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1. Executive summary

Africa’s blue economy is now recognized as a major development opportunity in view of the
continent's extensive coastline, large exclusive economic zones, inland waters, lakes and
rivers, fisheries, ports and marine ecosystems. Consequently, Africa stands at a decisive
moment. Thirty-eight of the continent’s fifty-four states are coastal; the inland lake zones span
approximately 240,000 square kilometres; and transboundary river basins cover almost 64
percent of the land area. Together, these form the natural capital of a Sustainable Blue
Economy (SBE). The African Union’s vision is for an inclusive and SBE that contributes
towards growth, structural transformation and social development.

Africa’s blue economy has now moved from a conceptual policy idea to a development
agenda, treating aquatic resources as a frontier for economic transformation rather than a
peripheral sector, contributing to growth, jobs, food security, trade and resilience. Since the
adoption of the African Blue Economy Strategy, the continent has made notable progress in
advancing sustainable governance, strengthening regional cooperation and integrating blue
economy priorities into national development plans. Several Member States have established
dedicated institutional frameworks and policy instruments to promote the sustainable
management of the blue economy.

The aquatic and ocean-based economy already generate an estimated US$296-300 billion in
output and supports approximately 49 million jobs in 2018-2019. If the current trajectories are
maintained, the African Union (AU) projects that this will climb to roughly US$405 billion and
57 million jobs by 2030, and US$576 billion and 78 million jobs by 2063.

This potential, however, is constrained by numerous overlapping pressures: marine and
plastic pollution; illegal unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing; habitat and biodiversity loss;
coastal erosion; and accelerating climate change impacts and limited value addition. These
are exacerbated by weak capacities, fragmented institutions, regulatory frameworks, limited
financing, weak data systems, and the insufficient inclusion of women and youth.

Even though the continental and regional policy frameworks—the African Blue Economy
Strategy (ABES), the 2050 Africa’s Integrated Maritime Strategy (2050 AIM Strategy), the
Policy Framework and Reform Strategy for Fisheries and Aquaculture (PFRS), and the African
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA)—are largely in place, yet implementation at national
and local levels remain uneven, and capacity is constrained across the continent. A recurring
observation of significant importance is that a large portion of the continent’s blue economy
progress has so far been initiated and financed by external partners, raising questions
regarding ownership, long-term autonomy and sustainability. Nevertheless, across most
Member States, the concept has gained traction with implementation at an early stage, with
growing mainstreaming of blue economy language into national and regional policy
documents. Over 80% of African countries have embedded the blue economy into national
development plans or climate strategies. Political support and policy adoption have surpassed
delivery. The state of the sector can be characterized as promising but undercapitalized,
fragmented and unevenly implemented.

The central message is that Africa’s blue transition will only be achieved when: environmental
objectives are explicitly linked to economic transformation and job creation; parallel initiatives
are coordinated rather than siloed; and coastal, island and riparian communities, especially
women and youth share equitably in the benefits. Capacity at national levels must be
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strengthened in the implementation of tools for sustainable blue economy, such as Marine
Spatial Planning, blue accounting, and data for the evaluation of blue economy sectors.

There are encouraging trends and opportunities, namely: the rise of blue finance; the spread
of national strategies; the implementation of nature-based solutions for mitigating climate
change impacts and aquatic ecosystems restoration; the emergence of blue-carbon and
natural-capital valuation; and the uptake of digital monitoring. Despite some constraints in
implementation, the areas of blue food systems, data, financing, capacity enhancement,
renewable ocean energy, and inclusion, are also gaining momentum.

The report sets out ten priorities to accelerate the ABES implementation in the 2025-2029
period, anchored in stronger blue governance, blended finance, robust blue accounting and
data, inclusive livelihoods, regional integration through AfCFTA, and resilience-building
anchored in healthy ecosystems.

African Member States must now move beyond political declarations and ensure the effective
translation of global and regional blue economy frameworks into concrete national
development plans, growth and investment orientation, supported by enabling regulatory
frameworks with dedicated budgetary allocations.

The imperative now is to translate political will and commitment into tangible action and
practical delivery.

2. Introduction: The blue economy and Africa’s aquatic endowment

Africa’s blue economy covers both aquatic and marine spaces— oceans, seas, coasts, lakes,
rivers and groundwater—as well as a wide range of productive sectors. The United Nations
Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) defines the Blue Economy, which has been
adopted by Member States, as encompassing fisheries, aquaculture, tourism, transport, ports,
shipbuilding, coastal mining, energy, bioprospecting and underwater extraction, as well as the
intrinsic value of carbon storage, coastal protection, cultural services and biodiversity. Its
foundational principle is that these resources should be used, managed and conserved in a
sustainable manner that keeps ecosystems healthy while spreading the benefits widely and
fairly across society.

This endowment is exceptional. The continent’s coastal states front seven Large Marine
Ecosystems (LMEs): the Mediterranean; the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden; the Somali Coastal
Current; the Agulhas Current; the Benguela Current; the Guinea Current; and the Canary
Current. Its inland waters sustain fisheries and transport for hundreds of millions of people.
Fish harvested from the continent’s fresh and marine waters is fundamental to the food
security and nutrition of more than 200 million people and approximately 12 million Africans
earn their living directly from these resources. The continent also commands strategic
maritime geography: the overwhelming majority of Africa’s trade is sea-borne, making its ports
and shipping lanes critical to regional and international commerce and more than 90% of
Africa’s imports and exports transported by water.

The strategic importance of Africa’s Blue Economy has grown significantly in recent years as
global development priorities have increasingly converged around climate resilience, food
security, biodiversity conservation and sustainable economic transformation. Oceans, seas
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and inland waters are now recognized not only as sources of natural resources, but also as
essential assets for economic resilience, social safety nets, regional integration and
sustainable development. Across the world, governments are investing in sustainable fisheries
and aquaculture, renewable ocean energy, maritime transport, marine biotechnology, coastal
tourism and ecosystem restoration to diversify economies, strengthen resilience and achieve
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Growing concerns over global food insecurity have elevated the importance of aquatic food
systems. Fisheries and aquaculture are expected to play an increasingly important role in
meeting rising food demand, improving nutrition and supporting rural and coastal livelihoods
while reducing pressure on terrestrial food production systems. For Africa, where aquatic
resources already sustain millions of livelihoods and contribute significantly to food security,
the sustainable management of these resources is therefore both a development and a
strategic imperative.

At the same time, recent disruptions to global trade have reinforced the importance of resilient
maritime transport systems, efficient ports and secure shipping routes. With global supply
chains increasingly dependent on maritime connectivity, Africa’s strategic geographic position
and extensive coastline present important opportunities to strengthen intra-African trade,
improve logistics and support implementation of the African Continental Free Trade Area
(AfCFTA). The Blue Economy is therefore becoming an important driver of industrialization,
value addition and regional economic integration, rather than simply a collection of marine
sectors.

The increasing international focus on biodiversity conservation and ecosystem restoration has
also highlighted the critical role of healthy aquatic ecosystems in supporting sustainable
development. Mangroves, seagrasses, wetlands and coral reefs provide essential ecosystem
services, including fisheries productivity, coastal protection, carbon sequestration and climate
resilience. Consequently, ocean-based climate solutions, including blue carbon initiatives,
nature-based solutions and ecosystem restoration, are gaining prominence as mechanisms
for advancing climate mitigation, adaptation and sustainable economic development.

This abundance of resources, however, coexists with acute vulnerabilities. Approximately 45
percent of Africa’s population lives in extreme poverty, increasing dependence on natural
resources while limiting the capacity of communities to adapt to climate change and
environmental degradation. Unsustainable exploitation of aquatic resources, marine and
freshwater pollution, biodiversity loss and the accelerating impacts of climate change continue
to undermine the long-term productivity and resilience of both marine and inland ecosystems.
These interconnected environmental, economic and social pressures demonstrate that the
transition to a Sustainable Blue Economy is no longer simply an environmental aspiration, but
a strategic development imperative. Achieving this transition requires integrated approaches
that simultaneously promote economic growth, strengthen ecosystem stewardship, build
climate resilience and ensure that the benefits are shared equitably across coastal, island,
riparian and inland communities.

3. The strategic and institutional architecture
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Over the past decade, Africa has progressively established a comprehensive policy and
institutional architecture to guide the development of a sustainable and inclusive Blue
Economy. Beginning with maritime governance initiatives and sectoral fisheries reforms, the
continent has evolved towards an integrated framework centered on the Africa Blue Economy
Strategy (ABES), supported by Agenda 2063 and an expanding network of regional and
national implementation mechanisms. This institutional architecture provides the foundation
for translating political commitments into coordinated action across marine and inland aquatic
sectors while strengthening regional cooperation, investment and sustainable management of
Africa's aquatic resources.

3.1 The African Blue Economy Strategy (ABES)

The African Blue Economy Strategy is the continent's flagship instrument for blue
transformation. Developed under the African Union Inter-African Bureau for Animal Resources
(AU-IBAR) a technical office of the Department of Rural Economy and Agriculture of the
African Union Commission (AUC), the Strategy was endorsed in October 2019 by the AU
Specialized Technical Committee on Agriculture, Rural Development, Water and
Environment, and launched at the 33rd AU Summit in Addis Ababa in February 2020. The
high-level event of this Summit built a strong political momentum for sustainable blue growth.
The ABES establishes a vision of an inclusive and environmentally sustainable blue economy
that serves a significant driver of Africa’s wider economic transformation.

The ABES is built around five thematic pillars:

» Fisheries, aquaculture, conservation and sustainable aquatic ecosystems;
» Shipping, transportation, trade, ports, and maritime security, safety and enforcement;

* Coastal and maritime tourism, climate change, resilience, environment and
infrastructure;

» Sustainable energy, mineral resources and innovative industries; and

» Policies, institutions and governance, employment, job creation and poverty
eradication, and innovative financing.

Beyond providing strategic direction, the ABES marks a shift from sector-based management
to an integrated approach that recognizes the interconnected nature of Africa's aquatic
resources.

The Strategy is operationalized through medium-term implementation plans. The first, the
ABES Implementation Plan 2021-2025, structured activities, timelines, outputs and
coordination arrangements at continental, regional and national levels around the five thematic
areas. It has been succeeded by the new Africa Continental Blue Economy Programme 2025-
2029. Developed with United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) support to the AUC,
this programme focuses on strengthening the capacity of Member States and Regional
Economic Communities (RECs), creating jobs for youth and women, enhancing environmental
sustainability and trade, and improving data driven decision making.

3.2 Institutional anchoring and the wider continental framework

The 2019 institutional reform of the AUC elevated the blue economy to a senior leadership
portfolio, and a dedicated Blue Economy Division was established in May 2021 with the
primary mandate of implementing the ABES and advancing Agenda 2063. The AU also
declared 2015-2025 the Decade of African Seas and Oceans and designated 25 July as the
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African Day of Seas and Oceans. Furthermore, the annual Africa Blue Economy Week, co-
hosted by the AU and UNDP, has become a continental platform for converting pledges into
partnerships.

Implementation relies on complementary roles across continental, regional and national
institutions. The AUC provides strategic leadership and policy coordination; RECs facilitate
regional cooperation, policy harmonisation and transboundary governance; and Member
States translate continental commitments into national policies, legislation and investment
programmes. Together, these institutions provide the governance architecture required to
advance a coordinated, sustainable and inclusive Blue Economy across Africa.

It is important that the ABES does not stand alone. It draws strategic guidance from Agenda
2063 and the 2050 AIM Strategy, and connects to the 2014 Policy Framework and Reform
Strategy for Fisheries and Aquaculture in Africa, the 2016 African Charter on Maritime Security
and Safety and Development in Africa (the Lomé Charter), the African Union Biodiversity
Strategy, the revised African Maritime Transport Charter (2025), and globally to the UN
Convention on the Law of the Sea, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the
Paris Agreement. At the regional level, RECs are scaling their own strategies, and the Indian
Ocean Commission (I0C), Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) and others
coordinate shared waters.

As implementation shifts from policy development to delivery, stronger coordination among
these institutions will become increasingly important. RECs are particularly well-placed to
promote peer learning, harmonize policies, strengthen transboundary governance and support
implementation of the ABES across shared marine and inland aquatic ecosystems. At the
same time, stronger science-policy interfaces, digital technologies and regional knowledge
systems, including initiatives such as the Africa Blue Economy Dashboard, will help improve
evidence-based decision-making, monitoring and accountability across the continent.

3.3 The transboundary LME architecture

The seven African LMEs have all adopted Transboundary Diagnostic Analyses (TDAs) and
implementing Strategic Action Programmes (SAPs). These instruments, however, predate or
only partially engage the blue economy concept, and most are still managed through national
rather than joint mechanisms.

The LME architecture provides an important platform for strengthening regional cooperation
and ecosystem-based management across shared marine ecosystems. As implementation of
the Africa Blue Economy Strategy advances, greater alignment between the LMEs, RECs and
national blue economy strategies will be essential to improve policy coherence, strengthen
transboundary governance and maximize the sustainable use of shared aquatic resources.

Large Marine TDA SAP Blue Economy reflected in the
Ecosystem adopted adopted SAP

Predates the concept; later

1997 . :
. 1997 (SAP  updates and regional strategies
Mediterranean (u;ggé?d BIO, 2003)  explicitly engage Blue Economy
principles.
Red Sea and Gulf of 1998 1998 Not explicitly addressed.

Aden
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Large Marine TDA SAP Blue Economy reflected in the
Ecosystem adopted adopted SAP
Somali Coastal Current 2012 2013 Not explicitly addressed.
Agulhas Current 2012 2013 Managed largely through national

approaches.

Original SAP predated the
concept; later updates and

Benguela Current 1999 2014 Benguela Current Convention
strategies explicitly incorporate a
Blue Economy approach.

Guinea Current 2006 2008 Not explicitly addressed.
Canary Current 2014 2019 lr:liﬁ;resxpllmt but addresses key SBE

Source: Compiled from the GEF programmatic concept on SBE transformation in Africa
(2026) and LME SAP documentation.

Notably, several recently approved GEF-financed projects in the Mediterranean, the Red Sea
and Gulf of Aden, the Western Indian Ocean, and the Benguela Current now address SBE
explicitly and propose actions to accelerate transformation. The critical, remaining task is
harmonizing, aligning existing and planned projects, overcoming institutional silos, reconciling
inconsistent standards and safeguards, and embedding SBE objectives in development
planning and budgeting.

4. Status and economic significance of the blue economy

The economic rationale for the blue economy underpins continental and partner commitment.
The AU estimates that blue economy activities generated between US$296-300 billion in
2018-2019 and supported approximately 49 million jobs, and is expected to grow significantly.

. 2018-2019 . .
Indicator (baseline) 2030 (projected) 2063 (projected)
Economic output US$296-300 billion US$405 billion US$576 billion
Jobs supported 49 million 57 million 78 million

Source: AU estimates as cited in the GEF concept, the World Bank Blue Economy for
Resilient Africa Program, and the UNDP-AU partnership.

4.1 Established and emerging sectors

The current baseline relies primarily on fisheries, maritime transport and coastal tourism,
alongside ports, coastal mining and energy. These established sectors form the backbone of
Africa's blue economy sector, supporting employment, trade, food security and economic
activity. Simultaneously, attention on expanding value addition, strengthening regional value
chains and improving the competitiveness of blue industries increases. Tourism illustrates
both the magnitude of the opportunity and the extent of the gap. Although 39 of UNESCO'’s
natural World Heritage sites lie in sub-Saharan Africa, and the region is credited by the
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) with significantly greater species
richness than most others, they typically rank among the least competitive globally in travel
and tourism, with some countries consistently outperforming the regional average. The

10



African (ag)
Union %%

continent draws only about 5 percent of world tourism and earns approximately US$45-50
billion a year, well short of an estimated potential of US$350-400 billion.

Sustainable aquaculture, mariculture and seaweed farming, value-added fisheries, eco-
tourism, offshore renewable (“blue”) energy, blue carbon and ecosystem service markets,
marine biotechnology and bioprospecting, and the digital and data services present promising
new frontiers beyond the traditional sectors. They present opportunities not only to diversify
African economies, but also to stimulate innovation, attract private investment and create
quality employment, particularly for women and youth. Education, research and innovation are
also increasingly in demand, particularly around blue energy and climate change mitigation.
Policy development and reform driven by the UN Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA)
highlights maritime services, research, data, insurance and thematic financial instruments
such as blue bonds as structuring pillars of a maturing blue ecosystem, although these remain
underrepresented in conventional sector statistics.

4.2 Trade, integration and the AfCFTA multiplier

The AfCFTA has generated significant opportunities within the blue economy. By removing
trade barriers, diversifying traded products, expanding markets and promoting intra-African
trade, AfCFTA can strengthen cooperation in fisheries, ports, shipping and maritime transport
to enable more efficient trade in seafood, the growth of aquaculture, and joint initiatives for
responsible ocean management. The integration agenda supports and encourages the
sharing of expertise, technology and best practice, creating a platform for joint ventures while
promoting environmental stewardship and more equitable resource use. Linking island,
coastal and landlocked countries is pivotal to transforming the continent’s natural endowment
into inclusive prosperity, leading to stronger regional value chains, industrialisation, increased
Africa participation in higher-value blue economy markets, and a more strategic trade agenda
positioning with countries outside the continent.

4.3 The financing landscape

The translation of opportunity into development outcomes is contingent on adequate
predictable financing within an increasingly diversified financial architecture. Multilateral
support has scaled up through the World Bank’s Blue Economy for Resilient Africa Program,
announced at COP27 in 2022 and its global multi-donor blue-economy trust fund (PROBLUE)
umbrella, towards project preparation and financial instruments ranging from concessional
public finance to private investment and blue bonds. The GEF continues to anchor
transboundary LME investment, while the EU, Agence Frangaise de Développement (AFD),
French Facility for Global Environment (FFEM), Norwegian Agency for Development
Cooperation (NORAD), Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA), and
the Nordic Development Fund finance country and regional programmes. Innovative
instruments such as blue bonds, debt-for-nature swaps, thematic funds and blended finance
vehicles are emerging, with Seychelles’ sovereign blue bond being the first on the continent.

However, the financing gap still remains wide, particularly for the micro, small and medium-
sized enterprises and informal operators that dominate the sector. Bridging this gap will require
derisking instruments, stronger project pipelines and blue accounting that make natural capital
visible and transparent to investors and the institutional coordination platforms that channel
large scale investment. Aligning these flows with AfCFTA and national budgets, rather than
leaving them dispersed across uncoordinated projects, is essential to convert finance into
transformation at scale and at the scale required.

11
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5. Progress and successes to date

Despite uneven implementation, Africa has made significant progress in establishing the
policy, institutional and investment foundations for a sustainable blue economy. Over the past
decade, the blue economy has evolved from an emerging concept into a recognized
continental development priority, supported by stronger political commitment, growing national
ownership and expanding regional cooperation. At the continental level, the adoption of the
ABES and relevant documents, such as the Blue Governance framework and implementation
plans and its extensive list of policy instruments; the 2050 Africa Integrated Maritime Strategy;
the Policy framework and reform strategy for fisheries and aquaculture in Africa (PFRS); the
African Union Biodiversity Strategy; the revised African Maritime Strategy; and the Lome
Charter on Maritime Security, Safety and Development, all demonstrates a clear and strong
vision. Moreover, institutionalizing the Blue Economy Division within the AU Commission and
the designation of the Decade of African Seas and Oceans both signal political commitment.
The continent now has a coherent strategic narrative, reinforced by defined governance
mechanisms and framed by Agenda 2063 “Africa’s future”.

At the national level, 21 countries have adopted blue economy strategies orplans and 26
countries either have draft strategies or in the development stages of development (Appendix
A). These include Djibouti, Sudan and Guinea-Bissau. Seychelles and its Blue Economy
Roadmap and pioneering blue bond, and South Africa for its Operation Phakisam, alongside
Mauritius, Lesotho, Nigeria, Liberia, remain reference cases. Although implementation
capacity remains uneven, this growth represents increasing national ownership of the ABES.

UNECA’s Blue Economy Policy Handbook (2016) has provided a step-by-step methodology
that has informed strategies in the Comoros, Madagascar and Seychelles and within the
region through support from the IOC, IGAD and the AU. This became the basis for UNECA’s
Blue Economy Valuation Toolkit (BEVTK) which tested across coastal, island and landlocked
contexts, and is building the foundation for national blue accounting, an essential precondition
for evidence-based decision making and comprehensive accounting of the socio-economic
and ecological value of aquatic resources.

Furthermore, a substantial level of investment activity is emerging. GEF-supported
programmes have improved ocean and coastal management across the seven LMEs,
generating Global Environmental Benefits: rebuilt fish stocks; integrated management of
transboundary aquatic ecosystems; improved protection of marine habitats; pollution
management; improved climate resilience; and expanded livelihood opportunities for women
and youth in coastal communities. Recent sustainable blue economy-focused projects, such
as: the climate resilient Benguela Current Large Marine Ecosystem programme (BCLME 1V);
the African Small Island Developing States (SIDS) transformation project covering Cabo
Verde, Comoros, Guinea-Bissau, Mauritius, Sdo Tomé and Principe and Seychelles; and the
Red Sea and Gulf of Aden Harnessing Ecosystem Services-Blue Economy, Red Sea & Gulf
of Aden project (HESBERSGA), are explicitly designed to accelerate transformation. EU
programmes such as: the Fish and Aquaculture Value Chain Development Programme
(FISH4ACP); Enhancing Sustainable Fisheries Management and Aquaculture Development
in Africa (FishGov2); the West Africa Sustainable Ocean Programme and country actions in
Mozambique and Tanzania; the World Bank’s Blue Economy for Resilient Africa Program and
PROBLUE; and AFD, FFEM and NORAD initiatives; SIDA Project on Conserving Aquatic Blue

12
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Biodiversity in Africa Blue economy, implemented by AU-IBAR; and Norway Programme on
supporting implementation of Africa Blue Economy Strategy, complement the GEF LME
programmes. They support and promote the use of marine and coastal resources for
sustainable economic growth and improve resilience to climate change.

Innovations are also gaining momentum in the region, with successful pilots of real time
detection of illegal fishing and fish ranching in Mauritius, sustainable artisanal fishing in
Madagascar, and digital tools that empower women fish processors taking off on the ground.
Digital monitoring systems, utilizing VMS, are operational at regional levels, including: the
FCWC Regional monitoring, control and surveillance centre located in Tema, Ghana; and the
SADC Regional monitoring, control, surveillance and coordination centre in Maputo
Mozambique. Regional restoration efforts such as the IUCN-championed Great Blue Wall
Initiative pilots in Kenya, Tanzania, Zanzibar, Mozambique, Madagascar and Comoros link
ecosystem recovery with community livelihoods. The SIDA/AU-IBAR project ‘Conserving
aquatic biodiversity in African Blue’, in collaboration with KMFRI, enhanced community
capacity and supported mangrove ecosystems restoration in Gazi Bay, Southern Kenya.
SIDA/AU-IBAR, also in collaboration with IUCN, supported gender mainstreaming in aquatic
biodiversity conservation and ecosystems in the coastal regions in Ghana. Successes and
lessons from these developments and initiatives amplify a critical lesson: benefits are
maximized when environmental objectives are directly tied to economic transformation and
job creation.

5.1 Sub-regional snapshots

Progress, nevertheless, is uneven across the continent, and a sub-regional view captures both
the leaders and some of the gaps. The following illustrates the situation and is not meant to
be comprehensive.

Eastern Africa and the Western Indian Ocean. This sub-region has driven a significant
share of the continental agenda. Seychelles pioneered a national Blue Economy Roadmap
and the world’s first sovereign blue bond; Mauritius and South Africa are implementing
strategies; and Kenya has advanced its own framework alongside the US$49.8 million Kenya
Marine Fisheries and Socio-Economic Development project. The IOC, Africa’s only regional
body composed exclusively of island states and IGAD have applied the UNECA Handbook
methodology to regional strategies, while the Southwest Indian Ocean includes a
concentration of the continent’s largest coastlines and exclusive economic zones.

Southern Africa and the Benguela Current. South Africa’s Operation Phakisa remains the
continent’s most cited national ocean economy programme. The BCLME IV programme has
explicitly incorporated a blue economy approach into the updated Strategic Action
Programme, supported by EU action through German Development Cooperation Agency
(GlIZ) and country level engagement in Mozambique and Tanzania.

West Africa and the Gulf of Guinea. An area heavily affected by IUU fishing and acute
coastal erosion, this sub-region is also a focus of significant investment through the West
Africa Coastal Areas programme, the EU West Africa Sustainable Ocean Programme,
FISH4ACP and electronic monitoring systems pioneered in Mauritania and replicated in
Senegal. Togo and Senegal have adopted blue economy strategies, and maritime security
cooperation under the Yaoundé architecture that is central to unlocking tourism and fisheries
value.

13
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North Africa, the Mediterranean, and Red Sea. The Mediterranean and Red Sea and Gulf
of Aden programmes increasingly engage blue economy principles, with the HESBERSGA
initiative harnessing ecosystem services to support SBE business investment and regional
cooperation in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden, and the AFD-supported seagrass conservation
and blue carbon finance in Tunisia.

African Small Island Developing States. To address both their high climate vulnerability and
vast ocean wealth, African SIDS (Cabo Verde, Comoros, Guinea-Bissau, Mauritius, Sdo Tomé
and Principe, and Seychelles) are supported by a dedicated UNDP-GEF transformation
project. The initiative focuses on strengthening the enabling environment, piloting ridge-to-reef
solutions, and building robust knowledge management systems across these small island
economies.

6. Emerging trends shaping the African blue economy

Multiple trends are reshaping how the blue economy is conceived, financed and governed.
These point to a sector maturing from scattered sectoral projects into a coordinated, finance-
backed and increasingly climate-framed agenda, and embedding inclusion as a design
principle with backing from external partners.

From sectoral pilots to programmatic policy. The dominant shift in the past five years is
the move from scattered, single-sector projects towards integrated holistic national strategies
and an overarching continental programme. The rise in national and regional strategies, the
creation of the AU Blue Economy Division and the Blue Economy Reference Group (BERG),
and the transition from the 2021-2025 Implementation Plan to the 2025-2029 Programme,
point towards the same direction—a shift from rhetoric towards programmatic implementation,
practice and delivery.

The rapid rise of blue finance. Finance is diversifying ahead of other dimensions: sovereign
blue bonds; debt-for-nature swaps; thematic funds and blended finance vehicles are moving
from novelty to mainstream, supported by the World Bank’s PROBLUE and Blue Economy for
Resilient Africa Program and by a growing group of bilateral financiers. The focus is gradually
moving from concessional grant support towards instruments that catalyze private sector
finance.

Blue carbon and natural capital valuation. Interest in valuing what the ocean provides and
not only what is extracted from it, is growing. Blue accounting methods, UNECA’s BEVTK and
rising attention to blue carbon ecosystems such as mangroves and seagrasses indicate a
move toward incorporating natural capital into national accounts and investment decisions.

Digitalization and smarter monitoring. Technology is changing enforcement and
management. Electronic monitoring, control and surveillance systems pioneered in Mauritania
and extended to Senegal and satellite-enabled detection of illegal fishing in Mauritius illustrate
a wider adoption of technological tools that strengthen security, transparency and
accountability, despite of a persistent continental data deficit.

Climate resilience as the organizing frame. The blue economy is increasingly framed less
as a maritime security or conservation concern and more as a central pillar of climate
adaptation and resilience. This is visible in the World Bank’s resilience-centered programming
and in projects such as BCLME |V, SIDA Conserving-funded aquatic biodiversity project,
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placing climate resilient development at the heart of restoration of degraded ecosystems (e.g.
mangroves) and transboundary action programmes.

Trade-led integration and the autonomy question. The current transition is defined by two
countervailing forces. First, the AfCFTA is shifting the blue economy toward an integrated
trade and value-chain framework that connects coastal, island and landlocked states,
positioning women and youth as central actors rather than an afterthought. Second, there is
an acture awareness that much of the progress to date has relied on external financing. This
duality underscores the urgent need for greater African ownership, increased domestic
resource mobilization and self-determined priorities.

7. Challenges and barriers

The impediments to a prospering sustainable blue economy are significant and synergistic.
They fall into three categories: environmental pressures, governance and institutional gaps,
and structural constraints on finance, skills and inclusion.

7.1 Environmental pressures

Marine pollution is acute and intensifying. According to current data estimates, Africa is the
world’s second largest source of ocean plastic. If rapid urbanization continues to outpace
waste management, Africa is projected to become the world’s leading source of mismanaged
plastic waste by mid-century. Untreated wastewater due to lack of collection and treatment
infrastructure passing through freshwater systems and discharge directly to the sea and oil
spills both damage ecosystems, human health, tourism and industry. Marine pollution impacts
the ocean’s carbon storing capacity, degrading mangroves, salt marshes and seagrasses.
Furthermore, climate-induced pressures, sea-level rise, ocean warming, storms and
acidification reduce the productivity of fisheries and increase the vulnerability of coastal
communities. Consequently, climate change is not a peripheral issue but a core threat to the
viability of the blue economy sector. Without integrating adaptation into the planning of
ecosystem protection, fisheries, tourism and coastal infrastructure, hard-won development
gains could easily be lost.

IUU fishing is a major threat to food security and economic stability. Almost half of the industrial
and semi-industrial vessels identified worldwide as engaged in IUU fishing operate in African
waters, with West Africa alone recognized as a global hotspot, accounting for around 40
percent. Losses to the continent are estimated at approximately US$11.5 billion. Habitat
degradation and biodiversity loss are severely affected by human pressure. The Guinea
Current LME is assessed to be functioning at only about a quarter of its capacity, while other
African LMEs operate within roughly one half to three quarters capacity.

Coastal erosion and climate change compound these problems. A 2019 World Bank study of
Benin, Céte d’lvoire, Senegal and Togo found that coastal degradation affected about 1.4
million people, caused around 13,000 deaths a year, and cost approximately US$3.8 billion,
approximately 5.3 percent of the four countries’ combined GDP, with 56 percent of their
coastline eroding at an average of 1.8 metres per year and at least thirteen large ports facing
severe adjacent erosion. Rising temperatures, sea level rise and extreme weather drive coral
bleaching, habitat loss and species migration, with island states especially exposed.

15



African (ag)
Union %+

7.2 Governance, coordination and data

Institutional mandates are often fragmented, creating duplication, regulatory gaps and weak
accountability. A harmonized sustainable blue economy policy is hampered by siloed
approaches, weak regional and national alignment, and constrained coordination on shared
water management. Transboundary ecosystems are still largely managed nationally, with
insufficient joint coordination mechanisms for fisheries, pollution control, marine spatial
planning and climate resilience. These are compounded by limited data sharing and
monitoring mechanisms, lack of regional knowledge exchange platforms and South-South
cooperation, persistent maritime insecurity, and political economy constraints that discourage
collective and sustainable action.

Continental systematic blue economy accounting is yet to be established in African countries.
Uneven and inconsistent social, economic and ecological data and weak natural capital
accounting limit the ability to value ecosystem services and demonstrate the returns to
investment in conservation. Without sound, comparable data, evidence-based decision-
making and adaptive management are difficult, making implementation of continental and
regional commitments weak.

Maritime insecurity also remains a significant problem notably in the Gulf of Guinea, further
depressing tourism, fisheries and investment, emphasizing the need for institutional
frameworks to support joint patrols and the effective implementation of instruments such as
the Yaoundé and Djibouti Codes of Conduct that focus on combating piracy and illegal
maritime activities.

7.3 Finance, skills, innovation and inclusion

Access to finance in a binding constraint, particularly for micro, small and medium-sized
enterprises and the informal sector that dominate Africa’s blue economic activities. Innovation
and technology gaps limit sustainable fisheries, aquaculture and value addition. Furthermore,
a shortage of skilled professionals constrains the workforce needed for both the blue economy
and the AfCFTA agenda. Underdeveloped value chains also generate post-harvest losses and
weaken the global market position of African blue products.

Furthermore, African women and youth face restricted access to capital, training and
entrepreneurial opportunity. Critics caution that without targeted policy amendments, the blue
economy risks favouring foreign enterprises and a small domestic elite. The inclusive
framework of the ABES is designed to prevent this outcome.

8. Critical gaps

The most consequential gaps between the continental ambition and current capability are
summarized below.

Gaps How it manifests Consequence if unaddressed

Strategies such as SAPs adopted on paper

but weakly executed at national and local Continental ambition outpaces
levels; SBE objectives not operationalized delivery.

within LME action programmes.

Implementation

16



e

Management of
transboundary
aquatic
ecosystems

Coordination

Inclusion and
equity

Infrastructure
and value-chain

Knowledge and
monitoring

Governance and

policy
coherence

Private-sector
participation

technical professionals.

Weak capacity for management of shared
aquatic resources.

Institutional silos, duplicative initiatives and
inconsistent standards and safeguards
across partners.

Lack of interagency collaboration among BE
sectors at national levels and coherence in
sectoral instruments frameworks.

Under-representation of women and youth;
benefits skewed toward elites and foreign
firms.

Underdeveloped processing, ports,
connectivity and cold-chain facilities.

Absent regional knowledge-exchange
platforms; weak monitoring and evaluation
and South-South cooperation.

Fragmented legal and institutional
frameworks; weak alignment between
continental, regional and national policies;
limited integration of Blue Economy
priorities into national development planning
and budgeting and uneven ratification of
global and regional agreements.

Weak investment-ready project pipelines,
limited business support services and
regulatory barriers to MSMEs and blue
enterprises.

used potential.

Transboundary resources and

issues not adequately managed.

Fragmentation, duplication and
lost synergies between
programmes.

Entrenched social disparities
and risks to the agenda
legitimacy.

Post harvest losses and weak
competitiveness in global
markets.

Lessons not shared; adaptive
management and accountability
constrained.

Weak implementation,
inconsistent policy application
and reduced effectiveness of
investments.

Innovation, value addition, job
creation and domestic
investment remain below
potential.

Source: Author’s synthesis of the GEF concept, March et al. (2024), the UNECA and World
Bank analyses, and the wider literature.
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These gaps are deeply interconnected: the absence of data weakens the case for finance,
financing shortfalls constrain capacity, and limited capacity continues to impede
implementation. While addressing any single gap in isolation will yield limited benefits, tackling
them together through a coordinated, holistic, and programmatic approach is what translates
strategy into measurable, transformational results.

9. Alignment with global and regional frameworks

Africa’s blue economy agenda is grounded within a structured hierarchy of continental,
regional and global frameworks. Agenda 2063, the AU’s fifty-year blueprint, identifies the blue
economy as a major contributor to structural transformation, with marine and ocean resources
prioritized under its aspiration of a prosperous Africa based on inclusive growth and
sustainable development. The 2050 AIM Strategy provides the maritime governance and
security foundation, and the ABES translates these into sector-by-sector strategies and
implementation plans. At the regional and subregional level, agreements such as the Lome
Charter on Maritime Safety and Security, the Nairobi Convention sustainable maritime
practices and ecosystem safeguards, the Abidjan Convention, the Jeddah Convention, Lake
Kariba Blue Economy Strategy and Investment Plan, the COMESA Blue Economy Strategy
and the EAC Protocol on Environment and Natural Resources are ingrained in the ABES.

At the global level, the agenda is aligned with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
most directly with Goal 14 (Life Below Water) along with goals on poverty, food security,
decent work, gender equality, clean energy, climate action and partnerships. It is also aligned
with the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, the Paris Agreement, and, more recently, the
new UN treaty on Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction (BBNJ) on the conservation and
sustainable use of marine biodiversity in areas beyond national jurisdiction which entered into
force on 17 January 2026. The ratification and implementation of these global agreements is
essential. The ABES is also aligned with the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).

Crucially, ABES includes inland waters in the blue economy framework to establish a unified
African voice. This ensures policy coherence across continental, regional and global levels.
The table below maps these Africa blue economy pillars the Sustainable Development Goals.

Continental / regional

Blue economy pillar Primary SDG alignment anchor

Sustainable fisheries & SDG 14,2, 1, 8 A.BES'Theme 1; PFRS for
aquaculture Fisheries & Aquaculture

ABES Theme 2; 2050 AIM
Strategy; Lomé Charter

ABES Theme 3; Paris

Shipping, ports & maritime

. SDG 8§, 9, 16, 17
security

Coastal tourism, climate & SDG 8, 13, 11, 14

resilience Agreement
Sl_JstainabIe energy & SDG 7.9, 12, 14 ABES Theme 4; Agenda
minerals 2063
Qovernance, jobs & inclusive SDG 1, 5, 8, 16, 17 ABES Theme 5; AfCFTA;
finance Agenda 2063
Source: Author’s synthesis based on ABES, Agenda 2063, the 2050 AIM Strategy and the
2030 Agenda.
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The AfCFTA distinguishes Africa’s approach by positioning the blue economy as a driver of
intra-African trade, value chains, and job creation, rather than just conservation or security. To
prevent fragmentation and duplication of efforts and initiatives supported by key partners—
GEF, the EU, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP), Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), GIZ, African Union
Development Agency—NEPAD (AUDA-NEPAD), AFD, FFEM, NORAD, the World Bank and
regional bodies—an overarching continental programme is essential. This will align
investments, capacity, and political commitments behind a shared, holistic vision rather than
isolated, parallel projects.

10. Priorities to accelerate the implementation of the ABES

To overcome the challenges, a holistic and integrated programmatic approach is required to
link policy to investment, strengthen institutions and human capacity, empower women and
youth, integrate climate resilience and ecosystem health and services into economic planning;
and align national efforts with a shared continental vision. Based on the needs, here are ten
recommended priority areas.

1. Harmonize governance and strengthen regulatory and institutional frameworks.
Build institutional capacity at continental and regional levels to guide national SBE
policy, legal and regulatory development; align the ABES, the LME SAPs and national
strategies; and integrate marine spatial planning and ecosystem-based management
across river basins, coastal zones and marine areas. Undertake measures to ratify
international and regional agreements and ensure their adoption in to national
legislation and regulatory frameworks. Build capacity of the AU secretariat to effectively
implement a robust coordinating mechanism.

2. Scale up and diversify blue finance. Mobilize domestic, blended public and private
capital and innovative instruments, blue bonds, thematic funds and concessional
finance with particular attention given to MSMEs and the informal sector, and support
the formalisation of enterprises led by women and youth to improve sustainability and
resilience.

3. Build robust blue accounting, data and knowledge systems. Implement
standardized national blue economy accounting systems (building on UNECA’s
Valuation Toolkit) and establish regional knowledge exchange platforms and South-
South cooperation to enable data-driven adaptive management, (a structured
interactive approach to managing complex systems that emphasizes learning by doing)
to realize the full value of ecosystem services.

4. Reduce marine pollution and combat IUU fishing. Invest in wastewater and plastic
waste management infrastructure, oil spill detection and regional response systems,
and monitoring, control and surveillance systems.

5. Protect and restore critical ecosystems for resilience. Conserve through protected
areas and restore mangroves, seagrasses and coral reefs to sustain fisheries, store
blue carbon and buffer coastlines. Apply nature-based solutions and disaster risk
reduction measures in coastal and inland waters planning, and deploy regional early
warning systems.
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6. Diversify livelihoods and develop value chains. Reduce pressure on overexploited
resources by expanding sustainable mariculture, aquaculture, seaweed farming,
ecotourism and value-added fisheries. Invest in value-chain infrastructure, technology
and capacity across to cut post-harvest losses and boost competitiveness.

7. Embed inclusion, equity and skills. Expand maritime and freshwater education and
training, secure tenure and provide access to finance and incubation grants. Extend
support to blue jobs for women and youth and ensure that decision-making is inclusive
and that benefits are equitably distributed.

8. Harness AfCFTA and regional integration. Leverage trade integration to expand
markets and intra-African trade in blue products. Strengthen ports, shipping and
connectivity, and forge synergies between island, coastal and landlocked states under
a coordinated continental programme.

9. South-South cooperation. Promote cooperation through a network of technical
institutions in technology, innovation, fisheries stock, assessments, monitoring, training,
data exchange and training.

10. Technology and innovation. Provide policy frameworks and finance to encourage the
uptake of new technologies and inspire innovation within the sector.

It is important to ensure that these priorities should be pursued through coordination rather
than competing with and amongst each other. What we consistently learn from experience is
that siloed projects deliver limited, non-scalable benefits, whereas a programmatic approach,
a holistic approach that links policy to investment, integrates coordination, human capacity,
technology, institutions, resilience and inclusion, and aligns the many actors behind the ABES
is far more likely to catalyse durable transformational change.

11. Conclusion

Africa’s blue economy is no longer a concept; it is a structured investment and policy space
framed by the African Union, anchored in Agenda 2063 and the SDGs, and backed by a
growing coalition of development partners. With its vast natural wealth, robust strategic
frameworks, and rising political will, the continent is primed to turn its aquatic resources into a
powerful engine for transformation, inclusive growth, food security, and climate resilience.
Economically, the bblue economy sector is expected to grow from US$300 billion today to
US$405 billion and 57 million jobs by 2030.

However, critical threats persist—pollution, IUU fishing, ecosystem degradation, coastal
erosion and climate change, compounded by funding and data gaps, weak institutions, and
social inequities.

Without decisive action, Africa risks the continuous exploitation of its aquatic resources.
However, by linking ecological targets directly to economic development, placing youth and
women at the centre, and coordinating partners around a single continental blue economy
programme, Africa can translate its aquatic wealth into lasting, shared prosperity. The time
has come to convert high-level political pledges into durable programmes that deliver concrete
results on the ground.
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Appendix A

Countries with Blue Economy
Strategies/Plans

Algeria, Botswana, Comoros, Republic of the
Congo, Dijibouti, Equatorial Guinea, Guinea-

Bissau, Kenya, Madagascar, Mauritius,
Mozambique, S&o Tomé and Principe,
Seychelles, Sierra Leone, Somalia, South
Africa, Tanzania, Nigeria, Liberia, Ghana,
Lesotho.

Countries with Draft Blue Economy
Strategies pending national

validation/adoption

Central Africa Republic, Senegal, Cameroon,
Guinea, Mauritania, Angola, Burkina Faso.
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Countries developing Blue Economy
Strategies/Plans

Benin, Cabo Verde, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Gabon,
Céte d’lvoire, Libya, Malawi, Morocco, Namibia,
Rwanda, South Sudan, Sudan, Togo, Tunisia,
Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe.
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