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Introduction

On the one hand, the realities of a rapidly growing
and urbanizing population and high poverty rates
have heightened the demand for accelerated job
creation through faster growth and structural
transformation. Among other things, realizing these
goals will require significant intensification of energy
consumption. On the other hand, policymakers

face pressures to design growth and development
strategies that are broadly aligned with global
commitments to the energy transition agenda.!

A core tenet of the transition global transition
agenda is decarbonization as expressed in nationally
determined contributions, a fact that has direct
implications on the availability, reliability, and cost of
energy for African economies.?

Yet as demonstrated by experiences of multiple
countries, these two imperatives need not be
contradictory.® First, African countries have high
potential to produce renewable energy towards
eliminating energy poverty in the region. For
example, with over 3,000 hours of sunshine
annually, the continent holds about 60% of global

solar resources yet only 1% of installed solar PV
capacity. Meanwhile, renewables like solar, wind,
geothermal, and hydropower comprise 80% of
projected new generation capacity over the next
five years.* Second, transitory use of fossil fuels
during Africa’s “developmentalist transition” phase
need not come with significant ecological costs. For
instance, if African countries were to utilize all of
existing proven gas reserves, the region’s share of
global emissions would rise to a mere 3.5%.° In any
case, per capita greenhouse gas emissions in Africa
are the lowest of any major region of the world,

and have actually declined over the last decade (see
Figure 1). This trend is indicative of the persistence
of energy poverty in Africa. At present, 85% of the
people without electricity access around the world
live in Africa (with 80m more people lacking access
to power today than was the case in 2000). The high
levels of energy poverty extend to the manufacturing
sector. Per capita final energy consumption by the
region’s industrial sector is lower today than it was at
the beginning of the century (see Figure 2).

TRENDS IN PER CAPITA GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS
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Figure 1: Trends in per capita green house gas emissions in Africa. Source: Authors calculations based on data from Our World in Data (2026).¢ For
comparison, the United States (17.5 t/person), China (9.9 t/person), Europe (8.9 t/person), and the world (6.7 t/person) have significantly higher

emissions relative to Africa.
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These are the realities that should inform policy
discourse, design, and implementation of the “green
industrialization” agenda in Africa. With that in
mind, this paper is a modest attempt to outline a
conceptual framework for thinking about Africa’s
green industrialization. To that end, it synthesizes
ideas from the literatures on industrial policy,

international policy diffusion, and the political
economy of development; and then applies the same
to the question of green industrialization in Africa.
The paper then offers two examples, one on project
implementation and another on electrification, to
illustrate the need for rethinking the idea of green
industrialization as applied to African economies.

TOTAL FINAL ENERGY CONSUMPTION (INDUSTRY)

8000

7000

6000

megajoules per capita

5000

4000

3000

2000 2005 2010

2015 2020 2025

Figure 2: Trends in per capita final energy consumption in the industrial sector across Africa and India. Declines in per capita energy consumption
do not reflect rising efficiencies in energy use. Instead, they show declining sizes of industrial sectors relative to population growth. Source: Author

using data from the IEA and the United Nations.

Consequently, the paper advances two sets of
arguments. The first set concerns the definition

of “green industrialization.” The current consensus
broadly considers green industrialization to mean
greening existing industry (what | call “greening
business-as-usual), with particular focus on energy
and mining. This paper introduces the concept of
“developmentalist green industrialization.” The
utility of explicitly attaching developmentalist logics
to green industrialization (See Figure 3) is that it
allows for (i) centering the economic development

imperative, including the creation of jobs and
improving of livelihoods, in conversations about
green industrialization; and (ii) it shifts the analytical
gaze away from the largely externally focused
“projectization” and excessive financialization of
green industrialization initiatives (focusing primarily
on environmentalism and decarbonization), and
towards what these initiatives mean for job creating
techno-industrial development in the process of
structural economic transformation in specific
African countries.
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The second set of arguments concerns the
application of the concept of green industrialization
to the everyday practicalities of policy advocacy.
Here, the paper advances four key arguments.
First, green industrialization should be viewed
not simply as a programmatic compliance with
global and regional climate compacts and/or
treaties, but as part of African countries’ industrial
policies for the structural transformation of their
economies. To this end, there is a need to eschew
narrow “projectization” of green industrialization
by all stakeholders involved; or the tendency to
let regional and international initiatives define

and/or slow down domestic implementation of
industrialization strategies on account of lack of
policy ownership. This calls for domestic tailoring of
green industrialization policies via the establishment
of cross-sectoral linkages, attention to domestic
objective economic realities (especially the cost

and reliability of energy access), robust inclusion

of private sector players, and openness to learning
by doing. The point here is that, like all industrial
policies, green industrial policies will only succeed

if they are sufficiently localized and anchored

in domestic political economies and attendant
developmentalist coalitions.”

GREEN INDUSTRIALIZATION REQUIRES STRONG FOUNDATIONS

Conceptualization of
developmentalist green
industrialization

Investment in capacity
to design and execute

developmentalist
industrial policies

Adopting developmentalist
green industrialization
policies as core features
of developmentalist
industrial policies

Figure 3: Green industrialization in Africa will not leapfrog foundational industrial capacities needed for rapid economic growth and structural

transformation.

Second, green industrialization will come with a
“techno-economic” shift characterized by “new
industry building and legacy industry adjustment
and dismantling (emphasis in original).”® It follows
that the implied process of creative destruction
will unsettle sectoral, national, and international
political economies that should not be masked
under narratives of climate solidarity, low-carbon
production being a “no regret” option, or the ability
to simply leapfrog old technologies. As discussed
below, the political, economic, and technical
realities are such that African economies’ green
industrialization will take place over time; and will
require delicate navigation of redistributive politics

at the sectoral, national, and international levels.’
At the global level, it will require African countries
to present a common position regarding the

pace, cost, and modalities of financing the energy
transition. Otherwise, they are likely to lose out

in the “green division of labor” within global value
chains.’® At the regional level, African countries will
have to coordinate on policies and joint initiatives,
even as they engage in healthy competition. And
within countries, there will be a need to cultivate
developmentalist coalitions that can build long-term
consensus and stabilize industrial policies across
multiple sectors.
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Third, due to historical factors, there is a risk

that African countries will approach the green
industrialization agenda in a manner that at once
narrows its meaning and prioritizes the industrial
needs of external actors. So far, the clearest
evidence of this comes from the discourse on
critical minerals, whereby the prioritization of
global demands have yielded a policy environment
that is anti-development at the local level.}* Green
industrialization ought not be defined simply as

a matter of mining critical minerals, or feeding
renewables into Africa’s meager industrial sector.
Instead, it should be viewed as part of a wider

step change in increasing African economies’
productive capacities across multiple sectors
(including agriculture, manufacturing, and services).
To the extent that African countries prioritize the
production of “green minerals,” it should be with the
understanding that this sector is but one component
of overall industrialization strategies.

Fourth, due to the above factors, there is a need for
conceptual clarity and coordination around what

is meant by “green industrialization” as a policy
endeavor, and therefore how various stakeholders

should structure their engagements over policy
advocacy, investments, and knowledge production.
This is important because green industrialization

will be a process characterized by standard iterative
features of policymaking - coalition building,
formulation, implementation, learning. This calls for
the cultivation of an epistemic community of practice
with a wide knowledge base and outlook that is not
constrained by short-term project timelines, funding
cycles, and/or externally-defined goals.

The rest of this paper proceeds as follows. The next
section defines the concept of developmentalist
green industrialization, and its application to the
African context with reference to models of state-
led development. Section 3 describes the sectoral,
national, regional and global political economy
dynamics that will likely shape the process of green
industrialization in African economies. Section 4
discusses how African countries ought to navigate
lack of fiscal and administrative capacity, policy
uncertainty due to politics, and aligning green
industrialization strategies with the growing role

of the service sector in African economies. Finally,
Section 5 concludes.

NZ.
XN
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Redefining Green
Industrialization

This section outlines the current (implied) definition
of “green industrialization in Africa” and its
programmatic application through various initiatives.
It then argues that this definition is inadequate,

as it does not capture both the developmental

and climate imperatives facing African economies.
Finally, the section defines and makes the case for

a developmentalist green industrialization agenda
for African countries. At the core of the argument is
that green industrialization in Africa is bound to fail
if defined merely as “greening business as usual."*?
Developmentalist green industrialization, on the
other hand, promises to catalyze concerted efforts
to eradicate Africa’s energy poverty, while also
promoting industrial policies that are likely to result in
the structural transformation of African economies.

2.1 African Green Industrialization as
“Greening Business-As-Usual”

Thus far, the consensus has been to consider green
industrialization as a process of “sustainable use

of non-renewable resources” in a manner that
“internalizes environmental costs, including most
critically those related to climate change.” Relatedly,
green industrialization deploys “green technologies:
production techniques that economize on exhaustible
resources and emit fewer greenhouse gases."** Most
of the existing academic works and policy documents
on green industrialization in Africa implicitly take this
definition for granted, and apply its implications to the
regional context - for example by emphasizing the
region’s potential for green agricultural production,
agro-processing, renewable electricity generation, and
production of minerals that are critical for the energy
transition. Thereafter, the discourse typically shifts

to specific policy recommendations or programmatic
implementation strategies.

This is not by accident. The discourse on green
industrialization is derivative of the wider discourse
on climate change as it pertains to African countries.
The climate change discourse in Africa has, in turn,
been shaped by concerns about a just transition,
including through global fundraising for climate-
related loss and damage, how to finance energy
transition efforts (including through reforms of

the global financial architecture), the creation and
regulation of carbon markets, and investments

in renewables and efficient domestic energy use.
These efforts, while normatively admirable, have

not always been sufficiently anchored in an Africa-
focused developmentalist paradigm and its attendant
layers of global, regional, national, and sectoral
political economies. Instead, the attention has largely
focused on global and, at times, regional questions
of historical redistributive justice, institutional
reforms, and diplomatic cooperation. Consider the
Africa Green Industrialization Initiative (AGII).*>

The initiative’s mandate is to “advance green
industrialization across the continent,” which is one
of the objectives identified in the 2023 Nairobi
Declaration on Climate Change.'® On its part, the
Nairobi Declaration reflected the broader concerns
regarding climate change in Africa identified above. It
is therefore not surprising that the four priority areas
identified by AGII include mobilization of capital

at scale, promotion of renewable-driven industrial
clusters (with a focus on critical minerals, green fuels,
and battery manufacturing), alignment of policies and
standards, and the promotion of knowledge transfer
and skills.

These priority areas are legitimate in their own right.
However, they are too narrow to serve as the pillars
of Africa’s green industrialization. Importantly, they
reflect the extraversion of most climate-related
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policies and initiatives in Africa - in that while

their core intentions are legitimate, their execution
nonetheless relies on ideas and goals driven largely by
external actors (governments, organizations, scholars,
etc.).’” More often than not, extraversion results in
initiatives and policies that are poorly anchored in
domestic political economies, have a short shelf life
beyond specific policy champions (instead of being
backed by domestic developmentalist coalitions), and
therefore end up having little impact on economic
growth and development.

A brief discussion of capital mobilization and critical
minerals will highlight what this means. Mobilization
of capital has been a core part of climate negotiations
since the 2009 Conference of the Parties (COP15) in
Copenhagen, Denmark. A related advocacy campaign
has sought to highlight how imbalances in the global
financial architecture disfavor African countries by
subjecting them to higher than warranted credit
costs.'® The cost of credit is acutely significant in

a world where climate mitigation and adaptation
strategies require new infrastructure investments.
This is compounded by the fact that most African
governments find themselves in the fiscal squeeze
caused by, among other things, the high cost of
credit. Yet the discourse on the cost of credit remains
divorced from domestic policies regarding credit
allocation for development - a key feature of the
industrial policies that engineered economic takeoff
in East Asian economies. Instead, African countries

remain wedded to policies of financialization of
development from high-income countries that do
little to lower the cost of providing public goods and
services.'?

The same applies to the question of critical
minerals. The problem of extraversion starts with
the definition of “critical minerals.” First, criticality
of the identified minerals refers to the industrial
demands of advanced economies, and not
necessarily the developmental demands in African
economies.? The question is rarely asked about
which minerals are critical for Africa’s industrial
development, and how they can be exploited and
traded most economically within the region. For
example, the United States (and several other
high-income governments) regularly releases the
list of what, as a matter of policy, the government
considers to be critical minerals. The list then
informs mitigation of supply chain risk, stockpiling,
regulatory posture towards permitting, promotion
of private investment, and general scenario planning
and strategic policymaking.?* For the most part,
African policymaking in the “critical minerals” sector
simply responds to external demand driven by
high-income country industrial development and
strategic prioritization. In this regard, the regional
critical minerals sector looks no different than the
wider natural resource sector - with the well-known
pathologies of enclave economies and minimal
spillovers into the rest of the economy.

TRENDS IN THE SHARE OF MANUFACTURING VALUE ADDED (% OF GDP)
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Figure 4: Trends in the manufacturing value added share of total output in Africa and South Asia. Notice the decline across Africa since the mid-
1990s. African countries will struggle to pursue green industrialization without a robust regional industrial sector.
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Second, despite recent efforts to codify statutory
requirements for local processing and value addition,
the sectoral orientation is still foreign facing. In
practice, the sector is still largely dominated by
foreign extractive companies and expertise, and
largely produces for foreign markets. There is little
integration into intra-Africa value chains, or strategic
planning to deploy windfalls from the sector to
develop mining concerns that are critical to African
industrialization.?? In practical terms, the global
division of labor along critical mineral value chains
substantially disfavors African economies.?® Having
a domestic orientation is important not just for
resource nationalism purposes. It incentivizes the
development of productive cross-sectoral value
chains, and creates demand for good policies. For
example, the development of Indonesia’s nickel
sector - which is increasingly associated with the
“green metals” value chain - initially targeted the
stainless-steel industry. Therefore, Indonesia’s nickel
strategy should not be understood as an enclaved
“green strategy,” but part of a wider strategic
approach to the sector.?

Finally, conceptualizing green industrialization as
“greening business-as-usual” is inadequate because
African countries lack the policy tools, industrial/
technological capacity, financial capital, private
sector depth, or even markets needed to succeed
using this strategy. As illustrated in Figure 4, Africa
as a region has seen a substantial decline in the
manufacturing share of total output. This means that
the region lacks the depth to facilitate both forward
and backward linkages to existing sectors. Relatedly,
the decline of the African higher education sector
beginning in the 1970s has deprived the region

of large supplies of highly-trained and technically
competent workforce.?® These gaps are compounded
by the fact that the global conceptions of “green
industrial policy” reflect high-income countries’ quest
for energy security, generalized decarbonization, and
technological dominance. Low-income countries,
whose emissions remain relatively miniscule, are
concerned with the need for rapid growth and
structural transformation.

Stated differently, the logics driving “greening
business-as-usual” in high-income countries
(energy security, decarbonization, technological
dominance, and more recently artificial intelligence)

are in many ways orthogonal to the ideal goals of
green industrialization in low-income countries
(unlocking new technologies for growth as part

of broader developmentalist industrial policies).
Therefore, naively plugging into the emerging
global “green” value chains will not automatically
generate the desired domestic economic benefits
(i.e., structural transformation, less reliance on fuel
imports, and export competitiveness) for African
countries. Instead, it will subordinate the design and
implementation of green industrialization policies

in Africa to the industrial needs of high-income
countries. Access to finance will be limited to
projects that service high-income country markets’
strategic needs.? Technology transfers will be limited
at best. There will be little technological spillovers
into other sectors. And domestic/regional value
chains will remain rudimentary.

2.2 The Case for Developmentalist
Green Industrialization

The discussion above demonstrates the inadequacy
of existing definitions and applications of the
concept of green industrialization in Africa. What is
needed, instead, is a shift to developmentalist green
industrialization. Simply stated, developmentalist
green industrialization is the mainstreaming
(throughout the economy) of the pursuit of new
industrial technologies that efficiently exploit natural
resources and appreciably reduce the emission of
greenhouse gases.?” Importantly, developmentalist
green industrialization is a process that balances
the costs and benefits of green technologies,

and should be pursued as an integral part of
developmentalist policies designed to achieve
structural transformation. Developmentalist green
industrialization should contribute to overall
economic growth and development (mainstream
techno-industrial policy) rather than being pursued
as an end in itself (restricted to environmental

and energy policy).?® It follows that in low-

income countries without a substantial industrial
base, a prerequisite for developmentalist green
industrialization ought to be the promotion of robust
developmentalist industrial policies.

Green industrialization should be conceptualized
as a pillar of the techno-industrial transformation
of African economies - hence the concept of
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developmentalist green industrialization. This
integration is important for two reasons. First,

African countries need to be part of the new energy
technologies and industries of the future. Therefore,
incorporating green industrialization strategies as

part of their developmentalist agendas makes sense
with regard to unlocking new growth opportunities,
accumulating technological know-how, ensuring their
ability to plug into emerging global value chains from a
position of strength, and creating jobs. Second, failure
to incorporate green industrialization as a core part of
the Africa’s developmental agenda will relegate related
initiatives to the periphery of policymaking. The

high salience of policies related to the environment
and climate change will not be matched by what
governments actually do. The result will be that, in
most countries, green industrialization will be viewed
and pursued as a standalone project with little import
for overall developmentalist strategies.

Therefore, the quest for developmentalist green
industrialization in Africa must be accompanied by
an aggressive revitalization of the region’s industrial
sector. It is highly unlikely that African economies
will simply leapfrog the need for robust industrial
bases (either at the national or regional levels) as
they pursue green industrialization. Without pre-
existing industrial policies and/or actual steps
towards revitalization of industrial production
capacities, the concept of green industrialization will
retain its current predominantly external orientation,
narrow application to specific niche projects that are
externally oriented and only loosely linked to other
sectors in the region, and little economic impact.

Definitions matter in shaping a shared understanding
of policy problems and feasible solutions. However,
they are only the starting point. Beyond definitions,
Africa policymakers will need to invest in two

important factors needed to succeed at green
industrialization. First, the region will need to
significantly increase its developmental ambitions.
For example, merely working (and largely failing) to
meet common denominator goals as articulated in
regional and global compacts like the sustainable
development goals (SDGs) will not be enough.?’ The
ultimate goal of African green industrialization ought
to be the techno-industrial transformation of African
economies, and not merely hitting specific targets in
response to donor funding and related incentives.
To cultivate higher ambition, African policymaking
must eschew policy extraversion and ground their
policy choices on objective domestic realities. To
this end, the region must consciously invest in
targeted human capital development - especially in
the fields of science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics (STEM).3°

Second, African countries will need to build or
strengthen their capacities to design and execute
industrial policies. The first step in this regard

will be to deliberately build developmentalist
coalitions with a long-term vision (regardless of
regime type), and which are anchored in domestic
political economy realities. This will then enable

the building/strengthening of state capacity to
formulate and execute long-term economic plans

(in close collaboration with the private sector). The
most important features of developmentalist state
capacity will be the ability to (i) effectively learn by
doing over time, including from failures; and (ii) avoid
political capture of the policymaking process in order
to be able to both provide incentives and impose
discipline on entities supported by developmentalist
industrial policies. The next subsection outlines these
features of developmentalist green industrialization
policies in more detail.
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Developmentalist Green
Industrialization Policies in
Practice

A number of principles ought to guide the design and implementation of green
industrialization strategies in Africa. These include national-level anchoring of the
specifics of policy design and implementation, regional collaboration, robust private
sector cooperation, and strategic integration within global value chains. These same
principles should inform policy advocacy by think tanks and other
non-governmental organizations.

TABLE 1: THE LOGICS OF DEVELOPMENTALIST GREEN INDUSTRIALIZATION

e Incentives for investments in specific sectors and technologies that
contribute to developmentalist green industrialization

e Disciplining firms and banks towards efficient allocation of capital towards

increasing productivity
e Facilitating the development of regional and global markets, as well as value
Role of the state . . . .
chains (anchored on strong domestic/regional foundations)

e Creating a stable policy environment to encourage long-term investments
by the private sector

e Cultivating national and regional firms as the anchors of foreign direct
investment

e Deliberate cultivation of private-sector national champions in the frontier
sectors (including via direct partial public ownership and/or Public-Private
Partnerships, PPPs)

e Use of policy and regulations to incentivize local beneficiation and both
forward and backward linkages with national and regional value chains

Product markets

e Infant industry protection policies that favor national or regional firms

e Simple and clear labor laws that encourage both job creation and upskilling

Labor market and while on the job (e.g., wage and training subsidies)

human capital

development e Support for higher education and technically advanced vocational training

institutions

AFRICAN FUTURE POLICIES HUB Green Industrialization and Development in Africa 11



Financial regulation °
and capital allocation

e Establishment of national and/or regional green development banks and
strategic investment funds

Implicit or explicit rules on capital allocation and recycling within national
and regional economies

e Use of capital allocation to discipline individual firms and sectors towards
higher productivity and export orientation

Technology °

e Competition policy to incentivize technology transfer between global and
national/regional firms

e National Science Policies (with regional harmonization)

Semi-public research institutions in collaboration with the private sector
(e.g., laboratories, research centers, university departments/institutes)

e Tax incentives for innovation and human capital development; as well as
property rights protections

Cross-sectional

linkages, cultivation
of value chains, and
spatial and sectoral

. . chain
incentives

e Industrial clusters policies to encourage concentration of highly productive
firms throughout value chains

e Use of spatial incentives to build strategic regional linkages across value

The case for national-level anchoring of green
industrial policies is straightforward. The design
and implementation of industrial policies require
long term planning and execution.?! These, in

turn, require the cultivation and maintenance

of context-specific developmentalist coalitions
anchored on domestic political economy realities
(regardless of the types of government in power);
dynamic attention to coalition policies, institutional
configurations, and how they impact policymaking
choices and processes; the design of policies with
close attention to administrative-bureaucratic
capacity for implementation in mind; openness to
learning by doing, including learning from mistakes;
and policy support for specific firms and local

value chains over time (in a manner that combines
government support with a willingness to discipline
firms that receive such support).?2 The point here is
that the design and successful implementation of
industrial policy demand high levels of specificity (as
well as flexibility) that can only be achieved at the

national level - Table 1 summarizes these national-
level elements of developmentalist green industrial
policy.® Therefore, policy advocacy towards green
industrialization in the region must be first and
foremost tailormade for specific country contexts.

Having specific country strategies would also

allow for variation in the specific configurations of
policies adopted, and therefore for cross-border
learning and risk management. It is important to
internalize this fact because African countries will
not necessarily have the same degree of domestic
political acceptance or capacity to implement robust
green industrial policies. Allowing for variation
would therefore also serve the purpose of enabling a
“multi-speed” approach in which the demonstration
effect of fast movers unlocks policy prioritization
among laggards. Finally, country strategies may

also be coupled with non-economic objectives -
including national security. For example, China’s
green industrial policies benefited immensely from
decades of accumulated know-how and systems,
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many of them motivated by existential military
considerations.®

If national-level political economy bargains are

the foundation of green industrialization policies,
regional collaboration is the ideal mechanism for
scaling success. This is for two reasons. First, intra-
Africa trade can be the basis for industrial expansion
and the deepening of green industrialization in
Africa. The manufacturing share of intra-Africa
exports (45%) is more than double that of extra-
Africa exports (20%).%° Therefore, deepening intra-
Africa trade - including, for example, via the full
implementation of the African Continental Free Trade
Agreement (AfCFTA) - promises to increase the

size of the market for African manufactured goods;
and therefore, provide the basis for building intra-
Africa value chains across multiple sectors. Second,
regional collaboration can create a platform for
intra-African pooling of their leverage vis-a-vis global
markets and investors. However, to increase the
chances of success, African countries must cultivate
and consolidate the continent’s large market and
boost its spending power (through broad-based
growth and development), leverage continental trade
access in negotiations with external players, and pool
resources at the continental level (including financial
capital, joint ventures, policy harmonization, and
integrated value chains).

The private sector ought to be the vehicle for these
regional initiatives. This is for four key reasons.

First, the private sector (including informal firms)
often leads policymakers when it comes to intra-
African trade.®¢ This reality can be the foundation
for building continental value chains, including

those that serve targeted green industrialization
policies. Second, private sector firms are the best
conduit for capturing value from the industrialization
process and recycling it into the regional economy.
This is especially true in the industrial sector where
successful industrial policies will require constant
attention to productivity improvements and efficient

deployment of capital. Policy support for these
endeavors ought to be anchored on a private sector
strategy that leans into private firms’ profit motives
(with the caveat that policy support for private

firms must always be accompanied by structures of
discipline and accountability). In thinking about the
role of the private sector, African governments ought
to consider a decentralized approach that increases
the chances of low-cost localized experimentation
and learning.®”

Third, private sector firms may be better placed to
navigate the regional political economy of trade in
Africa. There is evidence that African governments
are willing to support investments by proven national
champions from other countries, in part because of
the promise of international linkages, job creation,
and positive spillovers.®® This may not be the case
for state-owned entities. Fourth, private sector firms
are the best anchors of foreign direct investment.
They typically know national and regional market
dynamics better than foreign firms; are better placed
to provide the backward and forward value chain
linkages across sectors; are linked to the labor
market in ways that facilitate positive productivity
spillovers; and can serve as efficient conduits

for technology transfer to national and regional
economies.*

In order to realize these potential benefits of private
sector dynamism, African policymakers must first
incentivize growth and scale among private sector
firms. An important feature of underdevelopment
and low productivity in African economies is the size
of African firms. The vast majority of firms in the
region are small, poorly integrated into global value
chains, sorely lacking in research and development
capacity, and perennially stuck in a low-productivity
equilibrium.?® For this reason, African private firms
create very few jobs. It follows that, in order to be
able to executive successful green industrial policies,
African governments must provide policy support for
homegrown private firms.
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MANUFACTURES AS A SHARE OF MERCHANDISE EXPORTS
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Figure 5: Trends in manufactures share of exports in African countries,
lower than it was in 2000.

Beyond successfully building domestic and

regional industrial firms and value chains, African
governments must also be strategic in how they
integrate the region into the global economy. Africa’s
economic history offers important lessons on the
high cost of being relegated to the role of serving

as commodity exporters with relatively little value
addition.** Presently, manufactures comprise just
18% of Africa’s global exports, a figure which is
declining. The comparative figures for other major
developing countries of comparable size starkly
illustrate the levels of African underperformance
(see Figure 5). A number of policy interventions can
help African countries reverse this trend. First, there
should be aggressive policy pivots away from raw
commodity exports to mandated local beneficiation
across all sectors (especially agriculture and mining).
This should be done through industrial policies

that support domestic and regional value chains in
order to boost the manufacturing share of African
economic output. Second, African countries must
address the problem of low productivity and the
low levels of competitiveness of African firms on
the global stage. This will require robust industrial
policies to address the cost of inputs (especially
labor and energy), regulatory predictability, access to
finance, and support for cross-sectoral coordination.

2000 2010 2020

Year

China, and India. Notice that manufacturing share of African exports is

Besides economics, African countries must also
contend with the geopolitics of green industrial
policies. Across the globe, there are two emerging
patterns of approaching this challenge. On the

one hand, there are high-income countries whose
primary focus is energy security, decarbonization,
and technological dominance on the back of energy-
intensive industries (like artificial intelligence). On
the other hand, there is a set of countries that

view green industrialization as a techno-industrial
challenge that requires specific industrial policies to
develop and scale technologies for the future. There
is a weak overlap in the distribution of countries

in either camp, and emerging global geopolitical
fault lines. The United States and Western Europe
dominate the previous camp, while China is the
faraway dominant player in the latter camp. Given
the development imperative in Africa, it is clearly
more beneficial to align with the techno-industrial
approach to green industrialization. However,
successfully doing so will require a delicate balance
in order not to alienate countries in the former camp
that still control the flows of capital.*? In this regard,
the African Green Metals Strategy offers an excellent
road map for anchoring global trade in African
minerals on national and regional developmentalist
agendas.®®
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Outstanding Questions

There are two outstanding questions regarding the feasibility of pursuing
developmentalist green industrialization in African countries. First, many African
countries lack the fiscal space, administrative/bureaucratic capacity, and/or long-
termist politics required to consistently implement industrial policies. Second,
developmentalist green industrialization is often framed as focusing on agriculture
and manufacturing, with little focus on services. Yet the services comprise the
fastest growing sector in most African economies, with the potential to create

millions of jobs.

From a conceptual standpoint, the problems of lack
of fiscal space, administrative/bureaucratic capacity,
or unsuited politics are both ideational and practical.
The ideational face of these problems is that lack of
capacity to consistently implement green industrial
policies is endogenous to the lack of ambition
towards the same. Simply stated, the capacity

does not exist because pivotal players in the policy
space do not consider it paramount for achieving
their desired policy ends.** Therefore, from a policy
advocacy perspective, convincing policymakers

and other stakeholders to conceptualize green
industrialization as being more than just “greening
business as usual” would also create incentives to
build the capacity required to achieve the desired
outcomes.

The practical face of the problems is more
complicated. Here, one set of emerging questions
address on the specific regime types (democracy
vs authoritarianism), party systems (competitive vs
hegemonic or single party systems), or bureaucratic
structures (centralized vs decentralized) that can
consistently and effectively executive industrial
policies over time. The evidence from existing
literature suggests that these questions are not the
determining variables for whether or not specific
industrial policies succeed. As a general rule, what
appears to be important is the ability of governing
coalitions to impose policy coherence over time,
while also investing in implementation capacity.*®
Under the right conditions of political settlements
and intra-elite bargains, both of these outcomes
can be achieved under varied regime types, party
systems, or administrative structures.

Therefore, the arising challenge for policy advocates
is to design their approaches to match context.

This should be done with the understanding that in
some contexts the first task might be to catalyze the
emergence of elite bargains that can be the basis of
achieving consensus on desired developmentalist
goals and building the mechanisms for stabilizing
policy over time.

Another set of questions address the problem

of financing. Achieving green industrialization

will require substantial amounts of capital. Yet
African countries face severe fiscal constraints and
exceptionally high cost of credit. To address this
challenge, governments and policy advocates have
adopted multiple strategies - including efforts to
derisk investments in public-private partnerships,*
lobbying of stakeholders to lower the cost of

credit for African governments,*” mobilization of
domestic resources (including pension funds and
local currency infrastructure bonds), as well as tying
green industrialization investments to global climate
financing initiatives.

With regard to capital mobilization, the most
important challenge for policymakers is to ensure
that the process does not result in a permanent
projectization of their green industrialization
agendas. To avoid this trap, countries would benefit
from having developmentalist green industrialization
strategies prior to mobilizing capital. This will ensure
that specific projects fit into a larger and long-term
developmentalist agenda.

Finally, the pursuit of developmentalist green
industrialization ought not come at the expense of the
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service sector. This is for two reasons. First, economic
expansion that comes from developing industrial
capacity necessarily generates jobs in the service
sector. Second, expanding output in industry and
agriculture is vital for stabilizing the cost of living in
growing economies. It is the case that service sector

in many African economies do not necessarily offer
high wages (relative to the manufacturing sector).
Therefore, it is important for African economies to
have domestic and regional mechanisms of stabilizing
the cost of living in order to ensure that service
sectors workers can make a living.

AFRICAN FUTURE POLICIES HUB

Green Industrialization and Development in Africa



Conclusion

African countries’ regional developmental commitments have not always translated
into successful domestic implementation strategies. Examples include regional
commitments to improving education quality,*® investing in agriculture,® delivery
of health services,*® development of resource-link infrastructure,®! and facilitation
of regional trade through the Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA).>? So far, the
African green industrialization agenda is no different.>®

How can African countries ensure that the drive for
green industrialization yields different results? This
paper has proposed a path forward. To start with, it
has argued for conceptual clarity in what is meant by
“African green industrialization.” Instead of “greening
business-as-usual” approaches (characterized by high
levels of projectization), it has articulated a more
expansive techno-industrial approach - what | call
developmentalist green industrialization. This paper
has also proposed a layered framework for thinking
about the implementation of green industrial
policies across Africa. It has argued that this

layered approach must (i) appreciate the important
of anchoring industrial policies on national-level
political economies, institutions and policymaking
processes; (i) leverage regional linkages in value
chains and opportunities for coordination; (iii) center
private sector players as the conduits of both the
creation of national and regional value chains, as well
as serving as enablers of foreign direct investment
and related technology transfers; and (iv) be
informed by a sober approach to global geopolitics
and related policy implications in the pursuit of
national and regional green industrial policies.

Four important implications - that should inform
policymaking and related advocacy - arise from this
reconceptualizing African green industrialization.
First, African green industrialization ought not

be projectized and/or narrowly limited to certain
sectors (like critical minerals) as dictated by

global compacts and financial flows. Second,
developmentalist green industrialization should

be viewed as a techno-industrial paradigm shift
that is a core part of overall developmentalist

industrial policies. In other words, African green
industrialization can only be achieved in the context
of broad-based upgrading of the region’s industrial
capacity. Third, African green industrialization must
be anchored in African value chains. This is for

the simple reason that a rush to focus on external
markets is likely to create enclave green subsectors
will little positive spillovers into the rest of the
economy. Finally, in order to ensure coherence

in advocacy work as well as policymaking at the
national and regional levels, there is a critical need
for conceptual clarity on what is meant by green
industrialization (which has been the modest goal
of this paper). Ideally, such clarity should then
inform self-reinforcing collaborative initiatives on
advocacy, policy design and implementation at the
national and regional levels.

In the final analysis, all stakeholders involved ought
to be open to the process of learning by doing,

as well as a deliberate investment in knowledge
systems that inform regional initiatives. Here,
Namibia's recent experience is instructive. While

the initial pursuit of its green hydrogen dream was
narrowly defined and heavily focused on external
markets and players, the country has since moved on
to expand the green industrialization aperture.® In
early May 2026 the government disbanded its Green
Hydrogen Council and replaced it with a Green
Industries Council. This was a direct recognition of
the limits of a narrow projectized approach to green
industrialization.>> Namibia’s wise policy reset should
inspire all stakeholders to rethink the limits of green
industrialization across the African continent along
the lines suggested in this paper.
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