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Introduction

High and sustained economic growth is an important policy 
objective in East African countries to meet the aspirations 
of the young and rapidly growing populations.  However, 
if not managed well, economic growth can come at a high 
price in terms of pollution, loss of environmental resources, 
and unequal impacts on human health. This report reflects 
on experiences in East Africa in addressing three key en-
vironmental and social challenges: the use of fossil fuels, 
plastic pollution and deforestation.

Through implementing different policy 
instruments, such as bans, taxes, fees, 
and information, governments have 
made attempts to tackle these challenges. 
But to reverse negative trends and make 
economic development greener and more 
socially inclusive much more will need to 
be done. 

To gain further knowledge on what 
works and what doesn’t, civil servants 

and academics from Ethiopia, Kenya, 
Rwanda, Tanzania, and Uganda, in 
the Inclusive Green Economy in Prac-
tice Program, met in a three-day Peer 
Learning Review Workshop in Rwanda 
on November 22-24 2022., Before the 
workshop, the participants from aca-
demia and government ministries and 
agencies from each country had jointly 
developed National Green Economy Po-
licy Reviews1. These reviews are co-cre-

Participants at Peer 
Learning IGE workshop in 
Rwanda November 2022
Photo: EfD/Anders Ekbom
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ated learning materials on current stra-
tegies, policies, and policy instruments 
for an inclusive green economy. Besides 
reflecting on the effectiveness of the po-
licy instruments in reducing the use of 
fossil fuels, plastic pollution, and forest 
loss, the national policy reviews also dis-
cuss the level of support of the different 
instruments among the population and 
different stakeholders.

During the Peer Learning Review 
Workshop civil servants from one coun-
try conducted a friendly peer review2 of 

a neighboring country’s green economy 
strategies and policy instruments to 
address each of the three challenges in 
focus. 

This report synthesizes the key results 
and conclusions from the national poli-
cy reviews and the discussions during the 
workshop. The report was written by the 
research partners in the inclusive green 
economy program and does not necessa-
rily represent the views of all the parti-
cipants from ministries and agencies or 
their organizations. 
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Population density3 & country size4 - People/km² (2020) & km²

RWANDA

533/km²
26 338km²

ETHIOPIA

104/km²
1 104 300km²

UGANDA

221/km²
241 038km²

TANZANIA

70/km²
947 300km²

KENYA

91/km²
580 367km²

UGANDA

RWANDA

TANZANIA

ETHIOPIA

KENYA



GDP/Capita8 - USD/Capita (2021)
KENYA

2082$
TANZANIA

1099$
ETHIOPIA

925$
UGANDA

884$
RWANDA

822$

Poverty rate9 - Percent of population below 1.9$ / day (2020) 
KENYATANZANIA ETHIOPIAUGANDARWANDA

16%
25%

37%39%46%

Population size (million people) in 20205 / 20306 / 20507 
ETHIOPIA

114.9M

144.9M

205.4M

2020

2030

2050

KENYA

53.7M

66.4M

91.6M

TANZANIA

59.7M

79.2M

129.4M

UGANDA

45.7M

59.4M

89.5M

RWANDA

12.9M

16.2M

23.0M

KENYA



Strategies for an Inclusive 
Green Economy in East Africa 
A brief overview

East Africa is facing several joint sustain-
able development challenges. Population 
growth leads to over-exploitation of nat-
ural resources such as land and forests 
and growing demand for agricultural 
products. Other challenges are inefficient 
agricultural practices, climate change, in-
creased traffic, pollution and waste, un-
sustainable energy sources (such as fossil 
fuels, charcoal, and firewood), and in-
creased unplanned urbanization. Several 
national strategies have been developed, 
aiming to steer economic developments 
towards a greener and more inclusive 
pathway. 

In Table 1, the main national Green 
Economy  strategies in the participating 
countries are listed together with the re-
sponsible organization. This shows that 
explicit green economy strategies are in 
place in four out of the five countries. 
Tanzania, which is the exemption, does 
however emphasize the importance 
of reversing current trends in the deg-
radation of natural resources and the 
environment in its vision. In addition 
to these strategies, there are several 
cross-sectoral and sector-specific plans 
and programs. The table only highlights 
the main strategies per country. 
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An inclusive green economy is not lim-
ited to a single sector and must involve 
the national government as well as the re-
gional and local governments, the public 
and private sectors, as well as civil soci-
ety. This calls for smooth coordination in 
implementing the IGE strategies. Today 
ministries and agencies at different levels 
and other stakeholders are not cooperat-
ing enough. Different sectors must also 
communicate to avoid unwanted impacts 
of one policy on another sector. It is es-
sential to thoroughly assess the national 
circumstances to identify sectorial poli-

cies’ impact on other sectors during the 
design and development of policies.
There is also a great variation in the fi-
nancing of the IGE reforms in the five 
countries. Financing sources including 
domestic, international, and private sec-
tor resources for IGE implementation 
are important. It is a challenge to find 
a financial balance between internation-
al funding and national revenues for 
IGE reforms. There is still an untapped 
potential to use environmental taxes to 
increase public funds and engage the pri-
vate sector further.
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Fossil fuels  
How to promote alternative energy sources? 

The use of fossil fuels generates emis-
sions of greenhouse gases and air pollu-
tion which has a severe negative impact 
on our climate and human health and 
well-being. This section focuses on fossil 
fuels used mainly for energy production 
and in the transport system. In general, 
low levels of greenhouse gases are emit-
ted from East African countries from a 
global perspective, but the forecast in 
most of the countries foresee a rise in the 
consumption of fossil fuels ahead. 

The transportation sector represents 14 
percent of total greenhouse gas emis-
sions globally. Road transport emissions 
in Africa are lower than in most regions 
but are among the fastest growing in the 
world10. Estimates, between 2000 and 
2012, show an increase of transport fuel 
consumption in Africa by 82 percent, re-
sulting in a transport emission increase of 
88 percent, from 49 million tCO2 eq to 
92 million tCO2 eq11.  

In many aspects, the challenges and 
contexts are similar in the region, but 
one important difference is the natu-
ral resources available in the different 
countries. Fossil fuel resources such as oil 
and gas are (or are about to be) explo-
red in Uganda, Tanzania, and Ethiopia. 
In Rwanda exploration has been condu-
cted, but no fossil resources were found 
while in Kenya oil reserves were found 
in 2012. Even though there are plans to 
engage in oil development, commercial 
production is yet to be exploited. 

Kenya has significant geothermal poten-
tial and has invested heavily in the use 
of this resource, especially for electri-
city generation. Currently, geothermal 
energy accounts for the largest share of 
renewables in Kenya’s electricity pro-
duction (88%). Geothermal projects are 
also available in Ethiopia, one of the 
two East African countries with current 
geothermal projects. It is projected12 
that Ethiopia, just like Kenya has the 
potential to generate more than 10,000 
MW of energy from geothermal (more 
than doubling the current electricity ge-
neration capacity in Ethiopia). At pre-
sent, Ethiopia depends heavily on hy-
dropower for its electricity generation 
(more than 80 percent). However, there 
are plans to diversify its power-genera-
ting sources to reduce the dependence 
on hydro due to its limited water resour-
ces13. 
 
Tanzania is endowed with substantial 
energy resources both fossil (e.g., natu-
ral gas and coal) and renewable (hydro, 
solar, geothermal). Their National Power 
Supply Master Plan (2010 – 2035) anti-
cipates a 75% rate of electrification by 
2035. In Uganda, the government has 
continued to prioritize oil and gas in-
vestments with the hope of enhancing 
domestic revenue for further investments 
in other sectors like education, health, 
infrastructure, and technology. Even if 
some of the countries in the region have 
domestic fossil resources (such as natural 
gas, oil, and coal) there is still a high de-
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pendency on imported fossil fuels, especi-
ally in the transport sector. 

Two main challenges that constrain the 
transition from fossil fuels to renewable 
energy are how to fund investments in 
renewable energy sources and how to 
make them available at affordable prices 
for the population. Additional challeng-
es are insufficient power supply infra-
structure, high initial capital costs for 
some renewable energy technologies, low 
technical capacity, inadequate data and 
documentation, weak enforcement of 
strategies, and poor coordination among 
governmental agencies. 

Key lessons learned 
Need to plan and invest in safe alter-
native transport to reduce the growth 
of car traffic. A modal shift from private 
cars to more transport-efficient modes 
is a possible pathway to reduce the de-

pendency on fossil fuels. This can be a 
shift toward public transport or active, 
non-motorized transport such as biking 
and walking. Even though there are seve-
ral policy instruments to support a modal 
shift, there are several obstacles and so-
metimes mixed incentives. 

One key aspect here is safety, in using 
public transport, biking, and walking. 
An example of how to address this is in 
Kenya where it has become mandatory to 
provide pedestrian lanes when construc-
ting a new road. However, in Uganda, 
a planned pathway for non-motorized 
transport (NMT) in Kampala raised 
a lot of protests among stakeholders. 
It highlighted the need to improve the 
design of the non-motorized pathway 
and to better integrate it into the larger 
spatial planning process.  Investments in 
public transport (bus rapid transit, light 
railway, etc.) and information cam-

Participants in the IGE progam 
visiting the Olkaria geothermal 
production site in Kenya.  
Photo: EfD/Anders Ekbom
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paigns are additional measures needed 
to encourage the use of public transport. 
In Kenya, the bus rapid transit (BRT) 
system currently being developed along 
the 28 km of the Thika Superhighway is 
only meant to provide access to electric 
and hybrid buses and those that use bi-
ofuel blends.

Increased e-mobility with policy mixes 
that target affordability and availabili-
ty. For a shift to more efficient vehicles 
and/or vehicles run on alternative fuels, 
a transition to electric mobility (e-mobili-
ty) is one alternative. Kenya and Rwanda 
are the countries where the most progress 

has been shown in the region. In Rwan-
da, several policy instruments have been 
implemented to enable an increase in the 
use of electric vehicles, both for cars and 
motorbikes. 

The incentives provided have shown pro-
gress in practice. In 2021 the country had 
282 electric motorbikes with 17 charging 
stations and 94 electric cars with 3 char-
ging stations14. In June 2022 these num-
bers had increased to 632 e-motorcycles, 
18 charging stations, 146 e-vehicles, and 
142 charging stations (the majority are, 
however, not public)15. 

Rwanda’s policy package for e-mobility16

• Electricity tariff for charging stations to be capped at the industrial 
tariff level

• Reduced tariff during the off-peak time for e-vehicles

• Exemption of import and excise duties on electric vehicles, spare parts, 
batteries, and charging station equipment

• Exemption of withholding tax of 5% at customs

• Zero VAT on electric vehicles, spare parts, batteries, and charging sta-
tion equipment

• E-vehicles are to be granted access to dedicated bus lanes

• Building code and city planning rules include regulations to provide 
charging stations at commercial buildings and filling stations.

• Rent free land for building charging stations (for land owned by the 
government)

• Free license and authorization for commercial e-vehicles.

• Introducing a carbon tax for polluting vehicles17
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In Kenya, the policy mix is not as com-
prehensive as in Rwanda, with its redu-
ced excise duty on fully electric vehic-
les18,19, awareness campaigns, and the 
building code having an amendment of 
electric vehicle charging stations for new 
constructions20. The increase in e-vehic-
les is so far mainly for 2-wheelers such as 
motorcycles. 

In Uganda, there is a subsidy for the ma-
nufacturing of electric vehicles which 
has increased the number and usage of 
electric vehicles, especially e-motorcycles 
in the country. However, no statistics are 
available to date. 

In Ethiopia, a tax exemption on VAT, ex-
cise tax, and surtaxes as well as a reduc-
tion on the import tax were introduced in 
2022 to make e-vehicles more affordable 
compared to conventional vehicles with 
combustion engines, including e-motor-
cycles. The only tax that remains is the 
customs tax, which has dropped to 15% 
for fully assembled vehicles, and 5% for 
semi-assembled, while vehicles that are 
being assembled in Ethiopia are not tax-
ed at all21.

Address contradicting policy instru-
ments for a shift to cleaner vehicles. In 
Ethiopia and Rwanda, there is an incenti-
ve for selecting an e-vehicle when buying 
a new vehicle. However, in other countri-
es, there are policy instruments that work 
in the opposite direction. You are rather 
being punished for choosing a newer and 
cleaner car since the tax is higher on new 
cars than on older, more polluting ones. 
For example, in Kenya, the newer the im-
ported vehicles, the higher the taxes. This 
hinders the benefits of reaching a vehicle 
fleet with lower emissions and higher sa-
fety. 

Access to reliable and renewable electri-
city is key for sustainable e-mobility. 
E-mobility is linked to reliable infra-
structure. A key to more energy-efficient 
transport and a prerequisite for e-mobi-
lity is good and reliable access to electri-
city. This varies across the countries, 
from 71 % in Kenya to 40 % in Tanza-
nia. The source for producing electricity 
is of course important for a sustainable 
value chain, and natural resource in the 
countries differs. In Ethiopia and Kenya, 
the share of renewable electricity produc-
tion is very high (88-90%). The other 
countries are more dependent on fossil 
fuels, e.g. 66% of electric production in 
Tanzania. 

Different policy mixes on how to pro-
mote the production of renewable ener-
gy. The strategies on how to cope with 
the increased production of renewable 
energy, and the implemented policy mix 
in the countries varies, but they are not 
as comprehensive as for the transport se-
ctor. There are for example subsidies and 
other fiscal incentives for solar energy in 
Uganda, Kenya, and Rwanda. In Kenya, 
there is a Feed in Tariff System (FiT) to 
encourage investment in renewable ener-
gy. Meanwhile, in Ethiopia, there is a re-
newable energy strategy, but no specific 
policy instruments are yet in place, and 
in Tanzania, there are not any specific 
policy instruments to promote renewable 
energy. 

The connection between energy consump-
tion and development is strong, and the 
countries here need more energy supply 
to unlock social and financial opportu-
nities. The prerequisite and pathways 
ahead differ among the countries to also 
meet climate and other environmental 
targets, via investments in renewable 
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sources. During the workshop, the con-
tradictions between policy and practice 
in the Global North were raised, and its 
implication on the demands set on low 
and middle-income countries to be able 
to leap-frog for a faster transition. The 
Global North has been dominating the 
African energy conversation for decades 
and advocating for the development of 
renewable energy, but now they have in-
creased their demand for fossil fuels as a 
response to the war in Ukraine22. 

Public acceptance and  
policy support
The availability of affordable alterna-
tives to fossil fuels is important to gain 
acceptance and policy support for a 
green transition. Since fossil fuels are so 
important in society today, and in funda-
mental sectors such as transport, a price 
increase can have a very large impact on 
the whole society. Therefore, in Tanza-
nia, the risk of increased fuel prices was 
balanced by reducing the taxes during 
2022 as a response from the government 
to the expected social unrest. In several 
countries, it was also highlighted that 
frustration in society towards different 
policy instruments is not always shown 
through big protests or open social un-
rest but can be seen in another way, such 
as expressed via social media and other 
platforms. One example of social unrest 
is from Uganda, where the construction 
of a non-motorized transport corridor in 
Kampala caused both social and political 
unrest, especially among the city’s politi-
cal leaders, mobile vendors of goods, and 
taxi drivers who felt that the corridor 
was interfering with their business rout-
es and source of income23. Another ex-
ample from Rwanda is that people were 
forced to go back to using charcoal due 
to price increases of LPG for cooking. In 
Kenya, there was a public outcry when 

the government in October 2022 decla-
red it would lift the subsidy on petroleum 
fuel. Some motorists near the borders are 
reported to buy fuel from across the bor-
ders rather than in Kenya. Also, senators 
were protesting24. 

Highlighting co-benefits can potentially 
increase public acceptance. Awareness 
of co-benefits beyond the environmental 
and economic ones, such as positive soci-
al and health benefits, can potentially in-
crease acceptance. Related to this is also 
the general trust and transparency of the 
governmental institutions, but also the 
policymakers and their competence. Ha-
ving more inclusive policy processes and 
using social impact assessments in which 
both stakeholders and the general public 
participate, can potentially increase trust 
and public acceptance of policy instru-
ments. In Kenya, public participation is 
mandatory in policy making, and there 
is a possibility to take the case to court if 
participation has not been provided for25. 

Transparent use of revenues raised from 
fossil fuel taxes and other instruments. 
For price-based instruments or other in-
struments that generate revenues, the 
revenues should be used transparent-
ly to build public confidence, especially 
amongst the most vulnerable people in 
society. Acceptance increases significant-
ly when it is communicated how the re-
venues from fossil fuel taxes are used. 
This was seen in a survey conducted in 
five program countries in 2022, as part 
of the IGE program.

The way ahead
A mix of policy instruments is needed 
for an inclusive transition to clean ener-
gy sources. No single instrument can ma-
nage this complex transition alone. The 
policy instrument mix needs to address 
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different aspects of sustainable develop-
ment in a more comprehensive way, in-
cluding economic benefits, social inclu-
sion, environmental sustainability, and 
climate resilience. Well-functioning and 
coordinated institutions are a prerequisi-
te for successful design, implementation, 
and enforcement.

Secure funding for large investments 
to enable a shift to more renewable en-
ergy. Large investments are needed to 
enable the transition from fossil fuels 
to renewable energy. But how can it be 
expected that low- and middle-income 
countries should make this transition 
when high-income countries currently 
are going back to fossil fuel usage? The 
cost of investment varies in the different 
countries, and their possibilities to recei-
ve foreign funding from e.g., develop-
ment banks or private investors vary. In 
general, there is a high risk in investing 
in the East African Region. If the private 
sector is involved in the policy process 
their willingness to invest may be enhan-
ced. One way to secure funding is also 
through the tax system, where for ex-
ample a carbon tax can be an efficient 
policy instrument in achieving both a re-
duction of emissions and generating re-
venues. However, a carbon tax may have 
negative welfare effects on poorer hou-
seholds. This may hamper economic de-
velopment and reduce the possibility to 
use the revenues for investment purpo-
ses. For example, the implementation of 
a carbon tax in Uganda would generate 
trade-offs between access to cleaner fu-
els and food security, and there could be 
negative consequences in terms of forest 
degradation. Hence, energy and deve-
lopment policies should be coordinated 
to address these issues. If carbon pricing 
would be combined with revenue redist-
ribution, for example via a lump sum 
transfer to all households, then the nega-

tive effects on poorer households could 
be mitigated in Uganda and the broader 
Sub-Saharan African region26. 

Use subsidies only for a limited time 
and with a specific purpose. When it co-
mes to subsidies and tax exemptions, the 
recommendation is to implement them 
carefully, since they are not sustainable 
in the long run. If subsidies are used, they 
should be limited in time, it is important 
to be aware of the alternative cost and 
use of this money. Subsidies should also 
have a very clear purpose, for example 
making renewable alternatives afforda-
ble compared to conventional products. 
Also, policies should be coherent so that 
taxes and subsidies, for example on ve-
hicles and fuels, all incentivize a transi-
tion to renewables.  A way forward here 
could be that the fellows trained in the 
Inclusive Green Economy in Practice pro-
gram guide their governments on econo-
mic policy instruments. For example, on 
the use of taxes and subsidies to reorient 
the economy towards a more inclusive 
green economy. A regional meeting with 
the finance ministers in the five countries 
was one suggestion during the workshop 
on how to move forward.

Evaluations are crucial to improving 
current policy practice. There are consi-
derable knowledge gaps concerning the 
effectiveness of the many different fossil 
fuels-related policy instruments used in 
the transport and energy sector. Impact 
assessment should be conducted before 
policy instruments are implemented and 
impact evaluations should be used when 
the policy instruments have been imple-
mented. Such assessments and evalua-
tions are crucial to achieving more evi-
dence-based use of policy instruments. 
Extended use of evaluations would also 
make it possible to adjust the instruments 
and make them a better fit for purpose.
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Plastic pollution 
Is a plastic bag ban enough? 

On a global level, plastic pollution has 
received considerable recognition, and 
in 2021 negotiations on a global plastic 
treaty were initiated within the United 
Nations with the aim of a binding agre-
ement by 202427. While the average per 
capita use of plastics in East Africa is re-
latively low − around 16 kg per person in 
2015 compared to 136 kg per person in 
Western Europe28 – deficient waste ma-
nagement systems have created massive 
problems in terms of plastic pollution. 
Key problems, among others, include 
blockage of waterways and water draina-
ge systems, widespread littering affecting 
agriculture, tourism, fishing, and other 
economic sectors, air pollution from 
open burning of plastics and at open 
dumpsites, and pollution of lakes, rivers, 
coastal waters, and oceans. 

Informal recycling activities provide li-
velihoods for marginalized communi-
ties, but also expose them to persistent 
organic pollutants and other toxicants in 
the plastic waste flow. On a global sca-
le, plastics also account for an increasing 
share of global greenhouse gas emissions 
(around 3.4% in 2019, which is expected 
to double by 2060)29. 

The five East African countries have to 
varying degrees implemented policy in-
struments to reduce plastic pollution. 
Plastic littering is the main problem that 
the policy instruments aim to address. 
The most common instrument is a ban 
on plastic carrier bags. Rwanda imple-
mented a ban on plastic carrier bags al-
ready in 2008, which included a ban on 
the manufacture, use, sale, and importa-
tion of such bags. 

Kenya implemented a similar ban on 
plastic carrier bags in 2017 and Tanza-
nia in 2019.  Uganda and Ethiopia have 
enacted bans on extra-thin plastic bags 
(less than 0.03 mm), but these bans have 
hardly been enforced. Uganda also tried 
to implement a more comprehensive ban 
on plastic bags, but this was derailed by 
protests from plastic manufacturers. 
In 2019, Rwanda extended the plastic 
bag ban to also cover single-use plas-
tics, such as straws, cups, and cutlery30. 
Kenya has also implemented a ban on 
single-use plastics, but only in protected 
areas. There is some evidence that the 
plastic bag bans in Rwanda and Kenya 
have resulted in reduced plastic littering 
and pollution, even though plastic bags 
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to some extent continue to be imported 
and used illegally.31

The implementation of the bans has been 
accompanied by different information 
campaigns to raise awareness about the 
problems associated with plastic pollu-
tion. While taxes has not yet been used 
for  reducing plastic consumption or pol-
lution, low fees on imports, use and dis-
posal have been used to varying degrees 
in the five countries. All countries but 
Ethiopia also have provisions for Exten-
ded Producer Responsibility (EPR) in pla-
ce. However, the implementation of EPR 
is still in its infancy stage. 

Despite these policy instruments, the 
use of plastics in East Africa is projec-
ted to further increase if additional po-
licy instruments are not implemented. 
However, in Rwanda, both the importa-
tion and consumption of plastic products, 
particularly the use of plastic bags have 
decreased since the strict enforcement of 
2008 regulations. Additionally, the 2019 

ban on single-use plastics is expected to 
further decrease the overall consumption 
of plastic in Rwanda32.

Key lessons learned  
The visibility of plastic pollution has 
created momentum for policy change. 
Unlike fossil fuel emissions, plastic litte-
ring is a visible problem. This has facili-
tated communication, awareness raising, 
and the development of coalitions ad-
vocating for policy change. However, the 
differences between the policies imple-
mented in the five countries demonstrate 
that the mere visibility of the problem is 
not enough to implement significant po-
licy changes. A deeper understanding of 
country-specific governance challenges is 
needed to explain why the implementa-
tion of bans on plastic carrier bags differs 
between the five countries.33

Effective plastic bans have been accom-
panied by large enforcement efforts. 
The bans on plastic carrier bags in Rwan-
da and Kenya have been strictly enforced 

Photo: EfD/Anders Ekbom

Plastic bottles for recycling 
at Enviroserve Rwanda 
Green Park 2022.
Photo: EfD/Anders Ekbom
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and violators have faced tough sanctions. 
In Kenya for example, anyone found 
manufacturing, importing, or selling a 
plastic carrier bag could be fined up to 
40,000 USD or face a prison sentence of 
up to four years. Users of banned plastic 
carrier bags can be fined 500 USD or face 
a prison sentence of up to a year.34 To im-
pose these tough sanctions, the inspectors 
at the Kenyan National Environmental 
Management Authority are often accom-
panied by police officers when doing en-
forcement visits. This tough enforcement 
has led to a high degree of compliance 
with the law, but also implied a large cost 
for enforcement and for those individuals 
that have had difficulties in finding suita-
ble alternatives to the banned bags.

The lack of good alternatives makes 
more extensive bans challenging. As a 
response to the bans on plastic carrier 
bags and single-use plastic ban (in Rwan-
da) alternatives in cloth, cardboard, and 
other materials have emerged. However, 
a key challenge in addressing the problem 
of plastic pollution is that there are no 
good alternatives to many uses of plas-
tics. Banning all uses of plastics would 
come at a very large cost to society, and 
also banning all single-use plastics is 
challenging. Often bans will need to be 
accompanied by administratively costly 
systems for granting authorizations (ex-
emptions from bans) for certain uses. It is 
hence important to, in parallel to specific 
bans, encourage the development of al-
ternatives and to find ways to adequate-
ly manage those uses of plastics that are 
allowed. 

The illegal trade in plastics calls for 
harmonization of policies in the East 
Africa region. Illegal markets for plastic 
bags have emerged in the countries with 
the most stringent bans. Bags are smugg-
led into Kenya and Rwanda from Ugan-

da, where they can be legally produced, 
and from Tanzanian ports35. This makes 
it more costly for authorities to enforce 
the bans and calls for enhanced regional 
cooperation in policy development, im-
plementation, and enforcement within 
the East Africa region.

Funding of waste management infra-
structure. There is a large need to im-
prove the systems for waste collection, 
disposal, and recycling in the region. 
A key challenge is to finance the neces-
sary investments. One concern is that 
revenues raised through fees on plastic 
use are not used for improving the was-
te management infrastructure. However, 
Rwanda is an exception, as the fees36 that 
producers and importers pay when put-
ting plastics on the market are channeled 
into the Rwandan green fund. The fund 
is used for waste management and other 
environmental projects.

Public acceptance and  
policy support
Strong public support for bans on plastic 
carrier bags – especially in the countries 
with the most stringent policies. A po-
pulation survey in 2022, with more than 
5000 respondents implemented as part 
of the IGE program in the five countries, 
indicates that there is strong public sup-
port for bans on plastic carrier bags in 
the region. 66% of the respondents state 
that they are either “somewhat in favor” 
or “strongly in favor” of a ban on plastic 
carrier bags. The strongest support was 
found in Kenya (82%), Rwanda (75%), 
and Tanzania (67%), the countries with 
the most stringent policies. In the countri-
es without stringent bans, the support 
was lower (even though still substantial) 
with 57% and 52% of respondents in 
Uganda and Ethiopia respectively sup-
porting a ban on plastic carrier bags. This 
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could indicate a possible learning effect 
− that people learn to live with a ban and 
perhaps discover that there are workable 
alternatives and that the bans have led to 
environmental improvements. The same 
survey indicates that there is also qui-
te large support for a ban on single-use 
plastics and a tax on single-use plastics, 
with 59% and 49% respectively of the 
respondents across the five countries sta-
ting support for such policies.37 

Reform processes need to be backed 
by strong commitment and leadership. 
Despite the relatively large public support 
for policies addressing plastic pollution, 
experiences show that strong leadership 
and political commitment are needed to 
successfully implement plastic bag bans. 
In Uganda, political attempts to imple-
ment a stringent ban have been met with 
protests from plastic manufacturers and 
other interest groups which have derai-
led reforms38. Also in Kenya, the ban on 
carrier bags was met by protests among 
plastic manufacturers and industry wor-
kers, but the political commitment to 
implement the ban seems to have been 
stronger. 

Public awareness raising and thorough 
stakeholder engagement are needed 
alongside the design and implementation 
of policies to curb plastic pollution. To 
facilitate the transition away from sing-
le-use plastics, the Rwandan governme-
nt gave manufacturers a two-year grace 
period after the enactment of the ban 
on single-use plastics. This is just one 
example of measures that can be agreed 
upon during such stakeholder consulta-
tions.

The effects of reforms on informal se-
ctor employment and working condi-
tions merit special attention. Collection, 
recycling, and disposal of plastic waste, 

as well as selling street food and other 
items, often in small plastic bags, consti-
tute important economic activities in the 
informal sector. Authorities need to pay 
specific attention to how bans and other 
policies affect informal sector actors who 
often have few resources to adapt or seek 
the type of special use permits that lar-
ger businesses can afford. For example, 
small vendors and traders have compla-
ined about the difficulties in finding al-
ternatives to small plastic bags. Through 
dialogue and engagement with informal 
sector actors, there is a possibility to de-
sign more inclusive policies.

The way ahead
Imposing a ban is a start in addressing 
the bigger challenge of plastic pollution. 
The partial success of the bans on plas-
tic carrier bags could inspire Uganda and 
Ethiopia to implement similar policies. It 
is also a good starting point for exploring 
alternative policy instruments for tack-
ling other aspects of plastic pollution in a 
cost-effective and socially inclusive way.

Implement stronger provisions for ex-
tended producer responsibility. Further 
developing regulations and guidelines on 
EPR for different types of plastics and 
other materials is crucial. The companies 
placing materials on the market, through 
imports or manufacturing, should also 
have a clear responsibility to establish 
systems (and cover the costs) for reuse, 
refurbishment, recycling, and disposal. 
EPR systems for plastic bottles could be a 
tangible next step. 

Regional collaboration and learning. 
The different experiences in the region 
provide a fertile environment for policy 
learning that could be further explored. 
Authorities would also benefit from col-
laboration against the illegal trade of 
plastics and more harmonized policies. 
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Forest loss  
What is needed to reduce deforestation? 

Forest loss is a common problem in all 
five East African countries – Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, and Uganda. 
This is mainly because forest is a mean of 
livelihood and a source of income in all 
countries. Deforestation and forest de-
gradation are accelerated by the need for 
charcoal, fuelwood, timber production, 
and unregulated logging. In addition, the 
competition for land, mainly agricultural 
land and urbanization are also contribu-
ting to deforestation in these countries. 
However, the rate of forest loss differs 
across the five countries. For instance, 
the annual rate of forest loss in Ethio-
pia is about 0.54%39 whereas it is about 
1.95% in Uganda40. 

In addition to the overarching forest 
strategies, as discussed in the Inclusive 
Green Economy Policy Reviews41, va-
rious policy instruments, including pri-
ce-based, regulatory-based, rights-ba-
sed, and information-based policy 
instruments, have been designed and 
implemented to reduce forest loss. Some 
of these policy instruments include dif-
ferent types of forest permits42,43,44, eco-
tourism benefit-sharing schemes (in 
Rwanda 10% of gross tourism revenues 

is shared with communities living 
around the protected areas45), payment 
for ecosystem services including carbon 
markets (such as in Ethiopia and Tanza-
nia)46,47,48 agroforestry policy49 and bans 
on cutting immature trees in Tanzania 
and Rwanda, as well as tea plantations 
around forest land in Kenya.

To implement these strategies and policy 
instruments, countries use different insti-
tutional arrangements according to their 
national circumstances. For instance, in 
Rwanda, while the central government 
oversees the policymaking process, im-
plementation is usually the responsibili-
ty of the lower-level administration. In 
Tanzania, the Vice President’s Office is 
responsible to coordinate, monitor and 
oversee the implementation of policies 
and strategies related to the environment 
whereas each ministry through its esta-
blished environmental unit report on 
behalf of the Ministries to the Vice Pre-
sident’s Office. In addition, since Novem-
ber 2018 the Tanzanian Forest Service 
Agency is structured under the military 
service instead of being under a civil in-
stitute to improve the conservation and 
protection of the reserved forests.
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The countries face similar challenges in 
implementing their policy instruments. 
The common challenges include overde-
pendence on biomass energy, low social 
acceptance, institutional capacity, cul-
ture (e.g., food prepared by charcoal is 
perceived to have a better taste), leakage 

(e.g., in Ethiopia during forest conser-
vation), and social unrest (e.g., Kenya, 
Ethiopia, and Uganda). In addition, 
there is a lack of policy coordination 
among the different institutions to av-
oid inefficient and contradicting policy 
instruments.

Lush green foliage along the banks of a 
the Mara river in the Masai Mara, Kenya.
Photo: Jane Rix
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Key lessons learned  
Providing an alternative source for 
charcoal production is key! Several 
countries are working to find alternative 
energy sources to charcoal to reduce de-
forestation. For instance, Tanzania esta-
blished forest plantations in Morogoro, 
Pwani, and Tanga regions to produce 
fuelwood that can reduce deforestation. 
Ethiopia also produces charcoal in some 
low-land parts of the country by using 
invasive species (Prosopis juliphora) to 
reduce the pressure on the forest. There 
are several challenges with these plan-
tations. For instance, the plantations 
increase the competition for land and 
many of these plantations are a mono-
culture of invasive species not contri-
buting to the recovery of biodiversity. 
Hence, other energy sources, such as ex-

panding the electricity grid (read more 
under Fossil fuels), are important to find 
more sustainable alternative fuels for 
cooking.

Increasing the use of forest trading 
permits and fighting corruption is im-
portant to stop illegal logging. Forest 
trading permits for selling, cutting, and 
transporting timber is one of the pri-
ce-based policy instruments used in the 
countries. However, in most countri-
es, the fee or revenue collected through 
this type of policy instrument goes to a 
consolidated fund, which makes it diffi-
cult to allocate a budget to finance forest 
conservation. Thus, the revenue collected 
from the forest sector is not going back 
into the sector to ensure sustainable fo-
rest development. 

Landscape photo from 
Musanze, Rwanda, with 
view of Virunga mountains. 
Photo: EfD/Anders Ekbom



In addition, corruption is also a problem 
when considering forest trading permits. 
In Rwanda, however, the permit is provi-
ded at the district level and even the police 
are involved in the monitoring process to 
minimize corruption. While illegal logging 
associated with corruption is a serious 
problem in most of these countries, there 
are several good examples of how to tack-
le it. For instance, Rwanda has examples 
of different policies related to the forest 
being well communicated to the local au-
thorities or communities. Thus, members 
of the community are well aware of the 
right to ask for a permit; and if they find 
anyone cutting trees in their area without 
a permit they know how to report this to 
the police. Furthermore, there is a well-de-
veloped bottom-up regular reporting sys-
tem from the district to the central govern-
ment, which helps to monitor any activity 
conducted in the forest daily. 

Need for a national or local land use 
policy to allow forest lands to compe-
te with other land uses. As agriculture 
is often more lucrative than forestry, the-
re is a rapid agricultural land expansion 
in forest areas. Hence, it is important to 
identify and determine the appropriate 
land for forests based on different cri-
teria. Rwanda has a national land use 
policy and, in some areas, there are also 
land use policies at the district level. The 
district-level land use policies are develo-
ped through consultations with different 
stakeholders in the village including el-
ders, youth, women, etc. 

The consultation is conducted before and 
after the planning of the land use to make 
sure the opinion of stakeholders is well 
incorporated into the developed plan. 
After approval of the land policy, there 

is compliance monitoring so that no one 
violates the policy. In addition, no one is 
allowed to change the land use policy un-
less permission is granted only from the 
National Land Authority. 

Agricultural intensification practices 
help to limit the expansion of agricul-
tural land into forestland. In these East 
African countries, the government in 
collaboration with various developme-
nt partners is working on increasing the 
productivity of existing agricultural land 
through improved seeds, mechanization, 
fertilizer, and other climate-smart agri-
cultural practices. Accordingly, various 
policy instruments such as creating access 
to credit, improving input and output 
markets, and providing extensive agricul-
tural extension advisory services are used 
to enhance the adoption and diffusion of 
agricultural intensification practices. 

To further enhance agricultural produc-
tivity, the Ethiopian government has 
recently begun to implement a cluster 
farming approach through an amalgama-
tion of lands of neighboring smallholder 
farmers. The objective of cluster farming 
is to achieve economies of scale by incre-
asing the total farm size which makes it 
possible to apply modern farm machine-
ry and other farm technologies at lower 
per unit cost and boost agricultural inten-
sification. However, the amalgamation 
of farms owned by the different holders 
may be by destroying the farm borders 
which often have strips of grasses that 
are important for livestock feeds and 
birds. While intensification of agricultu-
re through cluster farming may decrea-
se the pressure on the forest, the loss of 
important biodiversity in the agricultural 
landscape could be a negative outcome.
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Public acceptance and  
policy support
Increase public acceptance by consi-
dering people´s livelihood and cultural 
value during the policy process. The de-
velopment of policy instruments without 
considering the countries’ cultural values 
often results in low public acceptance. 
For instance, the use of charcoal is highly 
culturally associated with the community 
in all East African countries. In Rwanda 
and Tanzania, charcoal is culturally asso-
ciated with coffee making, barbeque, and 
rice cooking (by putting charcoal on top 
to slowly cook the rice). In Kenya, Ugan-
da, and Ethiopia, people also prefer to 
use charcoal to prepare dishes and make 
coffee. Hence, banning charcoal might be 
accepted from an environmental stand-
point but not from a cultural one. 

Benefit-sharing schemes smoothen the 
transition for forest-dependent commu-
nities. Countries need to develop policy 

instruments that complement the livel-
ihood of the community living around 
the forest, like benefit-sharing schemes, 
instead of only focusing on reducing fo-
rest loss. Considering the livelihood of 
the community will help to increase the 
acceptance of policy instruments. 

For instance, in Rwanda, the governme-
nt provides 10% of the revenue collec-
ted from eco-tourism to the community 
living near the forest or national parks. 
In Tanzania, by organizing the commu-
nity in groups, the government allows 
the groups to put their beehives in the 
forest for free, so they only need per-
mission when they need to maintain the 
beehives or harvest honey. Moreover, 
in Tanzania, the nearby communities 
are allowed to enter the forest reserve 
with permission from the forest office 
to collect dry firewood, fruits, medici-
nal plants, mushrooms as well as other 
non-timber forest products. 

The Bwindi Forest National 
Park in Uganda.
Photo: Travel Stock
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The way ahead
Providing economic value to standing 
forest. There is more value in a forest 
than timber, fuel wood, and charcoal. 
If the economic value is not provided 
to standing forests, it will be difficult to 
compete with other land use such as ag-
riculture, which brings a lot to the natio-
nal economy. Several policy instruments 
can be used to economically value stan-
ding forests, such as carbon market and 
carbon trading, non-timber forest pro-
duct (NTFP), which encourages people 
to use standing forests for honey pro-
duction, mushroom production, parti-
cipatory forest management (PFM), and 
promoting Eco-tourism. 

Accounting Natural Resources in the 
National Account also provides econo-
mic value to standing forests. Ethiopia, 
for instance, has recently started natural 
resource accounting with support from 
the World Bank.

Regional coordination and initiatives 
are needed to increase the effectiveness 
of forest policies. Better regional coordi-
nation could help to reduce the impact of 
one country’s policy on another country’s 
resources. For instance, Tanzania has a 
cross-country Memorandum of Agre-
ement (MoU) with Zambia and Kenya 
on the control of the transportation and 
marketing of timber and charcoal pro-
duction respectively. However, for this to 
work enforcement is – as always – key. 

Apply policy mixes! Applying only one 
type of policy instrument will not be effec-

tive to tackle the complexity of deforesta-
tion. Therefore, there is a need to have a 
mix of policy instruments and understand 
the synergies of policy instruments. In ad-
dition, during the development of forest 
policy, there is a need to consider other 
important aspects like livelihood, biodi-
versity, etc. instead of just focusing on the 
forest recourses or carbon.

Use successful mechanisms to increase 
public acceptance of policy instruments. 
Awareness and sensitization campaigns 
on policy instruments as well as resear-
ch and development on alternative sour-
ces of energy and agriculture production 
systems can be successful mechanisms 
to increase the acceptance of policy in-
struments that should be used more of-
ten. For example, providing affordable 
cookstoves to low-income communities 
and making alternative sources of energy 
available to the population can increase 
public acceptance. 

Reduce overdependence on biomass. 
This is important to minimize pressure 
on the forest. Overdependence can be mi-
nimized by diversifying the energy basket 
in the countries. In addition, investing in 
renewable energy structures will contri-
bute to addressing the need for fuelwood, 
and charcoal, which are the main root 
cause of forest loss. An example of this 
is from Tanzania, where the construction 
of a hydropower project (Julius Nyerere 
Hydropower) across the Rufiji river in 
the Morogoro region for energy produc-
tion, may reduce the overdependence on 
forests as a source of energy.
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