agencies such as NESREA, HYPREP and
NOSDRA, which are tasked with environmental law enforcement and oversight of national
environmental regulations.

Ghana, on the other hand, stands out for its relatively effective civil society engagement
and environmental institutional development. Its EPA has decentralized offices that allow
for localized monitoring and public education. Ghana has also demonstrated political will in
responding to illegal mining and e-waste challenges, though results remain mixed.

The Gambia, while small, has leveraged its vulnerability to climate change to position itself
as a progressive voice in international climate negotiations. It was one of the first countries
to submit an ambitious NDC under the Paris Agreement. Its 2016 National Climate Change
Policy and strong partnerships with global NGOs provide models for climate diplomacy and
coastal management.

Nigeria has a growing ecosystem of youth-led environmental movements and tech-
based climate startups, particularly in urban areas like Lagos and Abuja. These actors are
developing tools for waste tracking, recycling, and awareness campaigns. Ghana also has
a vibrant network of youth environmental NGOs focused on climate education, advocacy,
and tree planting campaigns. In The Gambia, youth involvement is emerging, especially in
eco-tourism and coastal zone protection.
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Policy Recommendations

Effective environmental governance in West Africa requires coherent policies, strong

institutions, inclusive decision-making, and sustained political will. Based on the comparative

analysis of the three countries, the following recommendations are proposed:

Strengthen Regional and International Cooperation: Policymakers and stakeholders
need to leverage ECOWAS frameworks to harmonize environmental standards, share
best practices, and build collective capacity. They also need to participate in and align
with regional restoration initiatives, such as the Great Green Wall and the African Forest
Landscape Restoration Initiative. They need to mobilize climate finance and technical
assistance through international partnerships with the United Nations, African Union,
and multilateral finance institutions, such as the African Development Bank. Specifically,
The Gambia, Ghana, Nigeria and other countries in West Africa should align their
environmental governance plans with regional environmental frameworks and policies
such as the ECOWAS Regional Resilience Strategy, ECOWAS Regional Climate Strategy,
ECOWAS Vision 2050, AUCCRDSAP: 2022 - 2032, and the AU's Agenda 2063.

Strengthen Institutional Coordination and Capacity: Policymakers should clarify
mandates among environmental agencies at national and sub-national levels to
reduce duplication and regulatory gaps. They should build the technical capacity of
environmental agencies through targeted training, digital monitoring tools, and access
to scientific data, and increase budgetary allocations to environmental institutions to
support enforcement, public outreach, and sustainable land management programs.

Nigeria, forinstance, should optimize the efficiency of several environmental agencies and

institutions, including FRIN, NBMA, NESREA, HYPREP, NPS, and NOSDRA, by streamlining

their mandates to reduce overlapping functions and close regulatory gaps. Similarly, The

Gambia and Ghana should build the capacity of NEA, EPA and other related agencies

such as DoF and DPWM by providing the necessary training and funding to increase

efficiency. The actionable steps required to achieve this include:

« Streamline responsibilities among agencies dealing with the environment, energy,
mining, agriculture, and water resources by using legal frameworks and agreements
that include shared performance indicators.

« Transfer environmental responsibilities to local authorities, ensuring they receive
dedicated funding, staffing guidelines, and performance contracts.

« Set up comprehensive platforms for environmental permits that bring together
EIA, waste management, air quality, and biodiversity permits, all with clear service
standards.
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Enhance Enforcement of Environmental Regulations: Policymakers and stakeholders
should ensure the independence and accountability of regulatory bodies to shield
them from political interference. They need to invest in monitoring and inspection
mechanisms, particularly in high-risk sectors such as mining, agriculture, and oil and gas.

They also need to promote collaborative enforcement with local governments and civil

society organizations for localized impact. For example, NESREA needs to work closely

with HYPREP and NOSDRA to enhance the enforcement of environmental regulations
in the oil and gas industry to help Nigeria achieve its LDN targets by 2030. Additionally,

NEITI needs to utilize NESREA’s enforcement mandate to supervise policy rollout and

the effectiveness of the implementation strategies in the Nigerian mining sector. In the

same vein, The Gambia’s NEA, through MECCNAR, and Ghana's EPA, through MESTI,
must increase their policy implementation and enforcement strategies to reduce forest
degradation, illegal mining, unplanned urban sprawl, and illegal wildlife trafficking across

West Africa. To achieve this, stakeholders and policymakers must:

+ Conduct thorough reviews of environmental laws to incorporate climate risk,
biodiversity protections, circular economy principles, and strategic environmental
assessments (SEA) alongside project EIA.

+ Implement appropriate yet definitive penalties, administrative sanctions, and
compliance assurance programmes that blend inspections, self-monitoring, and
third-party audits.

+ Enforceclimate and naturerisk evaluationsin publicinvestment management, public-
private partnerships, and capital projects undertaken by state-owned enterprises.

Promote Communityinclusionand EquitableStakeholder Engagement:Policymakers
and stakeholders should institutionalize community participation in environmental
decision-making through legal frameworks and public consultation processes. They
shouldrecognize andintegrate traditional and indigenous knowledge systems into natural
resource governance and prioritize gender and youth inclusion, particularly in rural and
climate-vulnerable areas. While The Gambia has engaged about 700 communities in
CFPs, Ghana and Nigeria should also follow suit by including community stakeholders
in their decision-making programmes to ensure that the environmental governance
models are effective, equitable and are supported by local communities. NAGGW needs
to integrate local communities in deciding the type and species of trees that are native
to the northern parts of Nigeria for the sustainability of the GGW project. Ghana should
also consult local stakeholders and involve them in the enforcement of environmental
laws against illegal mining, forest degradation, wildlife trafficking and urban pollution. In
addition to this, policymakers need to:

« Secure community rights in forests, mangroves, and fisheries, and establish co-
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managed protected and conserved areas with benefit-sharing.

+ Protect environmental defenders by creating whistle-blower and environmental
defender protection services with rapid response hotlines and legal aid funds.

« Finance locally-led actions by channelling small grants and results-based payments
to community conservancies, women's groups, and youth-led green enterprises.

Advance Decentralized and Community-based Governance: Central governments and
policymakers must adopt decentralized environmental governance models to improve
natural resource conservation efforts and ensure more sustainable management of the
environment while meeting local livelihoods. They need to develop legal instruments on
decentralized environmental governance that should include the transfer of powers to
local authorities, participatory environmental management, fair and equitable sharing
of forest resources, independent environmental monitoring, and land tenure security.
Also, there is a need for stakeholders in the Nigerian mining communities to incorporate
traditional institutions into environmental governance frameworks, as witnessed in The
Gambia and Ghana, where traditional authorities have played important environmental
roles alongside relevant government institutions. Furthermore, stakeholders need to
embrace community-based conservation and co-management of forest resources by
blending local ecological knowledge with scientific practices to foster resilience. Co-
management and participatory monitoring of the environment empower communities
and yield ecological benefits.

Improve Data Transparency and Access to Information: Policymakers must work with
relevant stakeholders to develop national environmental information systems to track
land use, emissions, deforestation, and pollution trends. They also need to mandate
public access to Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) and strengthen oversight of
compliance. Finally, they need to foster collaboration between government, academia,
and civil society for data collection and dissemination. To achieve this, The Gambia,

Ghana and Nigeria need to implement the following strategies:

« Establish national environmental information systems by combining air and water
quality monitoring, land use changes, emission inventories, waste management, and
biodiversity information through open Application Programming Interfaces (APIs).

+ Implementdigital Monitoring, Reporting, and Verification (MRV) by leveraging satellite
analytics, 10T sensors, and citizen science to monitor illegal mining, sand mining,
deforestation, oil spill detection, and monitor illegal fishing and trafficking of wildlife.

* Release performance dashboards by sharing facility-level compliance data, EIA
decisions, spill reports, and enforcement results; and requiring pollutant release and
transfer registers (PRTRs).
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Conclusion

Environmental governanceis shaping up to be the next big thing for sustainable development
and environmental sustainability, and it's crucial for stakeholders in West Africa to get
involved and share their insights on how to restore the region’s dwindling natural resources.
By putting an effective environmental governance strategy into action, we can create
opportunities for both the public and private sectors, leading to a greener future for all
countries in the area.

In West Africa, environmental governance is a key element of sustainable development.
Countries like The Gambia, Ghana, and Nigeria highlight the mix of challenges and
opportunities present: from inconsistent enforcement and rapid land degradation to
community-led forest management and innovative policies.

To truly improve environmental outcomes, we need more than just piecemeal solutions;
we need a comprehensive approach that fosters collaboration across sectors, grounded
in governance that is inclusive, transparent, and accountable. By bolstering institutional
capacity, involving local communities, and aligning efforts with ECOWAS frameworks, West
African nations can create resilient systems that protect their ecological future while also
promoting social and economic well-being.

Enhancing governance goes beyond just enacting laws; it requires genuine political
will, empowered institutions, and the active involvement of communities and regional
stakeholders. With climate risks on the rise and natural resources under increasing strain,
the price of inaction is steep—not only for the environment but also for society and the
economy.

This brief urges policymakers, civil society, and international partners to view environmental
governance as a fundamental aspect of national development and regional integration.
By investing in systems that are accountable, inclusive, and adaptable, West Africa can
transform its environmental challenges into opportunities for innovation, collaboration,
and sustainable growth.
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