
Nature is a critical part of the infrastructure on which 
healthy communities and economies are built. The 
more it is degraded, the higher the cost to mend 
or reverse the damages to human and economic 
well-being. One of the costliest damages from the 
degradation of forests, wetlands, and other ecosystems 
is the release of carbon into the atmosphere and the 
negative impacts of climate change that occur as a 
result. Quantifying that cost is a critical step toward 
catalyzing nature conservation to reduce the global 
threat of climate change.   

A recent study, ”Protecting natural capital in East 
Africa: The cost of inaction,”1 assessed the value of
nine ecosystem services (i.e., the benefits provided 
to humans by nature) in four priority landscapes 
across East Africa (see map on next page). The study 
provides overwhelming evidence that protecting these 
landscapes – in order to maintain ecosystem services 
like water, soil, and carbon regulation – is key to 
avoiding an estimated $10.9 billion in damages annually.  

The risk of under-valuing nature’s 
contribution to climate change 
mitigation and adaptation
When nature is thriving, communities have access to food, 
clean water, energy, and medicine, and industries have a 
sustainable supply of resources on which to thrive. Healthy, 

intact ecosystems ensure a steady flow of water, filter 
harmful pollutants, prevent soil erosion, and pollinate crops. 
They yield food, raw materials, and forage for livestock. 
And they drive tourism and provide intrinsic value to the 
millions of people who enjoy and connect with nature.  

Given the enormity of the threat from climate change 
to all aspects of human well-being, one of the most 
important services nature currently provides 
is regulating carbon. Forests, wetlands, and other
natural systems store billions of tons of carbon that would 
otherwise be released into the atmosphere and contribute 
to climate change. 

However, across the globe, natural capital is consistently 
under-valued and therefore not adequately protected. And 
when nature is lost or degraded, all of these services are 
costly to replace. That’s why, when measuring economic 
prosperity, policymakers and economists can no longer 
focus only on gross national product – i.e., the resources 
harvested from nature, such as fish, livestock, honey, and 
timber. It’s equally important to measure stocks of natural 
capital, whose protection is critical to sustaining nations 
and economies over time.  

Understanding the value of natural capital, in East Africa 
and across the globe, is an essential component of 
efforts to tackle climate change. Ultimately, there 
is no climate change solution without nature 
conservation. 

Protecting East Africa’s Natural Capital in a 
Changing Climate Context: The Cost of Inaction
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The four transboundary 
landscapes assessed 
(spanning Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, South Sudan, 
Tanzania, and Uganda)

Great East African Plains
Annual regional value: $6.58 billion – More than 
half comes from nature’s regulation of soil, water, 
and carbon.  Another $1.2 billion comes from 
nature-based tourism.
Social cost of carbon: Regional – $787.9 million; 
Global – $397.9 billion

Northern Savannas
Annual regional value: $3.17 billion – At $2.07 
billion, water and sediment regulation are the 
most valuable services, underpinning livelihoods for 
millions. Water quality amelioration is also key to 
livelihoods, including fisheries.
Social cost of carbon: Regional – $260.1 million; 
Global – $150 billion

Albertine Rift Forests
Annual regional value: $1.11 billion – Erosion 
control ($611.8 million) and materials harvested 
from nature ($388.4 million) for building, sale, or 
energy represent the majority of value. Landscape 
is also a global conservation priority.
Social cost of carbon: Regional – $62.6 million; 
Global – $42.2 billion

Ruweru-Mugesera-Akagera Wetlands
Annual regional value: $64.3 million – Majority 
comes from provision of natural material for food, 
building, and other resources. At $50.2 million, 
these services are 10 times more valuable than 
nature tourism at $5.3 million.
Social cost of carbon: Regional – $8.2 million; Global 
– $7.3 billion

Understanding the social cost of carbon

Building an action plan for protecing 
natural capital in East Africa
Ecosystems rarely respect political boundaries. Thus, a 
transboundary approach is critical to ensuring conservation 
of East Africa’s natural capital.  That’s why USAID has already 
convened hundreds of stakeholders at the landscape, national, and 
regional levels to review and validate the findings and develop a 
draft action plan.  

The draft action plan emphasizes the importance of prioritizing 
nature-based solutions, which the International Union for 
the Conservation of Nature defines as:  “actions to protect, 
sustainably manage, and restore natural and modified ecosystems 
in ways that address societal challenges effectively and adaptively, 
to provide both human well-being and biodiversity benefits.”  

Recognizing climate change as one of the primary threats to 
these ecosystems, the draft action plan is focused on protecting 
or restoring forests, wetlands, and other habitats that are 
critical to both climate resilience and to providing under-served 
communities with greater food and water security, improved 
livelihoods, and reduced conflict.  

Under the guidance of the East African Community and Partner 
States, the action plan will be finalized by early 2022.

The Cost of Inaction found that the four landscapes studied store 
approximately 7.5 billion tons of carbon. Using a social cost of 
carbon (SCC) accounting approach, these landscapes provide the 
regional community with an estimated value of $1.12 billion 
annually and the global community another $600 billion per year.  

The SCC is an estimate, in U.S. dollars, of the economic 
damages that would result from emitting one additional ton 
of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere.  The SCC puts the 
effects of climate change into economic terms to help guide 
policymakers and business leaders when making decisions that 
would increase or decrease emissions.  

The SCC is currently used to inform billions of dollars of 
policy and investment decisions in the United States and other 
countries. East Africa is only just starting to use the SCC to 
inform decision making, and The Cost of Inaction provides an 
excellent source of evidence to advance this work in four 
priority landscapes.  

An alternative way to value carbon storage is using its value in 
markets that have developed as a result of government and private 
efforts to “neutralize” carbon emissions. Some studies calculate 
both values. In this study, the social cost of carbon was preferred, 
because the marginal price of carbon in markets is not realistic at 
scale. However, policymakers should consider carbon markets as 
one possible avenue for East Africa to pursue for potential funding 
for conservation and development in the region. 

All values in U.S. dollars




