Introduction to Scenarios for the Future of

Africa’s Biodiversity

“The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.”


L. P. Hartley, The Go-Between
“The only relevant discussions about the future are those where we succeed in shifting the question from whether something will happen to what would we do if it did happen.”


Arie de Grus, Coordinator, Group Planning, Shell

What are scenarios?

Scenarios are descriptions of alternative futures, in the form of stories and images.  Our objective is to evaluate the decisions made today against the uncertainty of the future.  Our topic is biodiversity in Africa.  

We are rooted in the past and present through our collective knowledge, and through the study introduced today of 30 years of experience in biodiversity conservation in Africa by USAID.  Our challenge is to understand in what ways the future will resemble the past, and in what ways it will not. The process of “forming” that past distorted the very rules we followed; we cannot repeat the process.  Or as Heraclitus put it, you can’t step into the same river twice. By the same token, we know that the rules we use today to guide our decisions are not going to make sense in hindsight.  Our challenge is, can we anticipate how the conditions and rules will differ?
Our focal question therefore can be stated as: What does the future hold for biodiversity in Africa, and how should we prepare for this future?  For practical purposes, we will use a time horizon of 10 years.

Today’s exercise is a stage in a process to evaluate our fundamental assumptions about biodiversity in Africa, the institutions and processes that protect it, and the drivers of change.   We will use the collective wisdom of the participants in this workshop, and another to be held in Dar es Salaam in July, to develop mental maps of this process based upon combinations of drivers, to outline how we would respond to different conditions.  We will then assess the likelihood of any of the scenarios becoming reality.

Today we will take several steps in this process.  The process is intended to encourage dialogue and exchange of information; when done well it promotes deeper understanding of the situation in which we operate.  
To do the process well requires more time than we have.  It may be the case that by the end of the day, there will be enough interest to consider how we may expand upon this.

Step One.

The first step is to identify the drivers of change.  We will begin with a review of past changes, followed by panels to discuss ongoing trends and drivers.  For simplicity’s sake, we have grouped the drivers and trends into three categories:

*  Global change trends

*  Trends in economic growth and resource use

*  Trends in governance and institutions

You are invited to consider if we have identified the major trends and organized them in a useful way.

Step Two.

Uncertainties.  We will then have a brief period to discuss critical uncertainties.  What has not emerged as a trend yet, but which could irrevocably change biodiversity and the efforts to protect it?  How plausible is this uncertainty?  

Step Three.

Develop plausible scenarios.  Taking the three groups of trends discussed above, and assigning two states (“weak impact” and “strong impact”) to each, we can construct a cube with eight vertices.  Each of these vertices is a potential scenario.

To evaluate these scenarios, we will break into four groups each of which will do two scenarios. 

Table 1:  Scenario Numbering

	Scenario Number
	Global Environmental Trends
	Economic Growth and Resource Demands
	Governance and Institutional Issues

	1
	Strong
	Strong
	Strong

	2
	Strong
	Strong
	Weak

	3
	Strong
	Weak
	Weak

	4
	Strong
	Weak
	Strong

	5
	Weak
	Weak
	Weak

	6
	Weak
	Weak
	Strong

	7
	Weak
	Strong
	Strong

	8
	Weak
	Strong
	Weak


Explanatory note:  Interpreting the binary pairs.  We offer two states, strong and weak, for each trend.  In each trend, strong denotes the degree of impact on the resource base. For global trends, “strong” denotes a strong signal of change, with high impacts on the biological, geological, and social geography of Africa.  For economic growth and resource use, “strong” denotes very high demand, with concomitant impacts on the resource base.  With governance and institutions, “strong” denotes strong negative impact on the resource base. For governance and institutions, “strong” does not describe the institutions but the impact of governance and institutional issues on the resource base – a scenario with “strong” institutional issues could imply weak social cohesion or a high degree of conflict, for example.
Step Four.  

After the scenarios are done, we will share the findings of the breakout groups and discuss the implications and the possible policy choices implied.

After the workshop.

We will summarize and share the results of today’s workshop with you.  We will also share the results with another group of biodiversity experts in Africa, which will plan to bring together for a two day meeting in Dar es Salaam in July.  Finally we will combine the results in a report to USAID and to participants in the process.  We will also consider how to create a knowledge-base to preserve and disseminate information gathered during the course of this exercise on trends and drivers.  You are invited to contribute reports, papers, and other documentation that can be cited or shared. 



 Fig 1:  Wire Frame Diagram of Three Trends

