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Abstract

This study examines the Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) 
of four Horn of Africa countries (Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Djibouti) 
through a comparative qualitative analysis. Drawing on directed content 
analysis, the research conceptualizes NDCs not merely as technical 
policy instruments, but as political and developmental texts shaped by 
structural vulnerability and global governance dynamics. The findings 
reveal that climate policy in the region is predominantly framed 
through adaptation, related with core development priorities such 
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as food security, water management, and livelihood protection. Mitigation 
efforts, while present, remain conditional and uneven, often embedded within 
narratives of green transition that are constrained by financial, technological, 
and institutional limitations. Across all four cases, climate commitments are 
strongly dependent on external finance, technology transfer, and Monitoring, 
Reporting, and Verification (MRV) systems, indicating the emergence of 
structurally mediated development pathways. The increasing prominence 
of Loss and Damage discourse highlights the limits of existing climate policy 
frameworks and foregrounds issues of climate justice and global inequality. 
The study argues that climate governance in the Horn of Africa reflects a 
broader configuration of development under conditions of dependency and 
vulnerability. In this regard, the anticipated COP32 in Ethiopia represents a 
critical opportunity to advance more equitable and context-sensitive climate 
policy frameworks.

Keywords: Climate change, Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), Horn 
of Africa, Climate Justice, Climate Policy.
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Introduction

Climate change, one of the most urgent global challenges of our time, is not 
merely an environmental crisis in the context of the Horn of Africa (Ethiopia, 
Somalia, Eritrea, and Djibouti) but an existential barrier to development. In 
the arid and semi-arid ecosystems of East Africa, including the Horn of Africa, 
climatic shifts such as rising temperatures, erratic rainfall patterns, and rising 
sea levels trigger extreme weather events like severe droughts and floods; these 
directly threaten crop production and livestock, the region’s primary livelihoods, 
and consequently its socio-economic structures (Bogale & Erena, 2022; Samatar, 
2024; Schulman, 2019; Wardle & Phillips, 2025). The temperature increase of 
approximately 1.7°C recorded in the region since the 1960s, along with the radical 
shortening of rainy seasons and rising evaporation rates, directly threatens 
both ecological balance and macro-fiscal stability (Measho et al., 2019; Tesfai 
& Jing, 2020). Sudden and devastating flash floods following severe drought 
cycles (Kireyev, 2018; Waberi et al., 2023) deplete already limited water resources, 
accelerate soil erosion, and lead to a chronic decline in agricultural productivity 
(Debesai, 2020). This situation leads to reduced crop yields, large-scale livestock 
losses, food insecurity, and malnutrition, further deepening poverty in already 
vulnerable communities (Abdi et al., 2024; Hussein, 2025; Ibrahim et al., 2025). 
This extreme dependence on natural resources and rain-fed production 
transforms climatic shocks into direct human tragedies, confronting millions 
with food insecurity, “climate displacement,” and local resource conflicts (Daba 
et al., 2025; Gezie, 2019; Tamire et al., 2025). Regional conflicts and increasingly 
uninhabitable environmental conditions result in the displacement of hundreds 
of thousands of people; these massive migration waves exert heavy pressure 
on inadequate healthcare infrastructures, exacerbating outbreaks of infectious 
diseases such as malaria, cholera, and measles (Hussein, 2025; Mohamed et al., 
2024; Sinore & Wang, 2024; Teku & Eshetu, 2024).

Despite the extensive body of research on the region and the concrete data 
substantiating the climate crisis, the structural tensions between existing 
climate vulnerabilities and national development goals still necessitate in-
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depth analysis. Rather than redefining the climate crisis in the Horn of Africa, 
this study aims to provide a strategic policy analysis by centering the Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDC) documents of all four countries in the region 
(Ethiopia, Somalia, Eritrea, and Djibouti). The primary focus of the study is to 
systematically compare climate risks, adaptation priorities, emission reduction 
approaches, and the financial conditionalities required by these processes 
through these official documents.

The primary contribution of this study lies in examining, through NDC texts, 
the paradox between regional countries’ aspirations for economic growth and 
industrialization and the constraints imposed by climate change. The core of our 
analysis examines the extent to which development visions in the agriculture, 
energy, and infrastructure sectors align with the region’s acute climate 
vulnerability, or conversely, how these goals might exacerbate such fragility. 
By treating NDC reports not solely as commitment documents but as complex 
political and economic negotiation texts, this approach aims to provide evidence-
based and strategic policy recommendations for regional governments ahead 
of COP32, to be held in Ethiopia in 2027. This study offers a critical contribution 
to the literature by scrutinizing the NDC strategies of the four Horn of Africa 
countries through the contradictions within the “development-climate-finance” 
triangle. Building climate resilience in the region is possible not only through 
technical solutions but by establishing comprehensive and coherent policy 
frameworks in which development goals are recalibrated in light of climate 
realities.

	 Climate Vulnerability and Development Challenges in the 
Horn of Africa

According to the Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative (ND-GAIN, 2024) 
report, countries in the Horn of Africa region experience significant vulnerability 
because of climate change. Based on this report, the vulnerability levels are 
ranked as follows: Somalia (0.611), Eritrea (0.592), Ethiopia (0.522), and Djibouti 
(0.502). This systemic vulnerability across the Horn of Africa creates distinct 
ecological manifestations and socio-economic pressure points in each country. 
To better comprehend the regional impacts of the climate crisis, it is essential 
to detail the local reflections of this general overview within the framework of 
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each country’s unique geographical and structural conditions. In this regard, the 
analysis of the impacts of climatic shocks on livelihoods and social stability will 
commence with Somalia, which represents one of the most sensitive points in 
the region and is simultaneously grappling with the climate crisis alongside a 
post-conflict reconstruction process.

Despite contributing only 0.08% to global greenhouse gas emissions, Somalia 
stands as one of the most vulnerable countries in the world to the devastating 
impacts of climate change (Dirie et al., 2024; Ibrahim et al., 2025). Average 
temperatures in the country have risen by 0.9°C over the last century; the 
convergence of this warming trend with erratic rainfall patterns and increasingly 
frequent extreme weather events such as prolonged droughts, flash floods, and 
cyclones leads to multidimensional crises (Abdi et al., 2024; Omar et al., 2025). 
The most destructive dimension of climate change in the country is observed in 
agriculture, livestock, and food security. The agricultural and livestock sectors, 
which form the backbone of the national economy and employment, are being 
destabilized by severe yield reductions, losses of staple crops such as maize and 
sorghum, and the death of millions of livestock due to recurrent droughts and 
floods (Dirie et al., 2024; Omer, 2024; Warsame et al., 2021). This sharp decline in 
production creates hunger, malnutrition, and chronic food insecurity among 
communities (Dirie et al., 2024; Ibrahim et al., 2025).

Another critical dimension of climatic shocks is their impact on water resources 
and public health. Rising temperatures and evaporation lead to the rapid 
depletion of groundwater reserves, reduced flow rates in major rivers such as 
the Shabelle and Juba, and severe drinking water shortages; meanwhile, floods 
destroy water, sanitation and  and hygiene (WASH) infrastructures, causing the 
contamination of limited water supplies (Hussein et al., 2025; Omar et al., 2025). 
Deteriorating hygiene conditions and the limited access to clean water trigger 
the rapid spread of infectious disease outbreaks, including cholera, measles, 
malaria, and polio (Hussein et al., 2025). As a consequence of these ecological, 
economic, and health-related challenges, large-scale displacement and 
migration intensify. Millions of Somali citizens are forced to migrate internally 
and across borders in search of water, food, and basic survival, leading to 
extreme overcrowding and humanitarian crises in urban areas with inadequate 
infrastructure and in makeshift internally displaced persons (IDP) camps (Dirie 
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et al., 2024; Momeni et al., 2024; Samatar, 2024).

Eritrea, characterized by arid and semi-arid climatic features, is among the 
primary countries profoundly experiencing the devastating impacts of climate 
change (Debesai, 2020; Tesfai & Jing, 2020). Average temperatures in the 
country have increased by approximately 1.7°C since 1960, further weakening 
the resilience of already fragile ecosystems (Measho et al., 2019). The historical 
five-month summer rainy season has contracted to as little as two and a half 
months, and the shortening or complete absence of early-season rains severely 
disrupts the agricultural production cycle (Tesfai & Jing, 2020). Approximately 
80% of the country’s population relies on traditional rain-fed agriculture and 
livestock for their livelihoods, both of which are highly dependent on climatic 
conditions (Debesai, 2020). Due to low productivity, the agricultural value 
produced by small-scale farmers constitutes a very small portion of the gross 
domestic product; this situation results in 66% of the population suffering from 
malnutrition and 37% living in extreme poverty (Tesfai & Jing, 2020). Normalized 
Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) analyses based on satellite data also indicate 
a significant decline in vegetation greenness across the country, particularly in 
shrublands and agricultural areas, due to increasing drought and erratic rainfall 
(Measho et al., 2019). While extreme temperatures are projected to cause 
serious yield losses in heat-sensitive crops such as wheat, environmental issues, 
including deforestation, desertification, and erosion, combine with climatic 
shocks to rapidly diminish the productive capacity of the soil (Debesai, 2020; 
Ghebru et al., 2012).

Rising temperatures, erratic rainfall patterns, and increasingly frequent 
extreme weather events such as droughts and floods directly threaten 
agricultural production in Ethiopia (Abebaw, 2025; Daba et al., 2025; Tamire et 
al., 2025). These climatic shifts lead to significant declines in the yields of staple 
cereals, including maize, wheat, teff, and sorghum, as well as crop failures and 
the rapid spread of agricultural pests like desert locusts (Demem, 2023; Hailu 
& Teka, 2024). Similarly, the livestock sector suffers extensively from the drying 
up of fodder and water resources, degradation of rangelands, heat stress, and 
epidemics; this results in increased livestock mortality and productivity losses 
(Bogale & Erena, 2022; Feleke et al., 2025). On the environmental dimension, 
rising temperatures and variable precipitation trigger deforestation, severe soil 



Climate Policy, Development, and Dependency in the Horn of Africa:

TUJID
Vol: 2 • Issue 1

https://tujid.org/
June / 2026

13

erosion, loss of biodiversity, and acute water shortages leading to the drying up 
of rivers and lakes, such as Lake Abijata (Teku, 2025). All these agricultural and 
environmental devastations deepen food insecurity and malnutrition crises, 
compromise public health by increasing the prevalence of malaria and water-
borne infectious diseases, and cause forced migration as well as substantial 
declines in the national gross domestic product (Tamire et al., 2025; Teku & 
Eshetu, 2024; Ware, 2022).

Djibouti is one of the countries that experiences the destructive impacts 
of global climate change most profoundly, both in environmental and 
macroeconomic dimensions. Average temperatures in the country are steadily 
rising and are projected to reach 32°C by the end of the century (Kireyev, 2018). 
Alongside this temperature increase, the frequency of severe droughts has 
intensified; in particular, the chronic droughts experienced between 2007 and 
2011 caused significant destruction to agricultural lands and vegetation, while 
leading to large-scale livestock losses and a 3.9% loss in the country’s national 
income (Dabar et al., 2022; Waberi et al., 2023). In Djibouti, which possesses only 
0.04% of arable land (Wardle & Phillips, 2025), rising sea levels directly threaten 
agriculture and clean water resources alongside drought; the intrusion of 
ocean water into groundwater along the coastline leads to salinization, causing 
freshwater wells to become unusable and dry up (Kireyev, 2018; Schulman, 2019). 
Another problematic dimension of climate change in the region is sudden and 
destructive flash floods. Extreme weather events following prolonged droughts, 
such as Cyclone Sagar in 2018, lead to floods, the destruction of thousands of 
homes, and the collapse of critical infrastructure, further exacerbating living 
conditions in the country. While struggling to manage its own people’s limited 
resources, the country is also exposed to influxes of refugees fleeing conflicts 
and climate crises in neighboring countries such as Somalia and Yemen, which 
further intensifies the pressure on already limited resources (Kireyev, 2018; 
Schulman, 2019; Waberi et al., 2023).

Existing studies have extensively documented the environmental, agricultural, 
and socio-economic impacts of climate change in the Horn of Africa. However, 
considerably less attention has been devoted to how these vulnerabilities are 
translated into climate governance frameworks and development strategies 
through Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs). Rather than treating 
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NDCs as technical climate policy documents, this study conceptualizes them as 
political and developmental texts that reveal how states negotiate the tensions 
between climate vulnerability, development aspirations, and global governance 
structures.

This research approaches the climate crisis in the Horn of Africa not merely as 
an environmental catastrophe, but as a multilayered development challenge 
ranging from food security to macro-economic stability, and from social resilience 
to new-generation dependency relationships. Given the unique vulnerabilities 
and strategic positions of the regional countries (Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and 
Djibouti), understanding the development narratives interwoven into climate 
policies is of vital importance ahead of COP32.

	 Theoretical Framework: Climate Vulnerability, Dependency, 
and Structurally Mediated Development Pathways

Climate change is widely recognized as a global phenomenon. However, 
its impacts are distributed unevenly across countries and populations. 
Contemporary climate vulnerability scholarship emphasizes that exposure to 
climatic hazards alone does not determine vulnerability. Rather, vulnerability 
emerges through the interaction of environmental risks with social inequalities, 
institutional capacities, economic structures, and historical development 
trajectories (IPCC, 2023; Ribot, 2014). Consequently, countries facing similar 
climatic threats may experience substantially different adaptation capacities 
and developmental outcomes. This perspective has been particularly influential 
in climate justice debates, which argue that the burdens of climate change are 
disproportionately borne by countries that have contributed least to global 
greenhouse gas emissions (Shan, 2023).

These inequalities are especially visible in the Horn of Africa, where recurrent 
droughts, floods, food insecurity, ecosystem degradation, and climate-related 
displacement intersect with persistent developmental challenges. Existing 
research has demonstrated that climate change continues to intensify 
vulnerabilities across key sectors such as agriculture, water resources, public 
health, and rural livelihoods in countries including Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and 
Djibouti (Samatar, 2024; Seife, 2020; Sinore & Wang, 2024; Teku & Eshetu, 2024). 
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While these studies provide valuable insights into the consequences of climate 
change, they offer comparatively limited attention to how states translate such 
vulnerabilities into policy priorities, development strategies, and international 
climate commitments through Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs).

To address this gap, the present study draws upon insights from dependency 
theory and contemporary climate governance scholarship. Classical 
dependency theorists argued that development opportunities available to 
peripheral economies are shaped by their position within broader structures of 
the global political economy (Cardoso & Faletto, 1979; Wallerstein, 2004). From 
this perspective, development is not solely the product of domestic choices or 
institutional performance. Rather, it is conditioned by unequal relationships 
that structure access to resources, capital, technology, and decision-making 
power. Although these arguments originally emerged within debates on 
industrialization and economic development, they continue to offer valuable 
analytical tools for understanding contemporary global inequalities.

Recent scholarship has extended these insights into the field of climate 
governance. Climate action increasingly depends upon international financial 
flows, technology transfer mechanisms, carbon market arrangements, 
adaptation funds, and complex systems of monitoring, reporting, and verification 
(MRV) established under the Paris Agreement framework (Ciplet et al., 2015; 
Sarr, 2018; Sovacool, 2023). While these mechanisms are intended to facilitate 
climate action and support vulnerable countries, they may simultaneously 
create new forms of external dependence. Access to climate finance, technical 
expertise, and institutional support often becomes a prerequisite for the 
implementation of national climate strategies, particularly within low-income 
and climate-vulnerable countries. Thus, climate governance may function not 
solely as a mechanism for environmental protection but as a structure through 
which asymmetrical relationships are reproduced, negotiated, and occasionally 
transformed.

Building upon these debates, this study employs the concept of structurally 
mediated development pathways. The concept refers to development 
trajectories that remain formally national in design and implementation 
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but are substantively shaped by external financial resources, technological 
infrastructures, governance standards, reporting requirements, and 
international policy frameworks. Such pathways do not imply the absence 
of national agency. Rather, they highlight the reality that contemporary 
development strategies increasingly emerge through interactions between 
domestic priorities and global governance structures. In the context of climate 
policy, NDCs provide a particularly useful site for examining these dynamics 
because they simultaneously articulate national development aspirations, 
climate adaptation needs, mitigation commitments, and expectations 
regarding international support.

This study approaches NDCs not merely as technical climate policy documents 
but as political and developmental texts that reveal how states negotiate the 
complex relationships among climate vulnerability, development priorities, 
international obligations, and emerging dependency dynamics. Through a 
comparative analysis of the NDCs of Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Djibouti, the 
study seeks to illuminate how climate governance frameworks simultaneously 
create opportunities for resilience-building and generate new forms of 
reliance upon external financial, technological, and institutional resources. 
Accordingly, to empirically ground the conceptual framework of this study and 
to systematically analyze the NDC documents, the methodological approach, 
data sources, and document analysis procedures are detailed in the following 
section.

Methodology

	 Data Sources and Document Scope

This study is based on a qualitative analysis of official Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) submitted by four countries in the Horn of Africa (Somalia, 
Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Djibouti) to the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC). NDCs constitute the primary policy instruments 
through which countries articulate their climate mitigation and adaptation 
commitments under the Paris Agreement (Röser, et. al., 2020). Beyond their 
technical function, these documents also reflect broader national development 
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priorities, governance capacities, and engagement with global climate regimes. 
NDCs govern state conduct through multiple functions such as  progress 
tracking, trust-building, influencing others, differentiating responsibilities, and 
gatekeeping  access to benefits and obligations (Jernnäs, 2024). They operate 
both as domestic and international commitments and as negotiating positions, 
with content varying strongly across countries  (Leinaweaver & Thomson, 
2021). Studies also show that NDCs are  political narratives  revealing tensions 
over justice, equity, responsibility, and vulnerability rather than just technical 
plans (Mills-Novoa & Liverman, 2019).

The selection of these four countries is guided by both geographical coherence 
and shared structural characteristics, including high climate vulnerability, low 
historical greenhouse gas emissions, and limited adaptive capacity. The Horn 
of Africa represents one of the regions most exposed to climate variability and 
extreme weather events, particularly recurrent droughts and food insecurity, 
while simultaneously contributing minimally to global emissions (IPCC, 2022; 
World Bank, 2023).

It should be noted that the analyzed NDCs differ in terms of submission periods 
and revision cycles. While Ethiopia and Somalia have recently updated their 
NDCs (NDC 3.0), Eritrea and Djibouti rely on earlier submissions or updated 
versions that may not be fully harmonized in terms of structure and reporting 
standards. This temporal asymmetry reflects uneven institutional capacities 
and update frequencies across countries. Rather than treating this solely as 
a limitation, the study interprets these differences as analytically meaningful, 
revealing how climate governance is shaped by disparities in technical, financial, 
and administrative capacities. Accordingly, the analysis focuses on thematic 
patterns and policy orientations rather than direct quantitative comparisons 
of ambition levels.

The document corpus consisted of four official Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) submitted under the Paris Agreement framework: 
Somalia’s Third Generation Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC 3.0) 
(2025), Ethiopia’s Nationally Determined Contribution 3.0 (2025–2035), Eritrea’s 
Nationally Determined Contributions Report (2018), and Djibouti’s revised 
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Contribution Déterminée au Niveau National (CDN) (2025). Together, these 
documents comprised 180 pages of policy material and represented the most 
recent nationally endorsed climate policy frameworks available for each country 
at the time of analysis. The Somalia NDC consisted of 50 pages, the Djibouti 
revised NDC of 71 pages, the Ethiopia NDC 3.0 of 29 pages, and the Eritrea NDC of 
30 pages. The documents were retrieved from official government publications 
and the UNFCCC NDC Registry between March and April 2026. While the 
Somalia, Ethiopia, and Eritrea documents were published in English, Djibouti’s 
revised NDC was published in French. To preserve contextual accuracy, the 
original French version was analyzed and key passages relevant to the coding 
framework were translated by the researchers during the analytical process.

	 Analytical Approach and Research Questions

This study employs a directed qualitative content analysis combined with 
thematic coding to examine how NDCs frame the relationship between climate 
change and development. Directed content analysis is particularly appropriate 
when existing theoretical frameworks guide the coding process, allowing 
the researcher to validate, refine, and extend conceptual categories (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005).

In this study, the analytical framework is informed by two interrelated strands 
of literature: ‘climate vulnerability and inequality’ and ‘dependency perspectives 
in global environmental governance’. These theoretical lenses provide a 
structured basis for identifying key dimensions such as adaptation priorities, 
mitigation strategies, financial conditionality, technological dependency, and 
the emergence of Loss and Damage discourse.

Unlike purely inductive thematic analysis, which derives categories solely from 
the data, directed content analysis enables a theoretically grounded reading of 
documents while still allowing for the emergence of new themes (Elo & Kyngäs, 
2008; Schreier, 2012). Given that NDCs are not neutral technical documents 
but politically constructed texts reflecting national priorities and global 
negotiations, this approach is particularly suitable for capturing both explicit 
policy commitments and implicit discursive patterns.
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Building on the analytical framework outlined above, this study examines how 
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) in the Horn of Africa operate 
simultaneously as climate policy instruments, development frameworks, and 
political narratives shaped by structural vulnerability. Rather than approaching 
these documents as purely technical roadmaps, the analysis explores how 
climate action is embedded within broader socio-economic priorities and 
governance constraints.

Within this perspective, the study is guided by five interrelated research 
questions. First, how do NDCs integrate climate action with core development 
priorities such as poverty reduction, food security, and energy access (RQ1)? 
Second, how are adaptation and mitigation priorities distributed across key 
sectors in Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Djibouti (RQ2)? Third, to what extent 
do these documents frame the green transition as a pathway for sustainable 
development, and to what extent do they reflect emerging forms of external 
dependency (RQ3)? Fourth, how do articulated financial needs, technology 
transfer requirements, and institutional capacity constraints contribute 
to the formation of conditional development pathways (RQ4)? Fifth, how 
is the discourse of Loss and Damage positioned in relation to vulnerability, 
displacement, and long-term development risks (RQ5)?

These questions guide the directed qualitative content analysis, enabling 
a comparative and theoretically informed interpretation of how climate 
policy is articulated at the intersection of development, vulnerability, and 
global governance. The findings are further interpreted in light of evolving 
international climate negotiations, particularly in the lead-up to COP32 to be 
hosted in Ethiopia.

	 Coding Strategy and Comparative Matrix

The analysis was conducted through a multi-stage coding process. First, a 
preliminary codebook was developed based on the conceptual framework and 
research questions. This codebook included categories such as climate risk 
framing, adaptation priorities, mitigation strategies, financial and technological 
needs, development linkages, justice discourse, and references to Loss and 
Damage.
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Second, each NDC document was systematically coded at the level of paragraphs 
and policy statements. Particular attention was paid to recurring themes, 
sectoral priorities, and the language used to describe financial and technological 
dependencies. The coding process combined deductive categories derived from 
theory with inductive refinements emerging from the data.

Third, the coded data were organized into a comparative matrix (Table 1), which 
enabled cross-country analysis across multiple dimensions. This matrix serves 
as a structured analytical tool that facilitates the identification of similarities 
and differences among countries, particularly in terms of how climate action is 
embedded within broader development narratives.

Rather than reducing the analysis to binary indicators or quantitative scores, 
the matrix adopts a qualitative comparative approach, presenting condensed 
analytical summaries for each dimension. This allows for a more nuanced 
interpretation (Bowen, 2009) of policy orientations, especially in contexts 
where formal targets and data availability vary significantly across countries. 
Moreover, the findings are presented through a thematic structure, in which 
the comparative matrix provides the empirical foundation for four overarching 
themes: adaptation as development, mitigation and green transition, 
conditionality and dependency, and the role of Loss and Damage.

The coding framework initially consisted of ten deductive categories derived 
from the conceptual framework and research questions: climate risk framing, 
vulnerable groups and social impacts, adaptation priorities, mitigation 
strategies, development linkages, climate finance, technology transfer, 
institutional capacity and MRV systems, Loss and Damage, and dependency-
related narratives. During the coding process, these categories were iteratively 
refined through repeated reading and cross-case comparison, allowing the 
incorporation of inductively emerging sub-themes while preserving theoretical 
coherence.

	 Coding Procedure, Document Characteristics, and Reliability

The analysis was conducted through a structured multi-stage qualitative coding 
procedure. In the first stage, all NDC documents were read in their entirety to 
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establish familiarity with the overall policy architecture, sectoral priorities, and 
climate-development narratives articulated within each document. During 
this phase, analytical memos were generated to identify recurring themes and 
notable policy emphases.

In the second stage, a preliminary codebook was operationalized using the 
deductive categories derived from the theoretical framework and research 
questions. Coding was conducted manually through systematic document 
analysis and comparative coding matrices developed in Microsoft Excel. The 
coding unit consisted primarily of policy statements, strategic objectives, 
implementation frameworks, financing commitments, and institutional 
arrangements described within the NDCs.

In the third stage, coded segments were compared across countries to identify 
convergences and divergences in climate governance approaches. This process 
facilitated the development of broader analytical patterns that extended 
beyond individual policy commitments and captured underlying development 
trajectories, governance assumptions, and dependency dynamics.

The coding process ultimately generated four overarching analytical themes: (1) 
Adaptation as Development, (2) Mitigation and the Promise of Green Transition, 
(3) Conditionality, Finance, Technology and MRV, and (4) Loss and Damage, 
Climate Justice and Emerging Dependencies. These themes provided the basis 
for the thematic structure of the findings section.

To enhance analytical rigor and consistency, coding decisions were revisited 
throughout the research process and continuously compared against the 
original policy documents. Cross-case comparisons were conducted repeatedly 
to ensure conceptual consistency across the four national contexts. Rather 
than relying on statistical measures of intercoder agreement, reliability was 
strengthened through iterative coding, transparent category development, 
and systematic comparison between documents, consistent with established 
approaches in qualitative content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Schreier, 
2012).
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Table 1. Preliminary Coding Framework

Initial Coding Category Analytical Focus

Climate Risk Framing Vulnerability, exposure, climate threats

Vulnerable Groups Social impacts and affected populations

Adaptation Priorities Agriculture, water, health, resilience

Mitigation Strategies Emission reduction measures

Development Linkages Poverty reduction, SDGs, growth

Climate Finance Funding requirements and support

Technology Transfer Technological needs and innovation

MRV and Institutional Capacity Governance and reporting systems

Loss and Damage Climate-induced losses and risks

Dependency Narratives External support and conditionality

Findings: Comparative Analysis of NDCs

Before presenting the thematic findings, Table 1 summarizes the key dimensions 
of comparison across the four countries, including climate risks, adaptation 
priorities, mitigation approaches, development linkages, and finance-related 
conditionalities.

Table 2. Comparative Analytical Matrix Derived from NDC Content Analysis

Analytical 
Dimension

Djibouti Eritrea Ethiopia Somalia

1) NDC 
Profile

Updated NDC 
(2025, revised 
French version); 
economy-wide, 
adaptation-
focused with 
sectoral 
mitigation

NDC (2018); 
earlier-
generation 
document; 
limited 
updates; 
sector-based 
approach

NDC 3.0 (2025); 
recently updated, 
economy-wide, 
integrated 
with national 
development 
plans

NDC 3.0 (2025); 
recent and 
comprehensive; 
strong 
adaptation 
and resilience 
framing
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Analytical 
Dimension

Djibouti Eritrea Ethiopia Somalia

2) Climate 
Risk 
Framework

High exposure 
to drought, 
coastal risks, 
heat stress, and 
water scarcity

Drought, land 
degradation, 
rainfall 
variability, and 
desertification 
dominate

Multi-hazard: 
drought, floods, 
heat, agricultural 
stress, 
infrastructure 
vulnerability

Extreme 
vulnerability: 
drought, floods, 
food insecurity, 
conflict-linked 
climate risks

3) Vulnerable 
Groups 
/ Social 
Impacts

Urban poor, 
water-insecure 
populations, 
coastal 
communities

Rural 
populations, 
farmers, 
pastoralists; 
food insecurity

Smallholder 
farmers, 
pastoralists, low-
income groups; 
climate-sensitive 
livelihoods

Displaced 
populations, 
pastoralists, 
women, and 
conflict-affected 
communities

4) 
Adaptation 
Priorities

Water 
management, 
urban 
resilience, 
coastal 
protection, 
agriculture

Agriculture, 
water 
resources, 
forestry, land 
management, 
health

Climate-smart 
agriculture, 
water, energy, 
urban systems, 
health, early 
warning

Agriculture, 
water, disaster 
risk reduction, 
food security, 
resilience 
systems

5) Mitigation 
Priorities

Renewable 
energy, 
transport 
efficiency, 
urban 
emissions

Energy, 
transport, 
forestry 
(LULUCF), 
agriculture

Strong 
mitigation: 
forestry (carbon 
sink), renewable 
energy, EV 
transition

Limited 
mitigation; focus 
on energy access 
and small-scale 
interventions

6) Mitigation 
Commit-
ments and 
Targets

65% emission 
reduction by 
2030 relative 
to BAU 
(conditional and 
unconditional 
components 
specified in the 
revised NDC)

12.6% 
unconditional 
/ 38.5% 
conditional 
reduction by 
2030

70.3% GHG 
reduction by 
2035 relative to 
the revised BAU 
pathway

34% GHG 
reduction 
relative to BAU 
by 2035, with 
quantified 
sectoral 
mitigation 
targets 
embedded 
within a broader 
adaptation 
and resilience 
framework
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Analytical 
Dimension

Djibouti Eritrea Ethiopia Somalia

7) Financing 
Needs

Strong 
dependence 
on external 
finance; limited 
domestic 
capacity

High 
reliance on 
international 
funding for 
both mitigation 
and adaptation

Significant 
financing needs; 
distinguishes 
domestic vs 
international 
support clearly

Significant 
dependency on 
international 
climate finance

8) 
Technology 
Transfer & 
Capacity 
(MRV)

Capacity gaps; 
need for data 
systems, 
institutional 
strengthening

Emphasis 
on capacity 
building, M&E 
(Monitoring 
& Evaluation) 
systems, and 
technology 
transfer

Advanced 
MRV system 
development; 
strong 
institutional 
coordination

Weak 
institutional 
capacity; strong 
need for MRV 
and governance 
support

9) Green 
Transition 
Framing

Seen as 
opportunity 
for sustainable 
urban and 
energy 
transition

Framed 
cautiously; 
aligned with 
development 
constraints

Strongly framed 
as green growth 
and development 
pathway

Framed 
primarily as 
resilience rather 
than growth 
opportunity

10) 
Dependency 
Risks

High 
dependency on 
external finance 
and technology

Structural 
dependency on 
international 
support

Conditional 
commitments 
create 
structured 
dependency 
pathways

Remarkable 
dependency due 
to fragility and 
limited state 
capacity

11) Loss and 
Damage

Mostly implicit; 
linked to 
coastal and 
water risks

Implicit; framed 
through 
vulnerability 
and 
environmental 
degradation

Explicit 
recognition 
(including 
vulnerability 
and resilience 
framing)

Explicit and 
central; linked 
to displacement, 
food insecurity, 
and crisis

12) Devel-
opment 
Linkages

Strong link 
to SDGs, 
water access, 
and urban 
development

Linked to 
agriculture, 
infrastructure, 
and poverty 
reduction

Deep 
integration with 
development 
plans (10 YDP)

Development 
framed through 
survival: food 
security, stability, 
humanitarian 
resilience

Note: The matrix synthesizes findings derived from the qualitative coding of NDC documents 
and therefore combines direct policy commitments with analytical interpretations generated 
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through comparative content analysis.

Table 1 reveals a clear and consistent pattern across the Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) of Horn of Africa countries, highlighting the dominance 
of adaptation-oriented priorities over mitigation commitments. While all four 
countries recognize the importance of emissions reduction, climate action is 
predominantly framed through development-related concerns such as food 
security, water management, and livelihood protection. Ethiopia stands out 
with a more institutionalized and ambitious framework, integrating mitigation 
targets with long-term development strategies and advanced MRV (Monitoring, 
Reporting, Verification) systems (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 
2025). In contrast, Somalia’s NDC (Federal Government of Somalia, 2025). reflects 
an adaptation-heavy structure shaped by extreme vulnerability and fragile 
governance conditions. Eritrea and Djibouti occupy an intermediate position, 
emphasizing sectoral adaptation and limited mitigation within constrained 
institutional capacities (State of Eritrea, 2018; République de Djibouti, 2025). 

Across all cases, climate commitments are strongly conditioned by external 
finance, technology transfer, and capacity-building requirements, indicating 
that NDCs function not only as climate policy instruments but as development 
frameworks embedded within asymmetrical global governance structures. This 
pattern underscores the “low emissions–high vulnerability” paradox and points 
to the emergence of structurally dependent pathways in climate governance.

Building on these overarching patterns, a more fine-grained thematic analysis is 
required to unpack how these dynamics are articulated across different policy 
domains. The following sections examine the NDCs through a set of interrelated 
themes, beginning with the central role of adaptation in shaping development 
trajectories.

	 Adaptation as Development

Across the Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) of Horn of Africa 
countries, adaptation emerges as the central organizing principle through 
which climate change is conceptualized and addressed. Rather than being 
framed as a discrete policy domain, adaptation is deeply embedded within 
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broader development priorities, reflecting the structural conditions of low-
income, climate-vulnerable contexts. In this sense, climate policy is articulated 
through the language of livelihoods, food systems, water access, and social 
resilience, indicating that adaptation functions as a development strategy as 
much as an environmental response.

A close reading of the NDCs reveals that all four countries (Somalia, Ethiopia, 
Eritrea, and Djibouti) prioritize adaptation sectors that are directly tied to 
survival and socio-economic stability. Agriculture occupies a particularly central 
position, given its role as the primary livelihood source and its sensitivity 
to climatic variability. In Eritrea’s NDC, for instance, adaptation planning is 
structured around agricultural development, water resource management, land 
rehabilitation, and public health systems, all of which are framed as essential for 
sustaining livelihoods under increasing climatic stress (State of Eritrea, 2018). 
Similarly, Djibouti’s revised NDC emphasizes water scarcity, urban vulnerability, 
and coastal risks, situating adaptation within the context of infrastructural and 
ecological fragility (République de Djibouti, 2025).

Ethiopia’s NDC presents a more institutionalized and comprehensive 
articulation of this adaptation–development nexus. Adaptation priorities 
are distributed across multiple sectors, including climate-smart agriculture, 
water and energy systems, urban infrastructure, health, and early warning 
mechanisms, reflecting a multi-scalar approach to resilience building (Federal 
Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2025). These sectors are explicitly linked to 
national development planning frameworks such as the Ten-Year Development 
Plan and long-term low-emission strategies, demonstrating how adaptation is 
integrated into state-led development trajectories. This integration suggests 
a deliberate effort to align climate resilience with economic growth and 
poverty reduction objectives, thereby reinforcing the role of adaptation as a 
foundational component of development policy.

In Somalia, the adaptation emphasis becomes even more pronounced, shaped 
by the country’s acute vulnerability and fragile governance context. The NDC 
foregrounds drought, food insecurity, displacement, and disaster risk reduction, 
framing climate change as an immediate threat to human security and state 
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stability (Federal Government of Somalia, 2025). Adaptation measures are thus 
oriented toward safeguarding basic needs and stabilizing social systems, rather 
than advancing long-term mitigation pathways. This configuration reflects a 
context in which development itself is contingent upon the capacity to cope 
with recurring climate shocks.

These patterns indicate that adaptation in the Horn of Africa is not merely 
a response to environmental change, but a structural necessity shaped by 
complex socio-economic and ecological vulnerabilities. The prominence of 
sectors such as agriculture, water, and health points to the centrality of what 
can be described as “everyday resilience” which is the capacity of individuals 
and communities to sustain livelihoods under conditions of chronic uncertainty 
(Wassie et al., 2023). In this regard, adaptation policies are less about future-
oriented climate scenarios and more about managing present-day risks that 
are already embedded in development deficits.

At the same time, the strong emphasis on adaptation reveals important 
asymmetries in the global climate regime. While mitigation remains a central 
expectation at the international level, the limited historical responsibility and 
low emissions profiles of these countries shift the focus toward adaptation 
as a matter of climate justice. Ethiopia’s NDC explicitly acknowledges the 
intensifying impacts of climate change on vulnerable populations and positions 
resilience-building as a core national priority. This framing aligns with broader 
Global South narratives that emphasize differentiated responsibilities (Shan, 
2023) and the need for support in addressing disproportionate climate impacts.

However, the embedding of adaptation within development strategies also 
raises critical questions regarding the nature of development itself. The NDCs 
suggest a model in which development is increasingly defined through climate 
resilience, potentially narrowing the scope of transformative economic change. 
When adaptation becomes the primary lens through which development is 
pursued, there is a risk that structural inequalities and underlying drivers of 
vulnerability remain insufficiently addressed (Eriksen et al., 2021). In this sense, 
adaptation-oriented development may stabilize existing conditions rather than 
fundamentally transforming them.
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	 Mitigation and the Promise of Green Transition

While adaptation constitutes the dominant axis of climate policy across the 
Horn of Africa, mitigation is not entirely absent from national strategies. Rather, 
it is articulated in a more constrained and context-specific manner, shaped 
by low emissions profiles, limited industrial bases, and pressing development 
needs. Within this framework, mitigation is frequently framed through the 
discourse of green transition, renewable energy expansion, and sustainable 
development pathways. However, a closer examination of the NDCs reveals 
significant variation in ambition, institutional capacity, and the extent to which 
mitigation is embedded within broader development strategies.

Among the four countries, Ethiopia presents the most comprehensive and 
ambitious mitigation framework. Its NDC outlines a substantial emissions 
reduction target (approximately 70% relative to a business-as-usual scenario 
by 2035) supported by sectoral strategies in forestry, renewable energy, and 
transportation (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2025). Forestry-based 
carbon sequestration plays a central role, reflecting Ethiopia’s reliance on land-
use interventions as a key mitigation pathway. In parallel, the transition toward 
renewable energy and the promotion of electric mobility signal an effort to 
align climate mitigation with long-term economic transformation. Importantly, 
these mitigation commitments are embedded within national development 
plans, suggesting that Ethiopia seeks to position green transition as a driver of 
structural change rather than as a purely environmental obligation.

In contrast, mitigation in Somalia is markedly limited in scope and ambition. 
Given the country’s minimal contribution to global emissions and its acute 
vulnerability to climate impacts, the NDC places far greater emphasis on 
adaptation than on emissions reduction (Federal Government of Somalia, 
2025). Mitigation measures are largely confined to small-scale interventions 
in the energy sector, often linked to improving energy access rather than 
reducing emissions per se. This reflects a broader pattern in which mitigation 
is subordinated to immediate development needs, particularly in fragile and 
conflict-affected contexts.

Eritrea occupies an intermediate position, combining modest mitigation 
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ambitions with a clear acknowledgment of external constraints. Its NDC outlines 
emissions reduction targets of 12.6% under unconditional scenarios and up to 
38.5% conditional upon international support, indicating a dual-track approach 
that differentiates between domestic capacity and externally supported 
actions (State of Eritrea, 2018). Mitigation strategies focus on key sectors such 
as energy, transport, agriculture, and land use change, with particular emphasis 
on forestry as a carbon sink. This conditional structure highlights the extent 
to which mitigation ambition is directly linked to access to finance, technology 
transfer, and institutional support.

Djibouti’s updated NDC reflects a similarly constrained but strategically 
framed approach to mitigation. The country identifies three primary sectors 
(energy, agriculture/forestry/land use (AFOLU), and waste) as key areas for 
emissions reduction (République de Djibouti, 2025). Within the energy sector, 
the transition toward renewable energy is emphasized, particularly in light of 
the country’s heavy reliance on imported fossil fuels. However, this transition 
is framed within the context of structural limitations, including infrastructural 
deficits and financial constraints. As a result, mitigation is presented less as 
an autonomous policy objective and more as a component of a broader green 
development vision. 

Across all four cases, the notion of green transition emerges as a central 
narrative linking mitigation to development. Renewable energy expansion, 
improved energy efficiency, and sustainable land use practices are consistently 
framed as opportunities for economic modernization, energy security, and 
environmental sustainability (Chou et al., 2023). Yet this opportunity-oriented 
discourse coexists with significant structural constraints. The reliance on 
external finance, imported technologies, and international expertise raises 
important questions about the feasibility and autonomy of these transitions 
(Khaleel & Yusupov, 2025).

In particular, the mitigation strategies outlined in the NDCs often depend on 
conditional commitments tied to international support. Ethiopia’s ambitious 
targets, Eritrea’s dual-track mitigation scenarios, and Djibouti’s reliance on 
external investment models all illustrate how green transition pathways are 
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mediated by global financial and technological systems. This conditionality 
suggests that mitigation in the Horn of Africa is not solely a matter of domestic 
policy choice but is embedded within broader structures of global climate 
governance.

Moreover, the sectoral composition of mitigation strategies reveals a tendency 
toward what might be described as “resource-based mitigation,” particularly 
in the form of forestry and land-use interventions. While such approaches 
can contribute to emissions reduction, they also reflect the limited industrial 
diversification of these economies and their dependence on natural resource 
management (Li et al., 2023). This raises further questions regarding the long-
term sustainability and transformative potential of these mitigation pathways.

In this regard, the green transition in the Horn of Africa can be understood as a 
dual process. It represents a pathway toward low-carbon development, offering 
opportunities for energy access, technological upgrading, and environmental 
sustainability. On the other hand, it is shaped by structural constraints that 
may limit its transformative capacity and reinforce existing dependencies. The 
coexistence of these dynamics underscores the need to interpret mitigation 
not simply as a technical policy domain, but as a deep political and economic 
process situated within unequal global structures.

	 Conditionality, Finance, Technology, and MRV

A defining feature of the NDCs in the Horn of Africa is the central role of financial, 
technological, and institutional constraints in shaping climate action. Across 
all four countries, climate commitments are articulated through a framework 
that links implementation capacity to external support, revealing a pattern 
in which mitigation and adaptation strategies are contingent upon access to 
international resources. This configuration positions climate governance within 
a broader political economy of dependency, where national policy ambitions are 
mediated by global financing mechanisms, technological infrastructures, and 
reporting requirements (Ciplet et al., 2022).

The NDCs consistently emphasize the scale of financial needs relative to 
domestic capacity. In Eritrea’s case, both mitigation and adaptation measures 
are explicitly tied to external assistance, with conditional scenarios significantly 



Climate Policy, Development, and Dependency in the Horn of Africa:

TUJID
Vol: 2 • Issue 1

https://tujid.org/
June / 2026

31

exceeding unconditional commitments (State of Eritrea, 2018). Similarly, 
Djibouti’s updated NDC outlines a financing structure that combines public 
expenditure, official development assistance, and private sector investment, 
including public–private partnerships and foreign direct investment (République 
de Djibouti, 2025). This hybrid model reflects an attempt to mobilize diverse 
funding sources, yet it also underscores the limited fiscal space available at the 
national level.

Ethiopia’s NDC provides a more elaborate articulation of this conditional 
structure, distinguishing clearly between domestically financed actions and 
those dependent on international support. The document highlights the need 
for concessional finance, blended funding mechanisms, and expanded private 
sector participation, while also acknowledging that current levels of international 
climate finance remain insufficient to meet its mitigation targets (Federal 
Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2025). This distinction between unconditional 
and conditional commitments reveals a layered approach to climate policy, in 
which ambition is calibrated according to anticipated external inputs. Somalia’s 
NDC reflects an even stronger reliance on international support, with climate 
action framed largely in terms of externally funded adaptation and resilience 
programs (Federal Government of Somalia, 2025).

Technology transfer constitutes another key dimension of this conditionality. 
All four NDCs highlight the need for access to advanced technologies in 
areas such as renewable energy, climate-smart agriculture, and early warning 
systems. However, these technologies are largely external to domestic 
production systems, requiring importation, technical expertise, and ongoing 
maintenance support. In Eritrea, technology transfer is explicitly linked to the 
implementation of mitigation and adaptation projects, alongside capacity-
building initiatives (State of Eritrea, 2018). Djibouti similarly emphasizes 
technological modernization in energy and infrastructure sectors, though 
within the constraints of limited domestic innovation capacity (République de 
Djibouti, 2025).

In Ethiopia, technological transformation is more deeply institutionalized, 
particularly through initiatives related to renewable energy expansion and 
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electric mobility. Yet even in this comparatively advanced case, the scaling of 
such technologies depends heavily on international partnerships and financing 
arrangements (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2025). This suggests 
that technological upgrading, while central to the discourse of green transition, 
remains embedded within transnational networks of knowledge and capital, 
raising questions about the autonomy of domestic development pathways 
(Whitfield & Wuttke, 2025).

A particularly significant dimension of this framework is the role of Monitoring, 
Reporting, and Verification (MRV) systems. Within the NDCs, MRV is presented 
as a technical requirement for ensuring transparency, accountability, and 
alignment with international standards. Ethiopia’s NDC, for instance, emphasizes 
the strengthening of MRV systems as a key component of its climate 
governance architecture, linking data systems, institutional coordination, and 
policy evaluation mechanisms (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2025). 
Eritrea also highlights monitoring and evaluation tools as essential for tracking 
progress and ensuring effective implementation (State of Eritrea, 2018).

However, MRV systems extend beyond their technical function. They operate 
as institutional infrastructures that condition access to climate finance 
and participation in global climate governance (Xu et al., 2016). The ability 
to generate reliable data, comply with reporting standards, and undergo 
verification processes is often a prerequisite for accessing international funding 
mechanisms, including those related to adaptation and Loss and Damage (van 
Deursen & Gupta, 2024). In contexts where institutional capacity is limited, this 
creates an additional layer of dependency, as countries must rely on external 
expertise, funding, and technical assistance to meet these requirements.

This dynamic can be interpreted through the lens of global governance 
asymmetries. Climate finance, technology transfer, and MRV systems are 
embedded within standardized frameworks that reflect the priorities and 
capabilities of more developed economies (Bracking & Leffel, 2021). For countries 
in the Horn of Africa, engagement with these systems involves adapting to 
externally defined norms and procedures, which may not fully align with local 
institutional realities. As a result, climate action becomes structured through a 
set of externally mediated conditions that shape both the scope and direction 
of national policies.
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At the same time, this conditional framework does not simply constrain 
national agency; it also creates strategic opportunities. Governments actively 
engage with international mechanisms to secure funding, build institutional 
capacity, and position themselves within global climate negotiations. Ethiopia’s 
differentiated approach to conditional and unconditional commitments 
illustrates how countries can leverage these structures to expand their policy 
space while signaling ambition to international partners (Federal Democratic 
Republic of Ethiopia, 2025). Djibouti’s emphasis on public–private partnerships 
and regional energy integration similarly reflects an effort to navigate these 
constraints through diversified financing strategies (République de Djibouti, 
2025).

The NDCs reveal a climate governance landscape in which finance, technology, 
and MRV systems are deeply interconnected. These elements form a structural 
framework that shapes how climate action is conceptualized, implemented, and 
evaluated (Sarr, 2018). In this regard, development pathways are increasingly 
conditioned by external resources and institutional requirements, giving rise to 
forms of dependency that are embedded within the very architecture of global 
climate governance. Understanding this dynamic is essential for interpreting 
the limits and possibilities of climate policy in the Horn of Africa, as well as for 
assessing the broader implications of the green transition in low-income and 
climate-vulnerable regions.

	 Loss and Damage, Climate Justice, and Emerging Dependencies

Across the NDCs of Horn of Africa countries, the discourse of Loss and 
Damage (L&D) occupies an increasingly visible position, reflecting a broader 
shift in global climate governance toward acknowledging irreversible climate 
impacts and their socio-economic consequences. While earlier climate policy 
frameworks focused primarily on mitigation and adaptation, the inclusion of 
Loss and Damage signals a growing recognition that certain climate-related 
harms cannot be prevented or adequately adapted to. In this context, L&D 
emerges as a critical lens through which vulnerability, justice, and development 
are rearticulated (Mechler et al., 2020).

The extent to which Loss and Damage is explicitly addressed varies across 



Alkan Üstün  • Bahattin Cizreli• Mesut Arslan

TUJID
Vol: 2 • Issue 1
https://tujid.org/
June / 2026

34

the four countries, yet its underlying logic is present in all cases. Somalia and 
Ethiopia provide the most direct engagement with the concept. Ethiopia’s NDC 
incorporates Loss and Damage within its broader adaptation and resilience 
framework, linking it to vulnerability, climate-induced shocks, and long-term 
development risks (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2025). This inclusion 
reflects an institutional recognition that climate impacts extend beyond 
manageable risks and require dedicated policy attention. Similarly, Somalia’s 
NDC frames climate change as a driver of displacement, food insecurity, and 
socio-political instability, implicitly situating Loss and Damage within a broader 
narrative of human security and state fragility (Federal Government of Somalia, 
2025).

In contrast, Eritrea and Djibouti do not foreground Loss and Damage as a distinct 
policy category, yet their NDCs contain implicit references to climate-induced 
losses. Eritrea’s emphasis on recurrent droughts, land degradation, and declining 
agricultural productivity points to cumulative damages that affect livelihoods 
and ecological systems (State of Eritrea, 2018). Djibouti’s focus on water scarcity, 
coastal vulnerability, and economic losses associated with extreme weather 
events similarly reflects a context in which climate impacts translate directly 
into development constraints (République de Djibouti, 2025). In these cases, 
Loss and Damage is embedded within the language of vulnerability and risk, 
rather than articulated as a separate institutional domain.

This variation in explicitness does not diminish the analytical significance of 
Loss and Damage; rather, it highlights the uneven institutionalization of the 
concept across different national contexts. More importantly, it underscores the 
shared reality that climate impacts in the Horn of Africa are already producing 
material losses that challenge existing development trajectories. These losses 
in Horn of Africa, manifest in multiple forms, including reduced agricultural 
yields, infrastructure damage, health risks, and forced displacement, thereby 
linking climate change to broader processes of socio-economic disruption 
(Omokpariola et al., 2025).

The prominence of Loss and Damage also brings questions of climate 
justice to the forefront. The Horn of Africa countries contribute minimally 
to global greenhouse gas emissions, yet they face disproportionate impacts 
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from climate change. This asymmetry reinforces claims for differentiated 
responsibilities and the need for international support mechanisms that 
address historical inequalities (Seife, 2020). Ethiopia’s NDC explicitly situates 
its climate commitments within a framework of fairness and equity, calling for 
enhanced global cooperation and burden-sharing (Federal Democratic Republic 
of Ethiopia, 2025). Such statements align with broader Global South discourses 
that frame climate change as an issue of distributive and procedural justice (de 
Arruda Filho et al., 2024).

At the same time, the institutionalization of Loss and Damage within global 
climate governance introduces new dynamics of dependency. Access to L&D-
related funding mechanisms often depends on compliance with international 
reporting standards, the ability to quantify losses, and the capacity to design 
and implement eligible projects (Liu et al., 2024). These requirements intersect 
with the MRV systems discussed earlier, creating a layered structure in which 
countries must demonstrate technical competence and administrative 
capacity in order to access financial support. In contexts where such capacities 
are limited, this can reinforce reliance on external expertise and institutional 
frameworks (Doshi & Garschagen, 2020).

This dynamic raises critical questions regarding the transformative potential 
of Loss and Damage mechanisms. While these frameworks are intended to 
provide compensation and support for vulnerable countries, they may also 
reproduce existing asymmetries by embedding assistance within conditional 
and bureaucratic processes (Roberts & Pelling, 2019). As a result, the promise of 
climate justice is mediated by governance structures that can both enable and 
constrain national agencies.

Furthermore, the linkage between Loss and Damage and development 
trajectories suggests that climate-induced losses are not merely episodic events 
but structural factors shaping long-term socio-economic outcomes (Warner 
& van der Geest, 2013). In Somalia, for instance, climate shocks contribute to 
displacement and conflict dynamics, thereby affecting state stability and 
development prospects (Ahmed et al., 2024). In Djibouti and Eritrea, cumulative 
environmental stress interacts with infrastructural limitations and economic 
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vulnerabilities, reinforcing cycles of underdevelopment (Kanda et al., 2023). 
These patterns indicate that Loss and Damage should be understood as an 
ongoing process rather than a discrete category of impact.

In this sense, Loss and Damage operates at the intersection of climate change, 
development, and global inequality. It captures the limits of adaptation, 
the inadequacy of mitigation in addressing current harms, and the need for 
redistributive mechanisms within the international system (Roberts & Pelling, 
2019). At the same time, it reveals how such mechanisms are embedded within 
institutional arrangements that may reproduce dependency relations.

 COP32 and the Horn of Africa

	 Africa in Global Climate Negotiations

Africa has increasingly occupied a more visible and assertive position within 
global climate negotiations, particularly in the frame of growing recognition 
of climate vulnerability and historical inequities. Previous Conferences of 
the Parties (COPs) hosted on the continent (COP7 Marrakech, COP12 Nairobi, 
COP17 Durban, COP22 Marrakech, and COP27 Sharm El-Sheikh) have played a 
salient role in foregrounding issues such as adaptation, climate finance, and 
Loss and Damage. In particular, COP27 marked a turning point with the formal 
recognition of a Loss and Damage funding mechanism, reflecting long-standing 
demands from vulnerable countries (Naylor & Ford, 2023).

These developments align with broader shifts in global climate governance, 
where the Global South has increasingly emphasized equity, differentiated 
responsibilities, and the need for financial and technological support (Marquardt 
et al., 2023; Sovacool, 2023). Within this evolving landscape, African countries have 
sought to reposition themselves from passive recipients of climate impacts to 
active participants shaping negotiation agendas (Roger & Belliethathan, 2016). 
Nevertheless, structural asymmetries in finance, technology, and institutional 
capacity continue to limit the extent to which this growing visibility translates 
into substantive influence (Winecoff, 2020).
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	 Why COP32 in Ethiopia Matters

The anticipated hosting of COP32 in Ethiopia represents a significant moment 
for the Horn of Africa and for the broader African continent. It provides a notable 
opportunity to consolidate and amplify regional priorities that are already visible 
in national policy documents such as NDCs.

As demonstrated in this study, the NDCs of Horn of Africa countries consistently 
foreground adaptation, climate vulnerability, and development challenges, 
while simultaneously highlighting the limitations imposed by financial and 
institutional constraints. In this regard, COP32 offers a strategic platform to 
elevate three interconnected issues: adaptation finance, Loss and Damage, and 
development justice. These priorities reflect the lived realities of countries that 
contribute minimally to global emissions yet face disproportionate climate 
impacts (IPCC, 2022).

Hosting COP32 in Ethiopia also carries symbolic and practical implications. 
Symbolically, it reinforces the visibility of climate-vulnerable regions within 
global governance frameworks. Practically, it creates opportunities for regional 
coordination, agenda-setting, and coalition-building among African states. 
Ethiopia’s relatively more institutionalized climate policy framework (Federal 
Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2025) further strengthens its capacity to act 
as a regional interlocutor, linking national experiences with global negotiation 
processes.

At the same time, the effectiveness of COP32 in advancing these priorities 
will depend on the extent to which global actors engage with the structural 
dimensions of climate vulnerability. Without meaningful commitments to 
finance, technology transfer, and capacity building, the risks identified in the 
NDCs, particularly those related to dependency and conditionality, are likely to 
persist.
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Policy Recommendations and Conclusion

Building on the findings of this study, several policy implications emerge for 
both national governments and international actors. First, access to Loss and 
Damage funding mechanisms should be expanded and simplified. Existing 
frameworks often involve complex application procedures and stringent 
reporting requirements (Doshi & Garschagen, 2020), which can limit accessibility 
for countries with constrained institutional capacities. More flexible and 
context-sensitive mechanisms are therefore needed to ensure that support 
reaches the most vulnerable populations effectively.

Second, adaptation finance must be scaled up significantly. Current funding 
levels remain insufficient relative to the magnitude of climate risks faced by 
countries in the Horn of Africa (UNEP, 2024). In this regard, increased grant-
based financing, rather than loan-based instruments, would help avoid 
deepening debt burdens while simultaneously supporting long-term resilience-
building efforts.

Third, technology transfer initiatives should be tailored to local contexts. 
Rather than relying on standardized and externally driven solutions (Pandey et 
al., 2022), technology transfer mechanisms should prioritize appropriateness, 
affordability, and long-term sustainability. This requires strengthening 
local capacities not only for technology adoption but also for maintenance, 
adaptation, and innovation, thereby enhancing the durability and effectiveness 
of climate interventions.

Fourth, support for Monitoring, Reporting, and Verification (MRV) systems 
and broader institutional capacity-building efforts should be strengthened 
without imposing exclusionary conditionalities. Although transparency 
and accountability remain important principles within climate governance 
frameworks (Gupta & van Deursen, 2025), excessive emphasis on compliance 
requirements can create barriers to accessing climate finance. Consequently, 
capacity-building initiatives should focus on facilitating participation and 
implementation rather than reinforcing exclusionary standards.

Lastly, development strategies should be grounded in local realities and 



Climate Policy, Development, and Dependency in the Horn of Africa:

TUJID
Vol: 2 • Issue 1

https://tujid.org/
June / 2026

39

supported through inclusive governance frameworks. Climate policy should not 
be treated as a separate policy domain but should instead be integrated into 
broader socio-economic planning processes that address inequality, vulnerability, 
and long-term development needs. Such an approach would strengthen the 
alignment between climate action and sustainable development objectives 
across the region.

This study has examined the Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) of 
four Horn of Africa countries (Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Djibouti) through 
a comparative and sociologically informed lens. The findings demonstrate that 
climate change in this region is not merely an environmental issue, but a deeply 
embedded development challenge shaped by vulnerability, resource constraints, 
and unequal global governance structures.

Present study has limitations. First, the analysis relies exclusively on official 
NDC documents and therefore reflects stated policy intentions rather than 
implementation outcomes. Second, NDCs are political documents that may 
not fully capture domestic policy debates, institutional constraints, or informal 
governance processes. Therefore, future studies could complement document 
analysis with interviews, policy tracing, and implementation assessments.

Across all four cases, climate policy is framed primarily through adaptation and 
resilience, reflecting the immediate pressures of climate impacts on livelihoods, 
food systems, and infrastructure. At the same time, mitigation efforts and green 
transition strategies are conditioned by external finance, technology transfer, 
and institutional capacities, revealing the emergence of structurally dependent 
pathways. The growing prominence of Loss and Damage further underscores 
the limits of existing policy frameworks and highlights the need for more 
equitable global responses.

These dynamics point to a reconfiguration of development under climate 
pressure. In the Horn of Africa, development is increasingly shaped by the need 
to manage risk, secure external resources, and navigate complex governance 
arrangements. This makes climate justice central to any meaningful development 
trajectory, linking local vulnerabilities to global responsibilities.
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In this regard, COP32 in Ethiopia represents a critical opportunity to translate 
these insights into action. By foregrounding adaptation, Loss and Damage, and 
equitable development, it can contribute to a more inclusive and responsive 
climate governance framework. The extent to which this potential is realized 
will depend on the willingness of the international community to address the 
symptoms of climate vulnerability as well as its structural causes.
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The Protection and Enforcement 
of Women’s Property Rights 
in Ghana: Toward Gender 
Equality, Social Cohesion, and 
Sustainable Development

Abstract

While legal frameworks for gender equality in property rights have 
advanced significantly in Ghana, the persistence of customary tenure 
systems has created a profound disconnect between statutory 
guarantees and lived realities. This article moves beyond conventional 
legal analysis to interrogate how this gap between law and practice 
actively erodes both social cohesion and sustainable development. 
Employing a dialectical materialist framework, the study analyzes the 
contradictions between constitutional protections, judicial precedents, 
and the customary norms that govern approximately 80 percent of 
Ghana’s land. Through systematic examination of legislative instruments, 
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Ghana Living Standards Survey data, and case law, the article demonstrates 
that women’s property insecurity constitutes a form of horizontal inequality 
that fractures community trust and undermines the social contract. 

Furthermore, it reveals a critical sustainability trap of insecure tenure, which 
disincentivizes the long-term environmental stewardship and climate-
resilient agriculture essential for Ghana’s future. The article concludes that 
the enforcement of women’s property rights is not merely a matter of legal 
compliance or gender justice but a strategic lever for strengthening community 
resilience, rebuilding institutional trust, and advancing the interconnected 
goals of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The findings offer a 
transformative reform framework that centers social cohesion as a prerequisite 
for sustainable development in legally pluralistic societies across Africa. Critically, 
this framework is applicable beyond Ghana, offering transferable lessons for 
other post-colonial African states navigating the tensions between statutory 
equality and customary practice.

Keywords

Ghana, Women’s Property Rights, Gender Equality, Inheritance/Succession, Legal 
Pluralism, Social Cohesion, Sustainable Development
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Introduction

The intersection of property rights and gender equality represents a critical 

connection in the discourse on social cohesion and sustainable development. 

Property ownership serves not merely as an economic asset but as a fundamental 

mechanism through which individuals exercise agency, secure livelihoods, and 

participate in socio-political processes (Deere and Doss, 2006). For women in 

particular, secure property rights constitute a bulwark against poverty, domestic 

violence, and systemic marginalization (Agarwal, 1994). However, in many post-

colonial societies, including Ghana, women’s access to and control over property 

remains circumscribed by intersecting legal, cultural, and institutional barriers. 

These barriers simultaneously undermine societal trust and impede progress 

toward the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 5 (Gender 

Equality), SDG 1 (No Poverty), and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions).

Ghana presents a particularly instructive case study for examining the tensions 

between statutory protections and customary practices in the realm of women’s 

property rights. As a nation with deep engagement in international law dating 

from the colonial era to the present (Okeke, 2015), Ghana has demonstrated 

commitment to gender equality through constitutional provisions, legislative 

reforms, and ratification of international human rights instruments. The 1992 

Constitution of Ghana established fundamental human rights protections 

consistent with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and 

mandated the creation of the Commission on Human Rights and Administrative 

Justice (CHRAJ) to promote and protect these rights (Addey and Chobbah, 2022).

Despite this progressive legal framework, lived reality diverges significantly from 

statutory guarantees. Approximately 80 percent of Ghana’s land operates under 

customary tenure (Akrofi and Whittal, 2013), where traditional practices often 

supersede formal law. Customary norms governing inheritance and property 

distribution frequently disadvantage women’s rights (Fenrich and Higgins, 
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2001), exemplifying broader challenges facing post-colonial African states 

in harmonizing indigenous legal traditions with international human rights 

standards.

Comparative evidence from India, Mozambique, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan 
demonstrates that legislative reform alone proves insufficient where 
customary practices and patriarchal norms retain social legitimacy (Singh, 2024; 
Bicchieri and Ayala, 2017; Nazira, 2020). In India, despite the Hindu Succession 
(Amendment) Act mandating gender-equal inheritance, implementation 
remains uneven. Similarly, in Mozambique, gender-equitable statutory land law 
coexists with customary practices marginalizing women’s ownership claims. 
These patterns underscore the importance of examining not merely legal 
content but the socio-legal mechanisms through which rights are realized or 
obstructed.

This article addresses these challenges through systematic analysis grounded 
in dialectical materialism, examining contradictions between statutory 
and customary legal systems governing women’s property rights.  Crucially, 
this analysis extends beyond the legal text to interrogate the material and 
relational consequences of property insecurity: the erosion of social cohesion 
through horizontal inequality and the compromise of sustainable economic 
development through the misallocation of resources and labor.  The article 
contributes to scholarship on legal pluralism by providing rigorous analysis 
of mechanisms through which statutory protections fail to translate into 
substantive rights, advancing understanding of relationships between property 
rights and women’s agency, and offering evidence-based recommendations 
for institutional reform that are  explicitly designed to bolster community 
resilience and intergenerational sustainability. It further contributes to African 
feminist legal theory by centering the material conditions of women’s lives 
as the starting point for legal critique and reform and to comparative legal 
scholarship by situating Ghana’s experience within a broader global context of 
legally pluralistic post-colonial states.
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Theoretical Framework:  Dialectical Materialism and the 
Social Cohesion and Sustainability Connection 

This article employs dialectical materialism as its primary analytical framework 
to examine the contradictions between statutory law and customary practices 
governing women’s property rights in Ghana. Dialectical materialism, rooted in 
Marxist philosophy, provides a robust theoretical lens for analyzing how material 
conditions, social relations, and legal structures interact dynamically to produce 
and reproduce patterns of inequality (Marx, 1867/1990; Engels, 1884/2010). This 
framework proves particularly apt for examining legal pluralism in post-colonial 
contexts, where multiple normative orders coexist in tension and where formal 
legal equality often masks substantive material inequality.

The dialectical approach facilitates analysis of three interrelated dimensions: 
(1) the material basis of women’s subordination in property relations; (2) the 
contradictions between competing legal regimes (statutory versus customary); 
and (3) the potential for transformative change through the resolution of these 
contradictions. By examining property rights as embedded within the broader 
structures of economic production, social reproduction, and political power, 
this framework illuminates how legal reforms interact with, and are constrained 
by, underlying material and ideological conditions.

Within the context of this study, the dialectical method is particularly suited to 
revealing the contradictions inherent in the pursuit of sustainable development 
within a legally pluralistic society. The exclusion of women from secure property 
rights generates a primary contradiction between the economic base (women’s 
essential agricultural labor and economic contribution) and the legal-political 
superstructure  (customary law that denies ownership). This contradiction 
manifests not only as individual poverty but also as a collective drain on social 
cohesion. When a significant demographic (rural women farmers) perceives 
the legal and customary justice system as illegitimate or exclusionary, vertical 
trust in state institutions erodes, and horizontal trust within communities frays 
along gender lines. 

The framework thus posits that the resolution of this contradiction (the equitable 
enforcement of rights) is a prerequisite for social sustainability, the capacity 
of a society to manage conflicts peacefully and ensure inclusive participation 
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over the long term. Failure to resolve this contradiction perpetuates a cycle 
of unsustainable development, wherein agricultural productivity stagnates 
(environmental and economic unsustainability) and community relations 
are characterized by latent or overt conflict (social unsustainability). This 
framework also engages productively with African feminist legal theory (Banda, 
2005; Ncube, 1997), which insists that legal analysis must be grounded in the 
lived material realities of African women and must critically interrogate how 
colonial-era legal structures have been selectively preserved or adapted to 
perpetuate patriarchal control over land and resources.

Research Design and Analytical Framework

The article adopts a qualitative, socio-legal research design integrating doctrinal 
legal analysis with critical examination of empirical evidence. It is structured as 
an interpretive, theory-driven analysis that synthesizes multiple forms of legal 
and social scientific data to generate a comprehensive understanding of the 
research problem. 

	 Data Sources and Selection Criteria

The research design encompasses four categories of data, selected on the basis 
of their authoritative standing, relevance to the research problem, and capacity 
to triangulate findings across legal, empirical, and comparative dimensions:

•	 Constitutional and statutory legal sources, analyzed doctrinally to establish 
the formal legal framework;

•	 Judicial precedents, selected for their precedential significance in shaping 
contemporary property rights jurisprudence;

•	 Empirical survey data and institutional reports, chosen for their 
representativeness and methodological rigor; and

•	 Comparative international literature, selected to contextualize Ghana’s 
experience within global patterns of legal pluralism and gender-land 
tenure.

Primary legal sources include: (1) the 1992 Constitution of the Republic of Ghana, 
particularly Chapter Five and Article 22; (2) the Intestate Succession Law, 1985 
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(PNDC Law 111); (3) the Matrimonial Causes Act, 1971 (Act 367); (4) the Customary 
Marriage and Divorce (Registration) Law, 1985 (PNDC Law 112); (5) the Criminal 
Offences Act, 1960 (Section 69A); and (6) the Head of Family Accountability Law, 
1985 (PNDC Law 114).

Judicial precedents reviewed include Quartey v. Martey (establishing the 
foundational framework denying women’s independent property claims, though 
deeply problematic); Mensah v. Mensah (2012), marking judicial recognition of 
the substantial contribution principle; and Adjei v. Bekoe (2015), addressing the 
valuation of non-financial contributions.

Empirical evidence was synthesized from: (1) Ghana Living Standards Survey 
(GLSS) data; (2) World Bank land tenure surveys; (3) CHRAJ reports; (4) Ghana 
Land Administration Authority registration data; and (5) Demographic and 
Health Survey (DHS) data.

	 Analytical Process

Data analysis proceeded through three iterative stages. In the first stage, 
doctrinal analysis was employed to map the formal legal landscape, identifying 
the hierarchy of legal sources, areas of statutory ambiguity, and gaps between 
constitutional mandate and legislative provision. In the second stage, socio-
legal analysis was used to examine the mechanisms through which formal legal 
provisions are translated or not translated into substantive rights in practice, 
drawing on empirical survey data and institutional reports to document patterns 
of implementation failure. In the third stage, critical synthesis integrated the 
doctrinal and empirical findings within the dialectical materialist framework, 
revealing the structural contradictions that sustain women’s property insecurity 
and identifying the leverage points most amenable to transformative reform.

	 Conceptual Framework Diagram

Figure 1 below illustrates the analytical architecture of this study, mapping the 
relationships among the theoretical framework, data sources, core analysis, and 
findings.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: Dialectical Materialism

▼

Constitutional & 
Statutory Law (1992 

Const., PNDC Law 
111, Act 367)

Judicial Precedents 
(Quartey v. Martey; 
Mensah v. Mensah; 

Adjei v. Bekoe)

Empirical Evidence 
(GLSS, DHS, CHRAJ, 

World Bank)

▼

Statutory vs. Cus-
tomary Law Con-

tradictions
 Property Insecurity & 

Horizontal Inequality 


Sustainability Trap 
(Environmental, Eco-

nomic, Social)

▼

FINDINGS & REFORM FRAMEWORK: Social Cohesion + Sustainable Development 

(SDG 5, 1, 16)

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework: Analytical Architecture of the Study

The Protection of Women’s Property Rights in Ghana: 
Constitutional Statutory Framework

	 Constitutional Foundations

The 1992 Constitution of Ghana establishes the foundational legal framework 
for property rights protection, explicitly guaranteeing gender equality before 
the law. Chapter Five enshrines fundamental human rights and freedoms, 
reflecting principles articulated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR). Article 17 provides comprehensive protection against discrimination 
on multiple grounds, including sex, while Articles 18 and 21 guarantee rights to 
property and family protection, respectively.

Article 22, titled ‘Property Rights of Spouses,’ constitutes the Constitution’s 
most direct engagement with matrimonial property. This provision establishes 
three fundamental principles: First, Article 22(1) mandates that no spouse shall 
be deprived of reasonable provision from the other spouse’s estate, regardless 
of whether a will was executed. Second, Article 22(2) directs Parliament to enact 
legislation regulating spouses’ property rights. Third, Article 22(3) articulates 
aspirational principles for such legislation, specifying that spouses should 
have equal access to jointly acquired property and that assets acquired during 
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marriage should be distributed equitably upon dissolution.

These constitutional provisions establish formal legal equality while 
simultaneously revealing critical ambiguities. The Constitution recognizes both 
statutory and customary law as sources of Ghanaian law under Article 11(1), yet 
provides no clear hierarchy when these systems conflict. Article 11(2) maintains 
customary law’s validity only ‘to the extent that it is not inconsistent with the 
Constitution,’ but the practical mechanisms for determining such inconsistency 
remain underdeveloped. This structural ambiguity creates space for customary 
practices that undermine constitutional guarantees to persist under the guise 
of cultural legitimacy.

	 The Intestate Succession Law: Objectives and Provisions

The Intestate Succession Law of 1985 (PNDC Law 111) represents Ghana’s most 
significant statutory intervention in inheritance practices. Enacted during 
the Provisional National Defence Council regime, this legislation sought to 
establish uniform succession rules applicable throughout Ghana, superseding 
diverse customary practices that often disadvantaged women and children. 
Prior to PNDC Law 111, intestate succession followed customary rules varying by 
ethnic group, with widows frequently excluded from inheritance despite their 
contributions to matrimonial property accumulation (Gedzi, 2014).

The law’s distributive scheme prioritizes the nuclear family, allocating property 
as follows: spouse(s) receive three-sixteenths (3/16); children receive nine-
sixteenths (9/16); parents receive one-sixteenth (1/16); and the customary family 
receives three-sixteenths (3/16). This allocation represented a departure from 
patrilineal and matrilineal customs that channeled property to extended family 
members while bypassing surviving spouses.

However, critical limitations constrain the law’s effectiveness. Most significantly, 
PNDC Law 111 recognizes only one spouse for distribution purposes. In contexts 
where polygamous customary marriages remain socially legitimate and 
legally recognized under the Customary Marriage and Divorce Registration 
Law, this provision effectively disinherits subsequent wives and their children. 
A hypothetical case illustrates this injustice: In a rural community, Ama, a 
secondary wife married under customary law, maintained and cultivated 



Rosemary Achiaa Asamoah  •  Janaka Jayawickrama

TUJID
Vol: 2 • Issue 1
https://tujid.org/
June / 2026

60

farmland jointly with her husband for twenty years. Upon his death intestate, 
local customary authorities reassigned the land to the first wife and male 
relatives, invoking PNDC Law 111’s single-spouse recognition. Despite Ama’s 
substantial contributions and the legal recognition of her customary marriage, 
the intestacy framework rendered her claim legally invalid, demonstrating how 
statutory reform can paradoxically reinforce vulnerability when it fails to account 
for social realities. Additionally, PNDC Law 111’s effectiveness depends critically 
on popular awareness and institutional capacity for enforcement. In rural areas 
characterized by high illiteracy rates, geographic isolation from administrative 
centers, and limited exposure to formal legal systems, knowledge of statutory 
succession rights remains minimal (Hughes and Knox, 2019). 

	 The Matrimonial Causes Act and Property Distribution

The Matrimonial Causes Act of 1971 (Act 367) governs property distribution 
upon divorce or judicial separation. Sections 19 and 20 vest courts with broad 
discretion to order financial provision and property settlements “as the court 
thinks just and equitable,” considering factors including parties’ standard of 
living and financial circumstances. Section 20(1) specifically authorizes courts to 
order either party to pay money or convey property “as settlement of property 
rights” in gross or by installments.

Act 367 marked an important development by granting judicial authority to 
redistribute property upon marriage dissolution, potentially protecting women 
who otherwise would leave marriages economically vulnerable. However, 
the Act’s efficacy depends entirely on judicial interpretation and application. 
The law provides minimal substantive guidance on how courts should assess 
contributions or determine equitable distributions, leaving vast discretion to 
individual judges whose own understanding of gender roles and property rights 
may vary considerably.

	 Summary of Key Legal Instruments

Table 1 below provides a comparative overview of the primary legislative 
instruments governing women’s property rights in Ghana, their core provisions, 
and their principal limitations.
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Table 1. Key Legislative Instruments Governing Women’s Property Rights in Ghana

Legal Instrument Core Provision Key Limitation 

1992 Constitution, 
Art. 22 

Equal property rights for 
spouses; equitable distribution 
on dissolution 

No clear hierarchy over 
customary law; aspirational 
language lacks operational 
specificity 

PNDC Law 111 
(1985) 

Uniform intestate succession 
allocating 3/16 to spouse(s) 

Recognizes only one spouse; 
ignores polygamous realities

Matrimonial Caus-
es Act (1971, Act 
367) 

Court discretion for a just and 
equitable property settlement 
on divorce

No substantive criteria; suscep-
tible to gender bias in judicial 
interpretation

PNDC Law 112 
(1985, amended 
1991)

Registration of customary 
marriages 

Registration rates low; infor-
mal unions remain unprotect-
ed

Criminal Offences 
Act (1960), s. 69A

Prohibition of harmful tradi-
tional practices 

Enforcement weak; broad 
definitional ambiguity 

The Adjudicative Role of Courts in Protecting Women’s 
Property Rights

	 The Judicial Architecture

Ghana’s judicial system comprises a hierarchical structure with the Supreme 
Court exercising ultimate appellate and interpretive authority. Established by 
Article 126 of the 1992 Constitution, the Supreme Court possesses exclusive 
jurisdiction over constitutional interpretation and enforcement. Below the 
Supreme Court sit the Court of Appeal, the High Court, regional tribunals, and 
lower courts. Additionally, traditional councils exercise limited quasi-judicial 
functions within customary law frameworks (Asare and Odetsi-Twum, 2021).

This dual structure, that is, the formal courts and customary tribunals 
operating in parallel, epitomizes Ghana’s legal pluralism. While Article 11 of 
the Constitution recognizes both statutory and customary law as legitimate 
sources, the practical relationship between these systems remains contested. 
Approximately 80 percent of land in Ghana operates under customary tenure, 
administered by traditional authorities and lineage heads (Akrofi and Whittal, 
2013). This creates jurisdictional ambiguities wherein formal courts may assert 
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authority based on statutory law while customary institutions claim legitimacy 
through cultural tradition and popular acceptance.

	 Judicial Evolution: From Quartey v. Martey to Mensah v. 
Mensah

The case of Quartey v. Martey, even though deeply problematic, established 
the foundational framework governing women’s property claims in post-
independence Ghana. In this case, the widow plaintiff sought a share of property 
she helped accumulate through financial contributions and active participation 
in her husband’s business enterprises. Justice Ollenu, delivering the court’s 
judgment, articulated a principle that would constrain women’s property rights 
for decades:

By customary law, it is the primary duty of a man’s wife and children to 
help him in the carrying out of the responsibilities of his station in life, 
either business or farming. The profits of this joint enterprise of a man 
and his wife and/or children and any assets that the man acquires with 
such revenues are, by customary law, the man’s individual property. It is 
not the joint property of the husband and the wife and/or children. The 
wife’s and the children’s right is a right to maintenance and support from 
the husband and father (Otoo, 2019).

This reasoning enshrined male default ownership despite wives’ contributions, 
relegating women’s labor, whether financial, agricultural, or domestic, to the 
status of familial duty rather than economic investment meriting property 
claims. The decision reflected and reinforced patriarchal assumptions about 
gender roles, property ownership, and familial obligations. Under Quartey 
v. Martey, women could contribute extensively to property accumulation 
yet acquire no ownership rights, remaining dependent on discretionary 
maintenance obligations.

The passage of the Matrimonial Causes Act in 1971, particularly Section 20’s 
mandate for just and equitable property settlements, provided courts with 
statutory authority to move beyond Quartey’s rigid framework. Over subsequent 
decades, judicial interpretation gradually developed the principle of ‘substantial 
contribution’ as a mechanism for recognizing women’s property rights. This 
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doctrine holds that a spouse who makes substantial contributions to property 
acquisition or improvement may claim an equitable interest proportionate 
to that contribution. The 2012 case Mensah v. Mensah marked a significant 
evolution in this doctrine. The Court recognized that the wife’s contributions, 
both financial and non-financial, during the marriage warranted equitable 
distribution of property upon dissolution. This decision signaled judicial 
willingness to value women’s diverse forms of contribution and to interpret 
substantial contribution more expansively than purely monetary investment.

However, critical limitations constrain the substantial contribution doctrine’s 
transformative potential. First, the doctrine perpetuates a contributory 
framework that presumes male ownership as default, requiring women to 
affirmatively prove their entitlement through documented contributions. 
This burden-shifting creates particular disadvantages for women whose 
contributions take non-monetized forms or who lack formal documentation. 
Globally, women perform 76.2 percent of total unpaid care work (ILO, 2018), 
yet this labor rarely leaves a paper trail and is systematically excluded from 
financial records. Compounding the problem, women in Sub-Saharan Africa 
remain disproportionately unbanked: only 39 percent hold a financial account 
compared with 48 percent of men (DemirgüçKunt et al., 2021), cutting them 
off from the documented monetary history that judges often deem necessary. 
Feminist legal scholarship has long argued that such evidentiary filters 
construct the male financial contributor as the “normative owner” and render 
women’s domestic contributions invisible (Graycar & Morgan, 2002; Boyd, 1997).

Second, judicial interpretation of ‘substantial’ remains inconsistent and 
susceptible to gender bias. In Adjei v. Bekoe (2015), courts grappled with 
valuing domestic labor and childcare contributions typically gendered female. 
Without clear doctrinal guidance or standardized valuation methods, outcomes 
depend heavily on individual judges’ perspectives regarding the economic 
value of reproductive labor. The CEDAW Committee has expressly warned 
that, absent valuation benchmarks, judicial discretion in matrimonial property 
division frequently reinforces gender stereotypes by undervaluing nonfinancial 
contributions (CEDAW, 2013, para. 42). Empirical analysis of Ghanaian superior 
court decisions since  Adjei  confirms this pattern: the share of property 
awarded for domestic contributions has ranged from 20 to 50 per cent in 
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factually analogous cases, with no discernible rationale (Atuguba & Akuffo, 
2021). This unpredictability sits uneasily beside the macroeconomic reality 
that unpaid care and domestic work is valued at approximately 9 trillion USD 
globally, or 9 percent of world GDP (ILO, 2018). In the absence of mandated 
valuation methods such as replacement cost or opportunity cost approaches, 
the economic worth of reproductive labor is left to ad hoc judicial intuition, 
allowing gendered assumptions about lesser work to survive. Consequently, 
rather than dismantling structural inequality, the substantial contribution 
doctrine frequently reproduces the very hierarchies it purports to correct.

Third, the substantial contribution framework remains inaccessible to many 
women who lack resources to pursue litigation. Court proceedings impose 
steep financial burdens for legal representation, court fees, and associated 
expenses, effectively excluding impoverished women. In Ghana, engaging a 
private lawyer for a matrimonial property dispute can cost several thousand 
Ghana cedis, a sum far beyond the reach of many women in the informal sector, 
where earnings are low and irregular (Ghana Statistical Service, 2019). The World 
Bank’s Women, Business, and the Law report observes that litigation costs in Sub-
Saharan Africa often consume a substantial share of the disputed asset’s value, 
discouraging women from asserting their rights (World Bank, 2021). A survey by 
the International Federation of Women Lawyers (FIDA) Ghana found that over 
60 per cent of rural women cited legal fees as the primary barrier to pursuing 
property claims, while fewer than 10 per cent could afford a lawyer without 
external support (FIDA Ghana, 2016). The barriers extend beyond fees because 
navigating formal legal processes demands literacy, legal awareness, and time, 
resources that rural women, especially those confronting the immediate 
survival crisis of widowhood or divorce, rarely possess. Fenrich and Higgins (2001) 
documented that widows in Ghana frequently face eviction threats and loss of 
livelihood, compelling them to prioritize daily subsistence over protracted court 
battles. Indeed, female-headed households in rural Ghana experience poverty 
rates significantly above the national average (Ghana Statistical Service, 2018), 
leaving little capacity for litigation, however meritorious the claim. Legal aid 
schemes remain under-resourced and geographically concentrated in urban 
areas, leaving rural women effectively without recourse (Atuguba, 2012; UNDP, 
2014).  Consequently, while Mensah v. Mensah represents doctrinal progress, its 
benefits accrue primarily to women with sufficient resources and institutional 
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access to assert their rights through formal judicial channels, while the most 
vulnerable remain silenced by structural economic and geographic barriers.

	 Judicial Engagement with International Law

Ghana operates under a dualist framework wherein international law does 
not automatically integrate into domestic law but requires specific legislative 
incorporation (Okeke, 2015). Article 40 of the 1992 Constitution commits Ghana 
to conduct its international affairs in consonance with accepted principles of 
public international law; however, this provision establishes primarily a directive 
principle rather than creating directly enforceable rights.

Ghanaian courts have demonstrated considerable restraint in invoking 
international human rights instruments when adjudicating property rights 
disputes. While the Constitution’s fundamental rights provisions align 
substantively with instruments such as CEDAW (ratified by Ghana in 1986), 
judicial reasoning typically references constitutional provisions directly rather 
than their international law foundations. This restraint contrasts markedly with 
approaches in other jurisdictions, particularly South African courts, which, in Bhe 
v. Magistrate, explicitly invoked CEDAW in striking down customary inheritance 
rules that discriminated against women, demonstrating transformative 
potential when judiciaries actively engage international standards.

Nevertheless, international law offers significant untapped potential for 
advancing women’s property rights in Ghana. At minimum, courts could employ 
international instruments interpretively using Ghana’s CEDAW obligations to 
inform the construction of ambiguous constitutional or statutory provisions. 
More ambitiously, courts might recognize that Ghana’s treaty commitments 
create legitimate expectations warranting judicial protection. Such approaches, 
increasingly common in comparative constitutional law and endorsed by 
African feminist legal scholars (Banda, 2005), would enable courts to fulfill their 
constitutional mandate while respecting democratic legitimacy concerns.
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Economic, Environmental, and Cultural Impediments to 
Enforcing Women’s Property Rights

	 The Economic Significance of Land Rights and Implications 
for Sustainable Development

Land represents the foundational economic asset in Ghana, particularly in rural 
areas where agricultural production remains the primary livelihood strategy. 
Approximately 45 percent of Ghana’s population engages in agriculture, with 
significantly higher percentages in rural regions. For these households, land 
access determines not merely income but also food security, social status, 
and intergenerational wealth transmission. Women constitute approximately 
50 percent of the agricultural labor force yet hold substantially lower rates of 
formal land ownership, particularly titled land (World Bank, 2019).

The economic consequences of insecure land tenure extend beyond immediate 
agricultural productivity. This is because land serves as collateral for credit 
access. Without a formal title or secure tenure, women cannot leverage 
land assets to obtain loans for agricultural inputs, business investment, or 
emergency needs. This credit constraint perpetuates lower productivity 
and economic vulnerability. Ghana Living Standards Survey (GLSS) data 
demonstrates significant productivity differentials between male-controlled 
and female-controlled agricultural plots, partially attributable to differential 
access to credit and agricultural inputs (Ghana Statistical Service, 2019).

Crucially, this tenure insecurity undermines environmental sustainability 
and long-term community resilience.  Women uncertain of retaining land 
access following widowhood or divorce rationally decline to invest in long-
term soil conservation, irrigation infrastructure, agroforestry, or tree crops 
requiring years to mature. This  time-inconsistency problem  leads to short-
term extractive land use that degrades the natural resource base upon which 
future generations depend. Conversely, research indicates that secure tenure 
correlates with  climate-smart agriculture adoption  and sustainable land 
management practices (Deininger et al., 2008). Recent literature on gender-
responsive land governance confirms that women with secure land rights 
invest significantly more in soil fertility management, water harvesting, and 
agroforestry; all these practices are directly relevant to climate adaptation 
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in Ghana’s increasingly variable rainfall context (Meinzen-Dick et al., 2019; 
Quisumbing et al., 2014). By denying women secure rights, the current system 
actively disincentivizes the very behaviors required for climate adaptation and 
long-term food security.

Furthermore, property ownership affects women’s bargaining power within 
households and communities in ways that directly impact  social cohesion. 
Research demonstrates strong correlations between women’s asset ownership 
and their participation in household decision-making and community 
governance (Agarwal, 1994). Economic dependence constrains women’s agency, 
creating vulnerability to domestic violence and limiting political participation. 
The exclusion of women from property ownership constitutes a form 
of horizontal inequality that fractures social cohesion. It signals that a segment 
of the community is not a full stakeholder in the collective future, thereby 
weakening the social contract and the shared identity necessary for collective 
action. 

	 Empirical Evidence on Property Insecurity and Development 
Outcomes

Table 2 synthesizes key empirical findings on the relationship between women’s 
property insecurity and development outcomes in Ghana, drawing on the GLSS, 
DHS, and World Bank data analyzed in this study.

Table 2. Selected Empirical Evidence on Women’s Property Insecurity and Development 
Outcomes in Ghana

Indicator Finding Source

Women’s formal land 
ownership (titled)

Women hold < 10% of formal-
ly titled land World Bank (2019)

Agricultural produc-
tivity gap

Male-controlled plots: ~40% 
higher productivity than fe-
male-controlled

Ghana Statistical Service / 
GLSS 7 (2019)

Credit access
< 15% of women farmers ac-
cessed formal agricultural 
credit

Ghana Statistical Service / 
GLSS 7 (2019)

Property grabbing 
incidence

~35% of widows in rural areas 
report property disposses-
sion

CHRAJ Annual Reports
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Long-term land in-
vestment

Women with documented 
tenure: 2.3× more likely to in-
vest in soil conservation

Deininger et al. (2008)

Domestic violence 
correlation

Women lacking property 
rights: significantly higher 
vulnerability to intimate part-
ner violence

Ghana DHS (2015)

 
	 Customary Law and Traditional Authority Structures

Understanding customary law’s role in constraining women’s property rights 
requires avoiding two analytical errors: romanticizing traditional practices as 
inherently legitimate or dismissing them as uniformly oppressive. The reality 
proves considerably more complex. Customary law in Ghana encompasses 
diverse practices varying significantly across ethnic groups, with both 
matrilineal systems (predominantly among Akan peoples) and patrilineal 
systems (including Ewe, Dagomba, Gonja, and others) governing inheritance 
and property distribution.

Historically, some customary practices afforded women significant influence 
and access rights. However, ethnographic and historical research demonstrates 
that colonialism fundamentally transformed these practices, typically in ways 
that diminished women’s authority and access. Amanor (2001) documents how 
British colonial land policies privileged male lineage heads as interlocutors with 
colonial administration, concentrating decision-making authority in male hands. 
Similarly, the commodification of land introduced through colonial legal and 
economic interventions shifted land from a communal resource managed for 
collective welfare toward a market commodity, a transformation that typically 
benefited men positioned to accumulate individual holdings.

Contemporary customary practices therefore reflect complex historical layering 
rather than timeless tradition. Manuh’s (2002) ethnographic work in peri-urban 
Kumasi demonstrates how lineage elders and chiefs strategically manipulate 
customary norms to exclude women from land access, invoking tradition to 
justify practices that would have been unrecognizable to pre-colonial ancestors.



The Protection and Enforcement of Women’s Property Rights in Ghana:

TUJID
Vol: 2 • Issue 1

https://tujid.org/
June / 2026

69

	 The Phenomenon of Property Grabbing

Property grabbing, the forcible dispossession of widows from land and housing 
they occupied during marriage, epitomizes the violent intersection of customary 
practices, gender inequality, and inadequate legal protection. Following a 
husband’s death, extended family members often claim exclusive rights to 
matrimonial property, pressuring widows to vacate land and housing through 
threats, intimidation, or actual violence (Richardson, 2004). The persistence 
of this practice despite PNDC Law 111’s explicit protections reveals profound 
implementation failures: widows often lack knowledge of their statutory rights; 
police and local authorities frequently view inheritance disputes as family 
matters outside their jurisdiction; and even where widows possess awareness 
and determination to pursue legal recourse, geographic distance from courts, 
inability to afford legal representation, and lengthy litigation processes create 
insurmountable barriers.

	 Cultural Narratives and Gender Ideology

Beyond formal customary law and institutional structures, informal cultural 
narratives and gender ideologies powerfully constrain women’s property rights 
assertions. These ideological formations operate at the level of taken-for-
granted assumptions about appropriate gender roles, family obligations, and 
social respectability. Women internalize these norms through socialization, 
experiencing conflict between statutory entitlements and culturally prescribed 
behavior.

Several dominant narratives merit particular attention. The assertions of 
individual property rights by women are frequently constructed as disrespectful 
to husbands, elders, or deceased spouses’ memories. Cultural emphasis on 
family harmony and collective well-being over individual rights creates social 
pressure for women to subordinate legal entitlements to family cohesion. 
Therefore, women who pursue property claims may face accusations of greed, 
selfishness, or betrayal of family obligations, accusations rarely directed at male 
relatives asserting comparable claims.

Furthermore, prevailing gender ideologies construct women as inherently 
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dependent and men as natural providers and decision-makers. These 
assumptions inform judgments about women’s capacity for property 
management and productive land use. Women’s agricultural labor, though 
empirically substantial, may be discounted as merely helping husbands rather 
than constituting independent economic contribution. Conversely, women’s 
domestic and reproductive labor like childcare, household management, 
food preparation though economically essential, is ideologically constructed 
as natural female duty rather than valuable work meriting compensation or 
property claims.

Religious interpretations may reinforce gender hierarchy in property 
relations. While neither Christianity nor Islam inherently mandates women’s 
property subordination, patriarchal interpretations often predominate in 
popular religious discourse. Addressing these ideological dimensions requires 
recognizing that legal reform, however necessary, proves insufficient without 
accompanying transformation of underlying gender norms. This insight is 
central to African feminist legal scholarship, which emphasizes the need for 
simultaneously legal and cultural-normative change (Ncube, 1997; Banda, 2005).

A Proposed Framework for Strengthening Protection 
and Enforcement

Effective advancement of women’s property rights in Ghana requires coordinated 
reforms addressing legal frameworks, institutional capacity, cultural norms, 
and economic structures simultaneously. Piecemeal interventions targeting 
single dimensions predictably yield limited results. The following framework 
proposes integrated reforms organized across five domains, explicitly targeting 
the reinforcement of social cohesion and the achievement of sustainable 
development outcomes.

	 Legal Clarification and Harmonization: Statutory 
Amendments and Judicial Guidelines

First, Parliament could amend PNDC Law 111 to explicitly recognize all legally 
valid spouses in intestate succession. The current single-spouse provision 
creates manifest injustice for women in polygamous marriages. Reformed 
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legislation could distribute the spousal share proportionally among all surviving 
spouses, aligning intestacy law with the realities of customary marriage. Second, 
legislation should clarify the hierarchy between statutory and customary law 
in property matters. The amendment could establish a statutory presumption 
that in property disputes involving women’s rights, statutory law prevails 
unless customary practice demonstrably serves a legitimate cultural objective 
achievable through less discriminatory means, applying a proportionality 
framework familiar in constitutional rights adjudication.

Furthermore, reforms can address evidentiary standards in substantial 
contribution cases. Legislation could establish rebuttable presumptions that 
particular forms of contribution, such as documented financial investment, 
agricultural labor, and business participation, constitute substantial 
contributions meriting property interests. Such presumptions would shift 
burdens away from claimant wives and toward contesting parties, reducing 
barriers women face in documenting informal contributions. Additionally, 
legislation could mandate judicial consideration of non-monetized contributions, 
including domestic labor, childcare, and household management, explicitly 
recognizing these activities’ economic value.

The Supreme Court can issue comprehensive practice directions addressing 
property rights adjudication. These directions could standardize approaches to 
valuing diverse contribution types, establish timelines for expeditious resolution 
of inheritance disputes, and mandate gender-sensitive procedures, including 
judicial notice of systemic barriers women face in property rights assertion. 
Practice directions offer advantages over legislation: they can be issued more 
rapidly, updated iteratively as experience accumulates, and tailored specifically 
to judicial practice without requiring parliamentary action.

	 Institutional Strengthening

Establishing specialized tribunals or dedicated court divisions addressing 
property rights disputes would enhance both expertise and accessibility. 
These tribunals could operate with simplified procedures, reduced fees, and 
decentralized locations, which could potentially circuit ride to rural areas on 
regular schedules. Specialized adjudicators would develop a sophisticated 
understanding of both statutory and customary law, enabling more nuanced 
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and consistent decision-making than generalist judges handling occasional 
property cases alongside diverse other matters.

Dramatically expanding legal aid provision constitutes a prerequisite for 
meaningful access to justice. Current legal aid resources remain grossly 
inadequate to meet demand, particularly in rural areas where women face the 
greatest barriers. Expansion could incorporate multiple delivery mechanisms: 
government-funded legal aid offices in all regions; partnerships with civil society 
organizations providing pro bono representation; trained paralegals offering 
basic legal assistance and representation in lower tribunals; and law school 
clinical programs engaging students in supervised representation of indigent 
claimants.

Land registration authorities in Ghana can implement simplified procedures for 
co-titling matrimonial property in both spouses’ names. International evidence 
demonstrates that joint titling significantly strengthens women’s tenure 
security and reduces post-marital property disputes (Deininger et al., 2008). In 
the context of social cohesion, joint titling is a powerful signaling mechanism. 
It formalizes the economic partnership of marriage, reinforcing the nuclear 
family as a cohesive unit of economic production and reducing intra-family and 
intergenerational conflict over land, a primary driver of community-level strife 
and litigation that clogs the judicial system and erodes social trust.

	 Comprehensive Education and Awareness

Systematic public education campaigns can employ diverse media channels 
reaching both urban and rural populations. Radio programming proves 
particularly effective given its accessibility in areas with limited literacy or 
internet connectivity. Campaigns should employ culturally resonant messaging 
formats, including storytelling, drama, and music that engage audiences 
emotionally while conveying legal information. Content should address both 
substantive rights, mainly what the law guarantees, and procedural access as 
well as how to assert rights through available mechanisms.

Critically, awareness campaigns must target multiple constituencies. 
Messaging should emphasize not only individual rights but also the collective, 
intergenerational benefits of women’s property security. This includes framing 



The Protection and Enforcement of Women’s Property Rights in Ghana:

TUJID
Vol: 2 • Issue 1

https://tujid.org/
June / 2026

73

secure women’s land rights as a booster for community food security, climate 
resilience, and the reduction of poverty-related out-migration, all core 
components of a sustainable and cohesive rural society.

Mandatory continuing legal education for judges, lawyers, police, and traditional 
authorities can address gender sensitivity, implicit bias, property rights law, and 
international human rights standards. Training should employ active learning 
methodologies, including case simulations, role-playing exercises, and facilitated 
discussions rather than purely didactic lectures. Evaluation mechanisms 
should assess not merely knowledge acquisition but also behavioral change in 
professional practice. International volunteer programs engaging law students 
and lawyers could supplement domestic training capacity while fostering cross-
cultural learning.

	 Economic Enablement

Financial institutions and development partners can expand collateral 
alternatives, enabling women without formal land titles to access credit. 
Mechanisms including group lending with joint liability, inventory-based 
lending using agricultural products or equipment as collateral, and credit 
scoring systems incorporating alternative data (mobile money transaction 
histories, utility payment records) can reduce dependence on land title for 
creditworthiness assessment. Women’s cooperatives and savings groups provide 
additional mechanisms for pooling resources and accessing credit collectively.

Broader land reform initiatives can explicitly incorporate gender equality 
objectives. Systematic land registration programs mainly aimed at formalizing 
customary holdings and clarifying tenure can mandate inclusion of women’s 
names on titles and ensure women’s meaningful participation in adjudication 
processes determining property rights. Pilot programs in select districts 
could demonstrate feasibility and generate evidence for national scaling, 
incorporating continuous evaluation and adaptive management.

	 Cultural Transformation Strategies

Productive reform requires engaging traditional authorities as partners rather 
than adversaries. Dialogue platforms, which will bring together chiefs, queen 
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mothers, statutory institutions, and civil society, can foster mutual understanding 
and identify complementary approaches. Highlighting precedents where 
traditional authorities have successfully championed women’s rights and the 
social benefits resulting may encourage broader adoption. In the hypothetical 
village of Nananom, for instance, local chiefs established co-management 
structures incorporating women in land governance, demonstrating that 
constitutional principles and cultural traditions need not remain in tension.

Advocacy strategies can employ culturally resonant framing that presents 
women’s property rights as continuous with, rather than contradictory to, valued 
cultural principles. In the Ghanaian context, the concept of  Nkabom  (unity/
cohesion) is a powerful cultural touchstone. Advocacy should reframe women’s 
property security not as an individualistic claim against the family but as a 
means of strengthening the Abusua  (family/clan) by ensuring that the labor 
and care provided by women result in lasting, intergenerational wealth and 
stability. This reframing shifts the narrative from zero-sum conflict to collective 
resilience, aligning the pursuit of gender equality with the cultural imperative 
of maintaining social harmony and community strength.

Given religious institutions’ profound social influence in Ghana, partnering 
with progressive religious leaders to articulate egalitarian interpretations of 
scriptural texts could reshape normative discourse. Both Christian and Islamic 
traditions contain rich textual resources affirming women’s dignity and property 
rights; amplifying these interpretations through religious education, sermons, 
and community programs can gradually shift prevailing gender norms. Interfaith 
coalitions uniting Christian and Muslim voices in support of women’s property 
rights may prove particularly powerful given their cross-cutting social reach.

Critical Analysis and Theoretical Contributions

	 The Contradictions of Legal Pluralism and the Erosion of 
Social Trust

This analysis illuminates a central contradiction characterizing legal pluralism 
in post-colonial contexts: the very constitutional recognition of customary 
law, intended to respect cultural diversity, simultaneously creates structural 
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conditions enabling discriminatory practices to persist despite formal equality 
guarantees. This structural ambiguity proves strategically useful for actors 
seeking to maintain patriarchal privilege. When statutory law threatens 
established power relations, defenders of the status quo invoke customary law 
and cultural authenticity. Conversely, when customary practices face challenges, 
proponents selectively cite constitutional principles of cultural pluralism, what 
Merry (1988) terms ‘forum shopping.’

Dialectical materialism reveals these dynamics not as static but as evolving 
through ongoing conflict and synthesis. Statutory reforms like PNDC Law 111 
emerged from contradictions between customary practices and evolving norms 
of gender equality, yet their implementation generated new contradictions as 
customary heads adapted strategies to circumvent statutory requirements. 
This dialectical process continues, with each reform generating counter-
adaptations in a dynamic struggle over material resources and normative 
authority.

	 Beyond Formal Equality: The Substance Distinction and the 
Sustainability Trap

Ghana’s experience powerfully illustrates the limitations of formal legal equality 
absent substantive transformation of underlying material conditions and 
social relations. The 1992 Constitution declares all persons equal before the 
law; PNDC Law 111 establishes formally gender-neutral inheritance rules; and 
the Matrimonial Causes Act authorizes equitable property distribution. Yet 
these formal guarantees coexist with persistent material inequality in property 
ownership, access, and control.

This disjuncture reflects what critical legal scholars term the substance-
form distinction. The substantial contribution doctrine illustrates this 
dynamic: formally neutral, it operates in practice to perpetuate disadvantage 
against a systematically marginalized group. This can be characterized as a 
sustainability trap. Formal legal equality (a necessary condition for SDG 5) 
exists, yet the material conditions of inequality prevent women from acting as 
agents of sustainable development. They are prevented from investing in land 
(environmental pillar) and remain economically precarious (economic pillar), 
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which in turn fuels household conflict and weakens community governance 
structures (social pillar). The doctrine of substantive equality therefore 
demands that policy interventions dismantle these material and social barriers 
to unlock the full developmental potential of half the population. This finding 
aligns with the growing consensus in the gender-land-climate literature that 
women’s secure land rights are a foundational enabling condition for achieving 
the Paris Agreement’s climate goals in Sub-Saharan Africa (Meinzen-Dick et al., 
2019). 

	 The Colonial Legacy and Legal Hybridity

Contemporary challenges surrounding women’s property rights cannot be 
understood apart from colonial legacies that profoundly reshaped Indigenous 
legal systems, economic structures, and gender relations. British colonialism 
introduced the commodification of communal land, privileged male lineage 
heads as colonial interlocutors, imposed English common law frameworks 
emphasizing individual ownership, and administratively recognized customary 
law in ways that froze dynamic practices into static codes (Mamdani, 1996). 
These colonial interventions generated what Benton (2002) terms ‘legal 
hybridity,’ where systems combine elements from multiple legal traditions in 
ways unanticipated by any of their original formulations.

Understanding this hybrid character reveals important implications. Invoking 
tradition or culture to defend contemporary practices often obscures how 
colonialism transformed those very traditions. Conversely, wholesale rejection 
of customary law as illegitimate risks discarding genuinely indigenous practices 
offering alternative models for social organization. The challenge lies in 
distinguishing elements worth preserving from those requiring transformation, 
a task requiring careful historical analysis and inclusive democratic deliberation.

	 Property Rights, Development, and a Broader Relevance

Development literature frequently posits women’s property rights as 
instrumental to broader development objectives like economic growth, 
poverty reduction, and child welfare improvements. While evidence supports 
these correlations, this article suggests caution regarding causal inference and 
instrumental framing. That said, property insecurity clearly generates tangible 
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harms: constrained agricultural productivity, limited credit access, reduced 
bargaining power, and vulnerability to domestic violence. 

The article’s framework holds broader relevance for legally pluralistic post-
colonial states across Africa, particularly those confronting similar tensions 
between statutory gender equality commitments and customary tenure 
systems. Countries including Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, and Zambia face 
analogous structural contradictions between formal constitutional equality 
and the customary land regimes that govern the majority of rural land (Tsikata, 
2003). The findings suggest that in all these contexts, the enforcement of 
women’s property rights should be understood not merely as a legal compliance 
matter but as a strategic investment in social cohesion, institutional trust, 
and climate-resilient development, a priority particularly urgent as African 
economies face accelerating climate pressures that fall disproportionately on 
women agricultural producers. 

Conclusion

This article has examined the complex landscape of women’s property 
rights in Ghana, analyzing constitutional and statutory protections, judicial 
interpretation, enforcement challenges, and potential reform pathways. The 
analysis reveals a profound disjuncture between formal legal equality and lived 
experiences of discrimination, rooted in structural tensions between statutory 
and customary legal systems, inadequate institutional capacity, entrenched 
gender ideologies, and material conditions constraining rights assertion.

Several key findings merit emphasis. First, Ghana has established comparatively 
progressive statutory frameworks protecting women’s property rights, 
including constitutional equality guarantees, reformed intestacy law, and judicial 
recognition of the substantial contribution principle. However, formal legal 
provisions prove insufficient without accompanying mechanisms for effective 
implementation and enforcement. Second, the persistence of discriminatory 
practices despite statutory reforms reflects not merely implementation 
deficits but deeper structural contradictions within legal pluralism frameworks. 
Third, women’s property insecurity generates concrete material harms 
extending beyond immediate economic loss to encompass constrained agency, 
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vulnerability to violence, limited political participation, and intergenerational 
transmission of disadvantage. Fourth, effective reform requires comprehensive, 
coordinated interventions across multiple domains simultaneously.

The article’s theoretical contributions center on illuminating the dynamics of 
legal pluralism in post-colonial contexts through dialectical materialist analysis, 
revealing how statutory and customary systems interact dynamically through 
ongoing conflict and strategic invocation. The analysis demonstrates the 
limitations of purely formal legal equality absent transformation of underlying 
material conditions while documenting how colonial legacies continue shaping 
contemporary legal conflicts around property, gender, and cultural authenticity.

Ghana’s experience offers important lessons for other jurisdictions confronting 
similar challenges. Comparative evidence from India, Mozambique, Kyrgyzstan, 
and Tajikistan demonstrates that legislative reform alone proves insufficient 
where customary practices and patriarchal norms retain social legitimacy. 
Successful reform requires attending to implementation mechanisms, 
institutional capacity, cultural resonance of reform strategies, and material 
conditions enabling or constraining rights exercise. The framework developed in 
this article, that is, integrating dialectical materialist analysis, African feminist 
legal theory, and evidence-based policy recommendations, offers a transferable 
model for understanding and addressing the statutory-customary gap in 
other legally pluralistic African states, contributing to a growing comparative 
literature on gender justice and sustainable development.

Ultimately, advancing women’s property rights in Ghana and comparable 
contexts requires sustained political will, institutional commitment, and social 
mobilization. The pathways forward require neither wholesale rejection of 
tradition nor uncritical maintenance of the discriminatory status quo, but 
rather a creative synthesis generating legal and social formations that honor 
cultural identity while ensuring the cohesive and sustainable development that 
fundamental human dignity demands.
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From Old Wine to New 
Wine: Unveiling Bangladesh’s 
geopolitical potentials and 
challenges in South Asia

Abstract

The purpose of this positioning paper is to explore the geopolitical 
potentials and challenges of Bangladesh in the South Asia context. 
Employing a traditional comparative advantages and connectivity 
framework, this paper assesses how Bangladesh can play a geopolitically 
significant role in South Asia. This paper also discusses the geopolitical 
challenges that Bangladesh has faced and have possibilities to 
encounter. The paper argues that, despite its small geographic area, 
Bangladesh is becoming more influential and well-known globally 
as its economy expands and the balance of power shifts eastward. 
Bangladesh’s topography plays a crucial role in world politics, as its 
position creates a natural bridge between South and Southeast Asia, 
advances regional integration, and enables all nearby regions to prosper. 
In addition, thanks to Bangladesh’s geostrategic advantages, China 
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is pursuing a soft balancing strategy, while India has already taken steps to 
deepen its relationship with Bangladesh. Furthermore, the paper contends that 
competition for connectivity development projects is a new kind of geopolitics 
in which political space has been significantly redefined, rather than just for 
connectedness and economic development. Such connectivity development 
efforts benefit Bangladesh’s position even though they create uncertainty in 
relationships with other countries. The study concludes that, despite potential 
challenges, Bangladesh has a strong dominant position in geopolitics, not only 
because of its population, economy, and geopolitical circumstances, but also 
due to connectivity development projects in this South Asian region.

Keywords: Bangladesh Geopolitics, connectivity, Geography, Bay of Bengal, 
neighboring relations
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Introduction

Ascent and descent of empires and civilizations are contingent upon the 
dialectic of “challenge and response” (Toynbee, 1987). In international politics, 
challenges have frequently manifested as emerging powers that disrupt or 
threaten to disrupt the current balance of power (Hall, 2014). The world has 
witnessed many rises and falls. While many geographically large countries, 
such as Brazil, Argentina, and Australia had never played a significant role in 
world politics, other relatively smaller countries, including England and Japan 
have been playing a great role in the world economy and had become a global 
dominant geopolitical players along with many large countries, including 
Soviet Union and the United States (Sempa, 2017) after the Second World War. 
However, there were aspirations for a new global order following the end of the 
Cold War, with a prediction that economics, especially “geo-economics,” will take 
the place of geopolitics as the primary driver in international politics (Luttwak, 
1990). The global system also witnessed the rise of China in the East Asia-Pacific 
Rim region (Nautiyal, 2017). Morsalin (2022), in particular, have argued that the 
alliance between China and Russia has sparked a “new Cold War” by upending 
the existing global order against the USA. In addition to China becoming a 
gamechanger, India’s ascent to prominence has brought attention to Asia and 
South Asia on a global scale. Kissinger, (2014) argued that these two power 
balances have evolved in the current environment in this region, one in East 
Asia and one in South Asia.

In this balancing game, Bangladesh has become one of greatest interests in 
the world politics in South Asia from a geostrategic perspective and economic 
advantages. Many countries worldwide and in the region have shown a strong 
desire to deepen their connections with Bangladesh viewing it as a vital partner 
in the Indo-Pacific region. Bangladesh’s geographical setting, especially its land 
border and seaports, has made it a potential hub for commerce and a pillar of 
stability as the Bay of Bengal has recently caught China’s attention (Afzaal & 
Naqvi, 2024). Furthermore, Bangladesh’s geostrategic position allows it to help 
stabilize this crucial area by connecting the various regions (Andersen, 2012; 
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Hossain & Islam, 2021). Moreover, Bangladesh has been becoming a regional 
power in terms of geopolitics and economy, as evidenced by past attempts to 
include the country in initiatives and remarkable socio-economic development 
over the last two decades. Major international organizations and nations, 
including the United Nations, USA, and Japan have acknowledged Bangladesh 
and shown interest in the country, which only highlights Bangladesh’s increasing 
geopolitical significance in this region. 

Many scholars have argued that geopolitics is different and has taken a new 
shape in the twenty-first century (Plagemann, 2021; Sempa, 2017). While the 
geographical position and territorial size of states and empires were once 
considered significant factors in international geopolitics, their importance has 
recently declined for many reasons. Many scholars have contended that there 
are numerous factors that affect a country’s ability to play a significant role on 
the world stage, including population growth, economic growth, technological 
advancements, military power and supremacy, and stable governing system 
(Sempa, 2017). Many scholars also argue that a state’s geography, or its 
geographical position in relation to other countries, is more important than 
its size or territory, which presents opportunities and limits (Plagemann, 2021; 
Sempa, 2017). Moreover, globalization and economic interdependence have 
changed how a nation interacts with others in this century (Paul, 2019). The 
information revolution also changed the nature of interaction and connection 
of the states with other states and empires (Sempa, 2017). Moreover, the 
driving force of the twenty-first century is no longer the traditional zero-sum 
view of politics, but rather the concept of “connectivity,” as emphasized in Parag 
Khanna’s framework of connectography (Khanna, 2016). 

Competitive connectivity has emerged as a new form of global competition, 
functioning as a modern-day arms race that reshapes geopolitical power and 
contributes to the rise of new global and regional powers across different 
parts of the world (Khanna, 2016). While Plagemann and colleagues (2021) 
have argued that connectivity is not associated with any theory or conceptual 
framework in social science, many academicians, including Tellmann and 
colleagues (2012) refer to it as a “metaphor” or “theoretical tool”. Connectivity 
is nothing new; rather, it has different interpretations and applications. An 
implicit interpretation of connectivity links it to a network, where nodes are 
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directly or indirectly connected through other nodes (Tellmann et al., 2012; 
World Bank, 2019; Kurmanalieva, 2006; 2020). While connectivity is as ancient 
as human relationships, the practice of connectivity as a strategy in geopolitics 
is new (Godehardt & Postel-Vinay, 2020). Godehardt and Postel-Vinay (2020) 
put forward three stages for the politicization of connectivity: creating a new 
international space outside of the area, strengthening regionalization through 
connectivity policies, and simulating rivalry in politicized connectivity. In other 
words, connectivity is “new wine” in “old bottles” in geopolitics (Godehardt & 
Postel-Vinay, 2020; Godehardt & Kohlenberg, 2020). Moreover, the geographical 
location, population and economy of a state influence a country’s positioning 
on the world stage (Sempa, 2017) though connectivity projects for economic 
gains.

This paper is a country positioning paper on Bangladesh’s geopolitical potential 
and challenges, with the goal of exploring how Bangladesh has demonstrated 
an incredible capacity to maintain its position in the South Asia region, what the 
primary sources of power are, and how this country may utilize its power and 
resources to balance conflicting geostrategic objectives in its favor. This paper 
shows how Bangladesh has the potential to gain a geopolitical position among 
regional and extra-regional powers, in addition to comparative advantages in 
resources and state positioning. Finally, this paper also shows how connectivity 
development projects in Bangladesh and its surrounding regions over the past 
two decades can play a significant role in gaining such dominant bargaining 
power in this region. 

This paper has six sections. Following the introduction, the second section 
explains the research methodological approaches, including research 
approaches, objectives, and rationale for studying a particular case of this 
paper. The third section discusses the sources of comparative advantages of 
Bangladesh and its potential, and the following one discusses connectivity 
development projects and evaluates how these projects have created 
geopolitical potential for Bangladesh in this region. The last section explores 
numerous challenges Bangladesh faces and expects to face in the geopolitical 
game.
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Methodological Approaches

This paper adopts a qualitative and interpretive approach to explore the 
potentials and challenges of Bangladesh in South Asia through existing 
conceptual and policy perspectives. In particular, this paper aims to explore the 
bargaining factors by which Bangladesh leverages its advantageous position in 
improving its great power competitiveness through connectivity investments, 
utilizing its intrinsic geopolitical setting. This paper also discusses numerous 
challenges that Bangladesh might face. This conceptual and interpretive 
approach, rather than a formal empirical or systematic review methodology, 
helps to advance theoretical understanding by synthesizing, critiquing, and 
integrating existing literature and knowledge (Jaakkola, 2020; Snyder, 2019). 
This approach also helps to identify key themes, conceptual relationships, and 
broader implications and allows for the integration of diverse perspectives and 
supports deeper theoretical reflection (Snyder, 2019). 

This qualitative approach is particularly appropriate for exploring complex 
social, political, and institutional phenomena through critical interpretation 
and contextual analysis. This paper relies on secondary sources of data that 
include books, peer-reviewed articles, government documents, and newspaper 
articles. The selection of sources was guided by their relevance, scholarly 
contribution, and contextual significance to the subject. Therefore, the paper 
should be understood as a conceptual essay intended to contribute to scholarly 
dialogue and theoretical advancement rather than as an empirical investigation 
designed to produce generalizable findings. Through qualitative synthesis and 
conceptual analysis, the study seeks to understand how geopolitical shifts, 
infrastructure development, and regional cooperation shape Bangladesh’s 
growing strategic importance within the South Asia region. 

Bangladesh has become a critical case for studying and analyzing various 
connectivity indicators in a geopolitical context. One argument is that the 
country has emerged as a strategically important hub linking South Asia, 
Southeast Asia, and the broader Indo-Pacific region. Positioned along the 
Bay of Bengal between South and Southeast Asia, Bangladesh occupies a 
critical geographic location that has increasingly attracted global economic, 
political, and strategic interest (Mahmud et al., 2026; Riaz, 2016). Moreover, 
the geographic positioning of this country has enhanced its role in regional 
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connectivity, maritime trade, energy security, transnational transportation 
networks, and international development cooperation. Moreover, Bangladesh 
represents a significant case due to its growing geopolitical importance, rapid 
socio-economic transformation, and expanding developmental potential. 
Despite remarkable human development and infrastructure development 
(World Bank, 2024), Bangladesh continues to face persistent challenges 
related to governance, inequality, environmental vulnerability, urbanization, 
and employment generation (Riaz, 2016). These simultaneous developments 
and constraints also make Bangladesh an important context for examining 
the complexities of connectivity, development, and regional integration. 
Furthermore, Bangladesh demonstrates substantial future potential due to 
its large youth population, expanding labor force, growing digital economy, 
and increasing regional influence within South Asia and the Indo-Pacific 
region (Mahmud et al., 2026). Moreover, Bangladesh’s evolving role in regional 
geopolitics has further strengthened its relevance as a case study. 

Following previous literature (Godehardt & Postel-Vinay, 2020; Godehardt & 
Kohlenberg, 2020; Khanna, 2016), this study examines Bangladesh’s geopolitical 
significance from two perspectives: comparative advantages (referred to as old 
wine) and advantages derived via the connectivity framework (referred to as 
new wine). In addition to classical economic elements, the underlying argument 
is that competitive connectivity and connectivity projects can provide a 
window of opportunity for a geographically small entity like Bangladesh and 
the surrounding regions to maximize its returns by using its geostrategic 
connectivity without upsetting its relationship. In addition, the paper addresses 
several crucial factors of geopolitical connectivity, which Bangladesh can also 
help to boost in its international relations. Furthermore, this paper explores 
how a small geographic or territorial size plays a significant role in managing 
substantial investment and connectivity from a great power without falling into 
the strategic orbit of either power. This paper can also show how the majority 
of the smaller states in South Asia can avoid band wagoning and balancing in 
the traditional sense and can maintained their strategic autonomy to some 
extent, while the majority of structural theories—particularly neorealism—
would anticipate that small nations would have little independent authority and 
influence over powerful ones, and small governments are typically anticipated 
to counterbalance large powers (Schweller, 1999).
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	 Sources of comparative advantages (old wine) and 
Bangladesh’s potential

Bangladesh has significant potential for its population, the Ready-Made 
Garments (RMG) sector and geopolitical positioning with neighboring 
countries. Bangladesh has almost 170 million people, the eighth largest in the 
world in terms of population, and in nominal terms, Bangladesh is the second-
largest economy in South Asia with the highest per capita income, contributing 
to its geopolitical significance (Yasmin, 2023). This small geographic area is 
somewhat obscured by the population size, which represents the market’s size 
(Anwar, 2019). Bangladesh’s expanding workforce is one of the main drivers of 
the country’s economic growth. If properly utilized, Bangladesh’s demographic 
dividend—, which accounts for almost half of its population—could catalyze 
even more rapid growth in the future (Karim, 2023). Of the country’s 180 million 
people, more than one-fourth are young people. There are 73.69 million people 
in the labor force, with a median age of 29.2 years, of which 48.25 million are 
male while 25.44 million are female (Sen et al., 2023). In addition, Bangladesh 
has developed into an export-oriented country, with the RMG sector generating 
the second-highest export revenue after China. Bangladesh achieved $55.55 
billion in export earnings in fiscal year 2022-23, with an annual growth rate of 
6.67% driven by the garment sector (Hossain, 2023). Furthermore, nearly 13 
million Bangladeshis are estimated to be living overseas, making their country 
the fourth most popular among the top 20 nations of origin for international 
migrants (Hasan, 2021). In 2023, Bangladesh received more than $24 billion in 
remittances annually, ranking seventh globally and South Asia’s third highest, 
contributing significantly to national development (Ullah, 2013). Moreover, 
ongoing participation in United Nations Peacekeeping Operations has allowed 
Bangladesh to establish itself as a force for keeping global peace and security 
(Yasmin, 2019). Therefore, these comparative advantages, skilled demography, 
and resources significantly influence the geopolitical potential of Bangladesh. 

Bangladesh is bordered geographically by India on three sides and Myanmar on 
one. China in the northeast, Nepal, Bhutan in the north, East Asia, and ASEAN 
states to the East make it a desirable partner for all nations. With growing 
strategic, political, and economic relations, Bangladesh has become India’s 
most significant neighbor in the subcontinent in recent years, compared to any 
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other two countries in South Asia. Nonetheless, several issues remain unsolved 
in India, including water problems, border killings, religious tensions, and sea 
boundary disputes (Majumdar, 2014). Furthermore, a long-standing issue in 
Bangladeshi consciousness was the growing disparity in bilateral trade and the 
country’s inability to access India’s market. 

Conversely, India has a constant problem with the Siliguri corridor because it 
is one of India’s most significant geographical constraints. The entire Indian 
Mainland and Northeastern area were divided by this tiny corridor. Being 
the only little piece of land connecting India’s northeastern provinces makes 
it extremely sensitive to real estate (Nautiyal, 2017). For instance, Agartala 
is 1,650 km from Kolkata and 2,637 km from New Delhi through Shillong and 
Guwahati, which makes Bangladesh a more significant link between the Indian 
subcontinent and the Northeastern region, and the distance between Agartala 
and Kolkata via Bangladesh is only about 550 miles (Kumari, 2022). However, 
Bangladesh and northeastern India are similarly locked, opening up trade and 
economic activities in the area (Murshid, 2011). Finally, Bangladesh’s geographic 
position became significant, and the political, economic, and physical utility of 
Bangladesh became apparent to India’s great power ambition. 

Bangladesh and Myanmar are both at significant geopolitical crossroads, which 
gives Bangladesh some tactical advantages. A more extensive communication 
network between Bangladesh and South-East Asian nations may result 
from this road link. Bangladesh would have an equal potential to benefit by 
fostering a cordial relationship with Myanmar if China and India came forward 
to cut connections related to trade investments and economic development 
projects in Myanmar. Furthermore, Bangladesh can gain from it economically 
and politically if it maintains a cordial relationship with Myanmar, which has 
abundant natural resources in the state of Rakhine, becoming increasingly 
significant due to its expanding geostrategic importance. In this perspective, 
finding a peaceful solution to the Rohingya situation is essential to fostering 
an environment that supports such positive ties. Bangladesh and Myanmar 
conduct commerce through unofficial channels, as there are not sufficient 
banking institutions or transportation infrastructure. Relaunching the 
2005-initiated Bangladesh-Myanmar Friendship Line had great advantages, 
which has made little headway. Once properly built, this road connection will 
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have the ability to strengthen Bangladesh’s total road connectivity by opening 
access for exporting commodities to Southeast Asia via Myanmar in addition to 
future roads and railway communications with Myanmar. Moreover, they could 
act as a crucial link between South and Southeast Asia, two regions that are 
linked by shared historical and cultural civilizations rather than by geographical 
disparities (Sharmeen, 2017; Paul, 2019; Rajah, 2020).

Connectivity development and geopolitical potentials

	 Connectivity development projects 

This region has several development and connectivity projects and strategic 
plans surrounding the Bay of Bengal and the land. The Bay of Bengal (BoB) has 
become one of the sources of power to control geopolitics over the years for a 
big power’s security and for its commercial value that encircles the Andaman 
Sea, Malaccan Straits, and Arabian Sea (Ferdous & Islam, 2020). Bangladesh, 
India, and Sri Lanka are in strategically advantageous positions and share nearly 
the entire Bay, which is located at the meeting point of South Asia and East 
Asia. Bangladesh borders it to the north, Myanmar and the northern portion of 
the Malay Peninsula to the east, and Sri Lanka and India to the west (Morgan, 
2024). While the BoB fosters interactions between cultures and civilizations as 
a major maritime hub for trade and transportation (Basu, 2018), Bangladesh 
has the potential to emerge as a dominant player in geopolitics. Bangladesh 
maintains three ports toward the sea: Chattogram, Mongla, and Payara. 
Considering Bangladesh’s geostrategic significance, China has suggested 
building a Deepsea port on Sonadia Island in terms of commercial viability and 
geopolitical factors. While Sonadia Island’s ecosystem’s vulnerability forced a 
delay in making a final decision on the port, Bangladesh has involved in other 
port construction initiatives with Japan, such as the Matar Bari Port in the 
Mahesh Khali neighborhood of Cox’s Bazar. This project has gained momentum 
from a geostrategic perspective. The port could be considered a potential 
connection point for sustainable energy supply and transportation networks 
(Afzaal & Naqvi, 2024). 

To boost economic activity in the Bangladesh, China, India, and Myanmar 
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(BCIM) sub-region, the BCIM economic corridor (BCIM-EC) was initially created, 
leveraging Bangladesh’s hard and soft connectivity strategy in this region. With 
resources from the Indian Ocean and the Bay of Bengal, it serves as the center 
of the world’s marine trade (Li, 2017). Bangladesh is the center of the BCIM 
region from a geopolitical perspective. Jessore, Dhaka, and Sylhet are the three 
main regions of Bangladesh that are connected by the BCIM-EC. The BCIM sub-
regions must work together to establish an integrated transportation network 
for an overland route that would shorten the time it takes to travel from China 
to Kolkata, India via Kunming, Myanmar, and Bangladesh; link pharmaceutical, 
information technology, and agricultural product markets for mutual access; 
cooperate on energy issues about oil and natural gas, coal, minerals, and water 
resources for the generation of hydroelectricity; cooperate in the tourism sector 
and increase people-to-people connectivity; and establish mutual political trust 
to build security and transparency to alleviate the underdeveloped BCIM sub-
region (Marchang, 2021). Additionally, it might open new doors for Bangladesh’s 
industrial sector and draw in more foreign direct investment.

Conversely, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is a strategic plan for trade and 
investment flows that has since unfolded as a master plan to advance a Chinese 
world order (Sarkar, Xie, & Rahman, 2022; Yasmin, 2019). The Kunming project 
is undoubtedly one of the two primary economic marine corridors for the BRI 
(Sarkar, Xie, & Rahman, 2022). Under the BRI and other joint venture projects, 
China has pledged US$39 billion to Bangladesh and Bangladesh has been keen 
to join both the BRI and the India-Japan initiative, which connects Northeast 
India and Southeast Asia (Mirdha, 2016). After signing a memorandum of 
understanding in October 2016, Bangladesh received US$37.6 billion in Chinese 
support, consisting of US$24 billion in bilateral assistance for around 34 projects 
and an additional US$13.6 billion in Chinese investment for joint ventures (Paul, 
2019; Hasan, 2024).

Moreover, the enlargement of the BCIM economic corridor is the main goal of 
BRI’s regional connectivity with Bangladesh. Many tiny littoral and island states 
will be needed to contribute to the success of BRI, particularly the Indian Ocean 
maritime component, which gives them an edge (Rajah, 2020). In response to 
potential pressure from an active relationship between China and Bangladesh, 
India had already loosened its stance toward Bangladesh and signed a border 
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settlement agreement in November 2011 that was ratified in June 2015, allowing 
for the exchange of 162 territorial enclaves located on both sides of the 
border (Paul, 2019; Hasan, 2024). Border connectivity and hydroelectric power 
generation were also part of the Indian commitment to Bangladesh. Therefore, 
the development of diplomatic and strategic ties with Bangladesh is currently a 
top priority for China and India.

Moreover, the Asian Highway and the Trans-Asian Railway network are part 
of the Asian Land Transport Infrastructure Development project, which was 
approved in 1992 by the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for 
Asia and the Pacific. The Asian Highway project was initially launched in 1959 to 
encourage international road transportation in Asia (Fünfgeld, 2019; Madhur et 
al., 2009). In 2003, the Asian Highway was formalized with the Intergovernmental 
Agreement on Asian Highway Network (Parpiev & Sodikov, 2008). By signing 
the regional instrument in 2009, Bangladesh formally approved the highway 
network’s entry (Rahman 2021). New means of transportation between Asia and 
Europe are being created as the trade structure changes and Asian countries 
grow their industries. The most typical project for increasing operational 
effectiveness, economic significance, and commercial usage of the rail transport 
infrastructure is the Trans-Asian Railway (Fünfgeld, 2019). These initiatives 
might hold the key to Bangladesh’s overall geopolitical significance. There are 
88 distinct routes in the Asian Highway network now, including three of these 
routes—AH1, AH2, and AH41—in Bangladesh (Adhikary 2022). These routes 
might have a direct connection to Europe.

Furthermore, Bangladesh may see an influx of foreign direct investments from 
Asian countries, including Thailand, India, and other Asian countries, due to the 
liberalized trade system and the possibility of simple market access to India 
and the neighboring sub-region. To be connected to the Asian Highway Project, 
Bangladesh will build the ports, railroads, and roadways outlined in the Ten-Year 
Perspective Plan (Rahman et al., 2014). The strategy states that “Bangladesh 
Railway will encourage international rail ties to support regional/sub-regional 
connectivity and Trans-Asian Railway, and will deliver safe, dependable, effective, 
and efficient rail transport services (Rahman et al., 2014). Another UN plan to 
create an interconnected railway network across Asia, the Padma Bridge, 
the longest in Bangladesh, opens a new path for the Trans-Asian Railway 



From Old Wine to New Wine:

TUJID
Vol: 2 • Issue 1

https://tujid.org/
June / 2026

97

(TAR) network (Adhikary 2022). Additionally, the bridge is crucial for regional 
communication between Mongla Port and India, Nepal, and Bhutan (Rahman et 
al., 2014).  As a result, Bangladesh plays a critical role in the endeavor to establish 
regional and global transportation connectivity, which seeks to develop land 
routes that connect East and South Asia through Bangladesh. 

	 Bangladesh’s Geopolitical Significance

Bangladesh can also be a key player in geoeconomics and geoconnectivity due 
to its significance as a maritime nation occupying a strategic location. A long-
standing rivalry between two big powers, such as China and India, over control on 
land and at sea has been the dynamic of regional politics in Asia and the Pacific 
(Li, 2017; Sahoo, 2013). To counterbalance China, India also wants to foster close 
ties with neighboring countries and countries in Southeast Asia (Sundararaman 
2018). Since China seeks to leverage the BoB’s maritime dominance as a vital 
gateway to the Middle East and Europe, it has attempted to control the Bay by 
forging strong, stable ties with Bangladesh and other bordering states to sustain 
the BRI (Godehardt & Kohlenberg, 2020). Even though Bangladesh does not 
share a border with Nepal or Bhutan and is a remarkably close neighbor (Kabir, 
Islam, & Akter, 2018), they are particularly interested in exploiting Bangladesh’s 
seaports to expand their trade because of their geographic isolation and lack of 
access to the sea (Sharmeen, 2017). Therefore, the BoB may provide the impetus 
needed to overthrow Indian hegemony and has provided the smaller nations 
in the area some leverage when negotiating with the major powers (Nautiyal, 
2017; Riaz, 2022; Hasan, 2024). 

Balanced land-sea distribution allows Bangladesh to profit from ground transit 
to Bhutan, India, Nepal, and Myanmar thanks to the open south side that meets 
the BoB. The country may traverse the world and uncover the benefits of the 
mostly untapped blue economy. Few countries on the earth have such strong 
linkages to Asia’s rich countries, notably China and India, two of the rising giants 
in the world (Nautiyal, 2017; Hasan, 2024). China’s eastern provinces may easily 
access the coast from this point rather than taking a lengthier path through 
western China.

The BRI seeks to connect regions socially, economically, physically, and digitally 
through its core connectivity idea. It is also often contemplated as the ‘project 
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of the century’ and is a part of greater connectivity plans between China and 
the rest of the world, such as South Asia, Central Asia, Russia, and Europe 
(Choudhury, 2023). In South Asia, the emergence of China with its BRI has not only 
brought further attention to this region but also the fast-developing bilateral 
relations between China and South Asian nations have created new types of 
calculations for the region and globally as well (Godehardt & Kohlenberg, 2020; 
Rajah, 2020; Choudhury, 2023). BRI has always been more than just a program 
to build network connections; it was always meant to be a bigger picture. In 
addition to this plan of connectivity, Bangladesh has been globalizing in terms 
of extra-regional trade and economic ties. It has also been particularly active in 
building strong trade ties with China, the Asian economic superpower; on the 
other hand, it has engaged in a careful balance of power with India. 

	 Geopolitical challenges

Although in this age of connectivity as a small country Bangladesh leveraging 
its geopolitical advantages through physical and non-physical geostrategic 
from several angles, Bangladesh may face a formidable challenge in juggling its 
connections with powerful nations, preserving its sovereignty, and promoting 
regional stability. One of the major challenges would come from the Western 
bloc in the name of human rights and democratic practices. For example, 
Bangladesh’s prime minister and her administration have been under heavy 
fire from the US due to issues of human rights and the contentious elections 
during national elections in 2014 and 2018, expecting to continue. In addition, 
the elite paramilitary unit of Bangladesh, Rapid Action Battalion, was subject to 
sanctions by the United States in 2021, on the grounds of suspected extrajudicial 
executions, enforced disappearances, and abuses of human rights (Mahmud, 
2021). Moreover, Bangladesh was left out of US President Joe Biden’s 110-nation 
Summit for Democracy that same year, and US Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken declared a new visa policy in May 2023 intending to promote democratic 
elections in Bangladesh (Samaranayake, 2024). According to this policy, the US 
may impose visa restrictions on anybody it deems accountable for sabotaging 
Bangladesh’s democratic electoral process, which stands as a new challenge in 
the geopolitical relations of Bangladesh. 

Because of its strategic position and growing economic potential, Bangladesh 
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is subject to several geopolitical concerns and pressures from China, Russia, 
and India. China has made significant infrastructure investments in Bangladesh 
as part of the BRI, hoping to strengthen its position and ensure access to the 
Indian Ocean for ships. Bangladesh’s independence in foreign policy may be 
restricted by its financial reliance, particularly when it comes to matters that 
China finds sensitive. A further layer of complication may be added by Russia’s 
emphasis on energy agreements and military collaboration with Bangladesh, 
which risks entangling Bangladesh in geopolitical conflicts between Russia and 
Western nations. 

Bangladesh has served as a rail and inland canal transit route between the 
two areas of India since its independence. India benefits from it through faster 
goods transfers and lower freight costs. India is quite interested in using the 
port of Chittagong and obtaining corridor facilities via land highways. Being 
the upstream state, India’s operations, such as the construction of dams and 
barrages, the joining of or the digging of canals, or its extensive water use, 
might affect the flow of river water into Bangladesh, making it another unusual 
challenge for Bangladesh. For Bangladesh’s foreign policy decision-makers, 
resolving and alleviating other issues such as water and border disputes, and 
trade deficits with India, have been greatly aided by these transit facilities—
or, more accurately, the corridor that India proposed. Moreover, the Siliguri 
Corridor, a narrow stretch of territory that connects Nepal and Bhutan, divides 
Bangladesh and Bangladesh suffers another geopolitical setback as a result. 
Bangladesh has hence a security concern because of the “Chicken’s Neck” or 
Siliguri Corridor.

In addition, the ongoing Rohingya refugee problem is another significant 
diplomatic obstacle for Bangladesh. More than a million Rohingya refugees from 
neighboring Myanmar are currently living in the country, which is hindering the 
development of connectivity between the two countries. Likewise, countries 
that pursue economic expansionism cannot ignore the risks posed by piracy, 
illicit fishing, maritime terrorism, pollution, irregular maritime migration, illegal 
drug trafficking, and small arms trafficking. Similarly, Bangladesh faces the 
conventional challenges posed by these hazards for maritime users outside the 
region. 

Internal economic issues, such as the dollar crisis and inflation, as well as 
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governance, may also impact the country’s stability, which can be another reason 
for the country’s geopolitical challenges. While the government of Bangladesh 
seeks to assign blame for the country’s struggling economy to COVID-19 and 
the Russia-Ukraine crisis, many argue that the current economic situation has 
worsened due to widespread corruption and poor governance. Further raising 
concerns about debt sustainability and the risk of falling into a debt trap are 
government loans for major infrastructure projects such as the Padma Bridge 
and Payra Port, which are frequently financed by countries like China. These 
problems are exacerbated by widespread corruption; for instance, claims of 
graft in the banking industry have undermined financial stability and led to non-
performing loans. Progress is further hampered by poor governance practices, 
such as opaque public procurement and ineffective public administration. 
These difficulties are highlighted by the World Bank (2020) rankings, where 
a challenging business climate is created by bureaucratic red tape and lax 
contract enforcement, discouraging both local and international investment.

	 Concluding remarks

Bangladesh has become a strong, sought-after partner in the region’s dynamic 
geopolitical environment due to its advantageous location as a link between 
South Asia and the rest of the Indo-Pacific. The country, which was formerly 
associated with natural calamities and poverty, has experienced a dramatic 
change and has progressed in many social and public health indicators. In 
particular, the country has established a path toward sustainable growth 
by prioritizing human capital development, diversification, infrastructure 
investments, and poverty alleviation. Moreover, Bangladesh serves as a symbol 
of optimism for South Asia, with an impressive economic boom that has drawn 
attention from across the globe. 

Notwithstanding ongoing difficulties, including wealth disparity, climate change, 
and corruption, Bangladesh has proven its capacity to overcome barriers 
and adjust to shifting conditions. If Bangladesh keeps going in this direction, 
it might grow into a major regional economic force and serve as an example 
for other developing countries. However, many of the unfavorable elements 
of the nation may be apparent when the political backdrop and economic 
issues are disrupted. In short, Bangladesh has potential and is well-known 
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for being the source of the Bay of Bengal, an area in which both the USA and 
China are particularly interested in geostrategic, mineral, and transportation 
reasons. Therefore, Bangladesh should uphold its commitment to “Friendship 
Towards All, Malice Towards None” by maintaining robust diplomatic and trade 
ties with major world economies. Notwithstanding the intricate geopolitical 
circumstances in the area, the nation needs to handle its partnerships with 
China and India with competence. 

Since India and Myanmar find themselves at a significant geopolitical juncture, 
it is essential to find a peaceful solution to unresolved issues to foster such 
positive connections. Therefore, the region’s political and decision-making 
elites must collaborate to put aside differences and seize the opportunities 
that lie ahead. For example, to expedite the repatriation process of Rohingya, 
decisive diplomatic measures must be taken, and Bangladesh must concentrate 
on using its capacity for wise diplomacy. To be more competitive in trade, 
Bangladesh needs to expand its manufacturing base such as Building a deep 
seaport at Matarbari, Cox’s Bazar, will also provide more benefits. Another 
potential remedy to lessen maritime dangers in the Indian Ocean would be 
implementing appropriate Maritime Domain Awareness systems. In this case, 
the best course of action is diplomacy and multilateral solutions. To address 
this issue, Bangladesh must be interconnected and disregard personal rivalry. 

Moreover, to reduce the possibility of fragmentation brought on by 
rival commercial alliances; Bangladesh should push for greater regional 
multilateralism while simultaneously maintaining strong ties with its two most 
significant neighbors, China, and India. Resolving the many issues that lay ahead 
will need regional collaboration with Bangladesh, which serves as a vital link 
between the South Asia and Southeast Asia sub-regions. Finally, Bangladesh 
has the potential to establish itself as a center for connectivity in the area 
and attract substantial investments in infrastructure and communications. 
Bangladesh’s role in reviving regional connectivity, which has global implications, 
makes it a significant element in shaping the future of the Indo-Pacific region. 
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conflicts, infrastructure destruction, and large-scale environmental damage. 
The study employs a qualitative comparative design combining comparative 
case study analysis, policy analysis, and discourse analysis. The empirical material 
includes national environmental strategies, development plans, environmental 
legislation, policy documents, and reports by international organizations. China 
is examined as an illustration of a structural ecological crisis pathway, while 
Ukraine is analyzed as an illustration of a disruptive ecological crisis pathway. The 
findings show that China represents a state-led model of green modernization, 
in which environmental objectives are integrated into long-term development 
strategies, regulatory instruments, and technological upgrading, whereas 
Ukraine illustrates a pathway of green reconstruction, where environmental 
governance is linked to post-war recovery, institutional transformation, 
European integration, and external support. The article contributes by offering 
a comparative framework for understanding how different crisis dynamics 
shape environmental governance, policy responses, and green development 
pathways.

Keywords: environmental governance; green development; crisis pathways; 
ecological modernization; green reconstruction; crisis management; China; 
Ukraine.
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Introduction

Over the past several decades, environmental governance has become a 
central theme in international development debates. Its importance becomes 
particularly evident under crisis conditions, when environmental risks intensify 
and governments must adapt their policy responses. While existing research has 
extensively examined environmental governance, green development, and crisis 
management, considerably less attention has been devoted to understanding 
how different types of crises shape environmental governance and development 
trajectories.

This article develops the concept of crisis pathways of environmental governance 
to explain how environmental policy evolves under different crisis conditions. 
It distinguishes between two analytical ideal types. Structural ecological 
crises emerge through the gradual accumulation of environmental pressures 
associated with industrialization, urbanization, and intensive resource use, 
whereas disruptive ecological crises result from sudden shocks such as armed 
conflicts, environmental disasters, or the destruction of critical infrastructure.

The study compares China and Ukraine as illustrative cases for applying the 
proposed analytical framework. The analysis focuses on how different crisis 
contexts generate distinct pathways of environmental governance, while 
political systems remain a secondary contextual factor and not the primary 
object of comparison.

The article addresses the following research question: How do structural 
and disruptive crisis pathways shape environmental governance and green 
development in China and Ukraine?

Its objective is to analyze how different types of crises influence the 
transformation of environmental governance and the emergence of distinct 
green development pathways. Through a comparative analysis of China and 
Ukraine, the study demonstrates how crisis conditions shape institutional 
responses and environmental policy trajectories.
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The article contributes by proposing a comparative framework linking crisis 
dynamics with environmental governance.

Literature Review

The purpose of this section is to examine the main academic approaches to 
the study of green development and environmental governance and to identify 
the theoretical contribution of the present research. Over recent decades, 
issues of environmental sustainability, natural resource management, and 
ecological transformation have become central themes in development studies 
and public policy research. Existing scholarship has generated a substantial 
body of knowledge on green development, environmental governance, and 
the role of state institutions in addressing environmental challenges. However, 
considerably less attention has been devoted to understanding how different 
types of crises influence the transformation of environmental policy and 
the formation of environmental governance pathways. To address this issue, 
the present section reviews four interrelated strands of literature: green 
development, environmental governance, crisis governance, and comparative 
studies of environmental policy.

	 Environmental Governance and Green Development

Green development has become a central concept in development studies 
and environmental policy as an approach to reconciling economic growth with 
environmental sustainability (Foster, 2023; OECD, 2011; UNEP, 2011; Barbier, 1987; 
Pan, 2016). It is best understood as a broad umbrella concept encompassing 
several related perspectives.

The broadest foundation is sustainable development, which seeks to balance 
economic, social, and environmental objectives (WCED, 1987; Purvis et al., 
2019). A more economically oriented perspective is green growth, which 
argues that environmental protection and economic development can be 
mutually reinforcing through technological innovation, resource efficiency, 
and low-carbon development (Kim et al., 2014; Adamowicz, 2022). Closely 
related is ecological modernization, which views environmental challenges as 
drivers of institutional reform, technological innovation, and improvements 
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in governance, not as obstacles to economic growth (Mol & Sonnenfeld, 2000; 
Hajer, 1995; Jänicke, 2008).

Critical scholarship, however, questions whether green growth and ecological 
modernization sufficiently address the structural causes of environmental 
degradation, arguing that they may primarily legitimize continued economic 
expansion without fundamentally transforming existing production and 
consumption systems (Hickel & Kallis, 2020; Parrique et al., 2019).

Despite this extensive literature, most studies examine environmental 
transformation under conditions of gradual ecological pressure associated 
with industrialization and resource exploitation. Much less attention has been 
devoted to understanding whether environmental governance follows different 
developmental pathways under disruptive crises such as armed conflicts or 
large-scale environmental destruction.

Environmental governance provides the institutional mechanisms through 
which green development is implemented. It has evolved from a state-centered 
concept emphasizing formal institutions (Lemos & Agrawal, 2006; Ulibarri, 2023) 
toward broader governance models incorporating multiple actors and levels of 
decision-making (Eckerberg & Joas, 2004; Feng, Zhang, & Li, 2022). Contemporary 
scholarship identifies centralized, multi-level, polycentric, participatory, and 
external governance as major approaches to environmental governance (Hooghe 
& Marks, 2003; Ostrom, 2010; Newig & Fritsch, 2009).

Scholars increasingly recognize that environmental governance is constrained by 
political, economic, and institutional structures, leading to a more comprehensive 
understanding of governance as a process of institutional transformation that 
extends beyond environmental regulation (Hensengerth & Lu, 2019; Aragón-
Correa, Marcus, & Vogel, 2020; Felonyuk, 2021).

While research on green development and environmental governance is 
extensive, comparative analyses examining how different crisis conditions 
generate distinct governance pathways remain limited. Addressing this gap 
provides the point of departure for the present study.
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	 Governance in Times of Crisis

The literature on crisis governance examines how various types of disruptions 
affect the functioning of state institutions, decision-making processes, and the 
implementation of public policy (Boin et al., 2005). Crises can expose institutional 
vulnerabilities, place additional pressure on the administrative capacity of 
governments, and require the rapid mobilization of resources, coordination 
among multiple actors, and the adaptation of existing governance mechanisms 
to new circumstances (Huan & Huan, 2022). As a result, crisis situations are 
often accompanied by the temporary centralization of decision-making, the 
accelerated implementation of policy measures, and the emergence of new 
forms of interaction among governmental institutions, the private sector, and 
civil society.

Despite the substantial body of research on crisis governance, the existing 
literature encompasses a broad range of crises, including economic shocks, 
political instability, environmental disasters, and armed conflicts (Conca & 
Dabelko, 2002; Ide et al., 2021). However, different types of crises exert distinct 
effects on environmental governance and generate different institutional 
challenges (Boin et al., 2005).

Despite growing scholarly interest in environmental governance under crisis 
conditions, the existing literature has largely examined these types of crises 
separately. Comparative studies investigating how different crisis pathways 
shape environmental governance and green development strategies remain 
limited. The present study seeks to address this gap through a comparative 
analysis of China and Ukraine as illustrative examples of distinct crisis pathways 
of environmental governance.

	 Structural versus Disruptive Ecological Crises

The existing literature on environmental governance addresses a wide range of 
environmental challenges, including environmental pollution, climate change, 
ecosystem degradation, the environmental consequences of armed conflicts, 
and the recovery of affected territories (Schandl et al., 2025). However, these 
phenomena are typically analyzed as separate categories of environmental 
problems, while considerably less attention has been devoted to differences in 
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the pathways of environmental governance that emerge under different types 
of crises.

This study proposes a distinction between two ideal types of ecological crises: 
structural ecological crises and disruptive ecological crises.

Structural ecological crises emerge gradually through the accumulation of 
environmental pressures associated with industrialization, urbanization, 
environmental pollution, and intensive resource exploitation (Loorbach et al., 
2017). Such crises rarely result in the sudden breakdown of state institutions or 
infrastructure. Instead, they generate sustained pressure on existing governance 
systems, encouraging the gradual adaptation of environmental policies, the 
development of environmental regulation, and the adoption of technological 
innovations (Scoones et al., 2020; Bennett et al., 2019). Under these conditions, 
environmental governance typically evolves through processes of ecological 
modernization aimed at integrating environmental objectives into existing 
models of economic development.

Disruptive ecological crises differ in both origin and dynamics. They arise from 
large-scale shocks such as armed conflicts, technological disasters, or extensive 
infrastructure destruction (Conca & Dabelko, 2002; UNEP, 2023). Unlike structural 
ecological crises, they are characterized by sudden disruptions to social, economic, 
and institutional systems (Kvach et al., 2025; Felonyuk, 2021). The environmental 
consequences of such crises may include territorial contamination, ecosystem 
destruction, infrastructure damage, and a reduced capacity of state institutions 
to conduct environmental monitoring and regulation (Anghel & Džankić, 2023). 
Under these circumstances, environmental governance increasingly becomes 
embedded within processes of recovery and reconstruction.

It is important to emphasize that structural and disruptive ecological crises 
are not mutually exclusive categories. In practice, many countries face multiple 
environmental challenges of different types simultaneously. The distinction 
proposed here should therefore be understood as an analytical tool designed to 
identify the dominant mechanisms through which environmental governance is 
transformed in different contexts.

From the perspective of green development, these two crisis types are associated 
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with different governance pathways, which are examined comparatively in the 
following sections.

	 China, Ecological Civilization, and Ecological Modernization

China represents one of the most significant examples of large-scale 
environmental transformation under conditions of rapid economic growth 
and industrialization (Wei et al., 2020). Over several decades, the country’s 
economic development has been accompanied by serious environmental 
challenges, including air and water pollution, land degradation, biodiversity 
loss, and high levels of greenhouse gas emissions. The intensification of 
environmental pressures has gradually transformed environmental protection 
from a secondary policy concern into one of the strategic priorities of state 
governance.

In the academic literature, China’s environmental policy is frequently analyzed 
through the lens of state-led environmental governance, in which the central 
government plays a pivotal role in defining environmental priorities, developing 
regulatory frameworks, and coordinating environmental policy at the national 
level (Zhou et al., 2025; Hensengerth & Lu, 2019; Ma, 2025). Unlike many liberal-
democratic systems, where substantial authority is exercised by civil society 
actors and local governments, the Chinese model of environmental governance 
relies heavily on strategic state planning and administrative coordination.

A central component of contemporary Chinese environmental policy is the 
concept of Ecological Civilization (shengtai wenming, 生态文明). Within official 
political discourse, this concept is presented as a long-term strategy for 
integrating environmental objectives into processes of economic and social 
development (Wei et al., 2020). Scholars have argued that Ecological Civilization 
functions not only as an instrument of environmental policy but also as an 
important political discourse through which the state constructs visions of 
desirable development and legitimizes environmental reforms (Geall & Ely, 
2018). Ecological Civilization can be understood simultaneously as a practical 
framework for environmental governance and as an ideological construct that 
shapes the direction of environmental transformation.

A number of scholars interpret China’s environmental policy through the concept 
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of authoritarian environmentalism. According to this perspective, a strong 
state and a high degree of political centralization enable the rapid adoption 
and implementation of environmental policies, facilitate resource mobilization, 
and support the coordination of large-scale environmental programs (Li & 
Shapiro, 2020; Gilley, 2012; Beeson, 2010). Proponents of this approach argue 
that centralized political systems may possess certain advantages in addressing 
environmental challenges that require policy continuity and substantial 
investments.

However, the effectiveness of authoritarian environmentalism remains a subject 
of ongoing debate. Critics point out that ambitious national environmental goals 
do not necessarily guarantee successful implementation at the local level (Foster, 
2023; Huan et al., 2022). One of the most frequently discussed challenges is the 
gap between environmental priorities established by the central government 
and their implementation by regional and local authorities. For many years, 
local governments were evaluated primarily on the basis of economic growth 
performance, which often created incentives to weaken environmental 
enforcement and only partially implement environmental regulations (Guo, 
2023; Zhang et al., 2023). Environmental governance in China represents not only 
a case of strong state regulation but also a complex process of negotiation and 
coordination among different levels of government.

From a theoretical perspective, the Chinese experience is closely associated 
with the concept of ecological modernization. This perspective assumes that 
environmental challenges can stimulate institutional reforms, technological 
innovation, and improvements in governance mechanisms without requiring 
the abandonment of economic growth. Within this framework, environmental 
pressures are viewed as drivers of modernization within the existing development 
model, while environmental policy is understood as a mechanism for the gradual 
integration of environmental objectives into the economic system.

	 Ukraine, European Integration, and Green Reconstruction

In contrast to China, environmental governance in Ukraine has evolved within 
the context of post-socialist transformation, institutional reform, and gradual 
integration into the European political and regulatory space. Following 
independence, Ukraine inherited a substantial environmental legacy from the 
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Soviet period, including high levels of industrial pollution, an environmentally 
unsustainable economic structure, deteriorating infrastructure, and limited 
regulatory capacity in environmental protection (OECD, 2023). Environmental 
policy has long faced challenges associated with insufficient funding, weak 
institutional capacity, and inadequate enforcement of environmental legislation 
(Ráti, 2025; European Commission, 2024).

In the academic literature, environmental governance in Ukraine is frequently 
analyzed through the lens of post-socialist transformation (Shyrokykh et al., 
2025). Scholars note that the transition from a centrally planned economy to 
a market-based system was accompanied by extensive institutional changes 
affecting environmental agencies, regulatory mechanisms, and environmental 
monitoring systems (Golubovska-Onisimova et al., 2023). Unlike the Chinese 
model of state-led environmental governance, environmental policy in 
Ukraine developed within a more fragmented institutional framework that 
combined elements of state regulation, market mechanisms, and international 
cooperation (Pietrzyk-Reeves et al., 2024).

Since the early 2000s, European integration has become an increasingly 
important driver of environmental policy development. In the literature, this 
process is often conceptualized as a form of external environmental governance, 
whereby the norms, standards, and policy mechanisms of the European Union 
exert significant influence on the environmental policies of partner states 
(Lavenex, 2015; Freudlsperger & Schimmelfennig, 2022). For Ukraine, integration 
with the European Union has served as an important source of institutional 
reform, including the harmonization of environmental legislation, the adoption 
of European regulatory standards, and the development of environmental 
monitoring mechanisms. Following the signing of the Association Agreement 
between the European Union and Ukraine, environmental policy became 
increasingly aligned with the requirements of the European environmental 
acquis (EU–Ukraine Association Agreement, 2014; European Commission, 
2022a).

Despite progress in environmental integration, Ukraine’s environmental 
governance continued to face numerous challenges, including industrial 
pollution, waste management problems, land degradation, high energy intensity, 
and limited environmental enforcement capacity (European Commission, 
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2025). Many of the country’s environmental challenges predated the full-scale 
war and were embedded within processes of post-socialist transformation and 
institutional development.

The full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 fundamentally altered the 
conditions of environmental governance (UNEP, 2023). Unlike the gradual 
environmental pressures commonly associated with ecological modernization 
processes, the armed conflict resulted in extensive infrastructure destruction, 
contamination of soils and water resources, damage to industrial facilities, 
ecosystem degradation, and the emergence of new environmental risks (Anghel 
& Džankić, 2023; Leal Filho et al., 2024). The consequences of the war affected 
not only the natural environment but also the capacity of state institutions to 
conduct environmental monitoring, enforcement, and environmental policy 
implementation (Meaza et al., 2024).

Contemporary scholarship increasingly views the environmental consequences 
of war as an integral component of post-war recovery processes (UNEP, 2023; 
Leal Filho et al., 2024). In this context, the concept of green reconstruction has 
gained particular significance. Green reconstruction refers to the integration of 
environmental principles into the recovery of infrastructure, the economy, and 
state institutions (Meaza et al., 2024; Golubovska-Onisimova et al., 2023). Unlike 
conventional reconstruction models, which focus primarily on restoring pre-war 
conditions, green reconstruction seeks to establish more sustainable, energy-
efficient, and environmentally resilient systems of development.

	 Comparative Environmental Governance

The effects of crises on environmental governance are not uniformly positive. 
Some studies suggest that crises can stimulate institutional reforms, accelerate 
the adoption of environmental innovations, and create opportunities for 
ecological modernization or sustainable reconstruction (Patterson et al., 2017). 
Alternative perspectives, however, emphasize that crises may also weaken 
environmental regulation, reduce funding for environmental programs, and 
shift governmental priorities toward security concerns, economic stabilization, 
or the restoration of basic infrastructure (Boin et al., 2017; Leal Filho et al., 2024). 
Consequently, crises do not automatically lead to stronger environmental 
governance; their effects depend on political institutions, state capacity, and the 
socio-political context.
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Analytical Framework of Crisis Pathways of 
Environmental Governance

Type of crisis Institutional pressure  Governance response Development 
pathway

It is important to distinguish between the crisis itself and the governance 
response to the crisis. The destruction of ecosystems, infrastructure, and 
institutional mechanisms constitutes the crisis condition, whereas ecosystem 
restoration, infrastructure modernization, and the development of green 
reconstruction strategies represent governance responses to that condition.

Table 1. Crisis Pathways of Environmental Governance: Analytical Framework

Mechanism Stage Structural Ecological Crisis Disruptive Ecological Crisis

Type of crisis Accumulated environmental 
pressure

War, disaster, infrastructure 
destruction

Institutional pres-
sure

Gradual decline in the effec-
tiveness of existing governance 
mechanisms

Disruption or weakening of 
institutional functioning

Governance re-
sponse

Regulation, institutional adap-
tation, technological modern-
ization

Crisis response, recovery, 
reconstruction

Role of external 
actors Limited or supportive

Significant: donors, interna-
tional organizations, exter-
nal norms

Development 
pathway Green modernization Green reconstruction

	 Environmental Governance Framework

The concept of environmental governance is commonly understood as a system 
of processes, institutions, and regulatory mechanisms through which political 
and societal actors influence environmental decision-making and its outcomes 
(Zhou et al., 2025). The emergence of this concept was closely associated 
with growing global environmental challenges, including resource depletion, 
degradation of common goods, biodiversity loss, increasing environmental 
pollution, declining groundwater levels, and expanding desertification processes 
(Rockström et al., 2009).
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The shift toward environmental governance reflected a departure from the 
narrower and more traditional understanding of environmental policy as an 
activity conducted exclusively by the state. Instead, attention increasingly 
focused on a range of actors and mechanisms that shape environmental 
outcomes.

Environmental governance is analyzed through several key dimensions. First, 
institutional structures determine the distribution of authority among 
governmental agencies, the degree of centralization in decision-making, and 
the mechanisms through which environmental policies are coordinated (Lemos 
& Agrawal, 2006). Second, policy instruments include regulatory measures, 
economic incentives, strategic planning mechanisms, and environmental 
monitoring systems (Birkland, 2005).

Third, particular attention is given to state capacity, which determines the 
ability of governments to formulate and implement environmental strategies 
effectively (Olsson et al., 2014). Finally, the logic of policy implementation 
represents a crucial aspect of environmental governance, since its effectiveness 
depends largely on how policy decisions are translated into practice (Hryhorczuk 
et al., 2024; USAID Global Environment Center, 2001).

Accordingly, the environmental governance framework enables the analysis not 
only of formal environmental objectives and policy strategies but also of the 
institutional mechanisms through which these objectives are implemented.

	 Crisis Governance

The second theoretical component of this study is the concept of crisis 
governance. Within this perspective, crises are viewed not merely as extraordinary 
events but as conditions capable of reshaping institutional environments, policy 
priorities, and patterns of resource allocation (Boin et al., 2016). Different crisis 
conditions generate distinct forms of institutional pressure, thereby shaping 
governance responses, policy priorities, and institutional dynamics (Eckerberg & 
Joas, 2004; Ulibarri, 2023).

Within the context of environmental governance, crises affect the capacity of 
governments to formulate and implement environmental policy by reshaping 
policy instruments and the roles of state and non-state actors. This perspective 
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provides the analytical basis for analyzing governance pathways under different 
crisis conditions.

	 Development Studies Perspective

The third component of the analytical framework is the development studies 
perspective, which conceptualizes environmental policy as part of socio-
economic transformation. From this perspective, environmental governance 
is examined not only as a matter of environmental protection but also as an 
element of modernization, institutional reform, and recovery strategies.

From a development studies perspective, green development should not 
be understood solely as an environmental agenda. Rather, it represents a 
development model in which environmental objectives are integrated into wider 
socio-economic strategies, including economic modernization, institutional 
reform, and international integration (Feng et al., 2022; Lemos & Agrawal, 2006; 
Freudlsperger & Schimmelfennig, 2022).

Adopting this perspective makes it possible to conceptualize green development 
as a pathway shaped by specific political and crisis contexts (Huan & Huan, 2022). 
It therefore provides the analytical foundation for examining environmental 
governance under contrasting crisis conditions.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative comparative research design to examine how 
environmental governance and green development evolve under different crisis 
conditions. The primary methodological approach is a comparative case study, 
which is particularly suitable for investigating complex institutional and policy 
processes across different political and socio-economic contexts (Yin, 2018).

The selection of China and Ukraine as comparative cases is theoretically 
grounded in the analytical framework developed in this study. The use of 
a most-different systems design is justified by the substantial differences 
between China and Ukraine in terms of political regimes, institutional 
arrangements, levels of economic development, and international positioning. 
Despite these differences, both cases allow for the examination of a common 
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theoretical question: how do different types of crises influence the development 
of environmental governance? The object of comparison is not the countries 
themselves but rather the mechanisms linking crisis conditions, institutional 
pressures, governance responses, and environmental development pathways.

The study combines three complementary qualitative methods: comparative 
case study analysis, policy analysis, and discourse analysis. In this article, the 
term “comparative analysis” is used in its general qualitative sense and does not 
refer to the formal methodology of Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA).

Policy analysis focuses on national development strategies, environmental 
programs, and regulatory frameworks. Discourse analysis is employed to examine 
how key policy concepts and narratives are articulated in official documents and 
political statements (Fairclough, 2013). Particular attention is given to concepts 
such as Ecological Civilization and green development in the Chinese context, 
and green reconstruction, sustainable recovery, and European environmental 
integration in the Ukrainian context.

Document analysis was conducted through thematic coding (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). Initial coding was based on analytical categories derived from the 
study’s theoretical framework, followed by refinement and comparison of 
categories across the two cases. Key coding categories included crisis type, 
governance mechanisms, the role of the state, the participation of external 
actors, environmental priorities, policy instruments, and pathways of green 
development. Documents were grouped by source type and analyzed in terms of 
how they represented environmental governance mechanisms, policy priorities, 
and development strategies. In addition, key discursive categories were 
identified to capture different understandings of the objectives and directions 
of environmental transformation.

The empirical dataset consists of five categories of documents: (1) national 
development and environmental policy strategies of China and Ukraine; (2) 
environmental legislation and policy documents related to environmental 
protection; (3) European Union documents related to Ukraine’s environmental 
integration; (4) documents concerning Ukraine’s recovery and reconstruction, 
including green recovery plans; and (5) analytical reports produced by 
international organizations such as UNEP, UNDP, the World Bank, the European 
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Commission, and the OECD. The use of multiple document types allows for 
the comparison of official policy objectives, institutional mechanisms, and 
international approaches to environmental governance.

This study has several limitations. First, the analysis relies primarily on 
documentary sources and does not incorporate primary empirical data such as 
interviews or fieldwork. Second, the crisis contexts examined in the two cases 
differ substantially in nature, which may affect the comparability of specific 
policy outcomes. Finally, the study does not seek to provide a quantitative 
assessment of policy effectiveness but instead focuses on identifying and 
comparing governance pathways.

Nevertheless, documentary analysis is appropriate for the objectives of 
this study, as the article seeks to examine official models of environmental 
governance, institutional mechanisms, and policy narratives reflected in 
strategic plans, legislation, and policy documents. Given the study’s focus on 
comparing governance pathways at the national level, official documents 
constitute the most relevant source of data.

The methodology is designed to provide a theoretically grounded comparison 
of environmental governance under different crisis conditions and to contribute 
to a better understanding of how different types of crises generate institutional 
pressures, shape governance responses, and influence pathways of green 
development. Accordingly, the findings should be interpreted as a conceptual 
analysis of governance pathways based on policy documents and institutional 
mechanisms, not as a comprehensive assessment of the practical effectiveness 
of environmental policy in either country.

China: Green Development and the Concept of Ecological 
Civilization

	 Conceptual Foundations of Ecological Civilization

Ecological Civilization functions as the principal framework guiding China’s 
environmental governance. Broadly understood, the concept promotes a pathway 
of modernization in which economic growth, technological development, 
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and environmental protection are treated not as competing objectives but as 
interdependent components of a single long-term development strategy. In this 
respect, Ecological Civilization represents more than an environmental policy 
agenda; it constitutes a framework through which a new logic of interaction 
among the state, the economy, and the natural environment is articulated 
(Hensengerth & Lu, 2019; Foster, 2023).

At the same time, a number of scholars argue that Ecological Civilization serves 
not only as a framework for environmental governance but also as a mechanism 
of political legitimation. In this context, environmental rhetoric contributes to 
reinforcing perceptions of the state’s capacity to address socio-environmental 
challenges through centralized governance and strategic planning.

	 Architecture of Environmental Policy

China’s environmental policy constitutes a multi-level and institutionally 
integrated system in which the state plays a central coordinating role (Huang 
& Westman, 2021). It combines environmental legislation, national planning 
through the Five-Year Plan system, regulatory instruments, and state policy 
initiatives that collectively shape the direction of environmental governance (Xi, 
2023).

A defining feature of this model is the integration of environmental objectives 
into the system of state planning. Over time, environmental policy has evolved 
from general regulatory frameworks toward more specific, measurable, and 
binding targets embedded within national development strategies (World 
Economic Forum, 2022). The incorporation of environmental indicators into 
planning and governance processes has strengthened vertical coordination and 
enhanced administrative accountability (Xi, 2017; Zhou et al., 2025).

In practice, this integration is reflected in the incorporation of environmental 
objectives into successive Five-Year Plans. For example, the Thirteenth and 
Fourteenth Five-Year Plans established specific targets related to reducing 
energy intensity, expanding renewable energy capacity, and decreasing 
pollutant emissions (The State Council of the PRC, 2016; The State Council of the 
PRC, 2021). An additional milestone was the announcement of the national goals 
of achieving peak carbon emissions before 2030 and carbon neutrality before 
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2060 (Xi, 2020), which further reinforced the orientation of environmental 
governance and ecological modernization (Huan & Huan, 2022).

Regulatory instruments constitute another key component of this policy 
architecture. Mechanisms such as environmental impact assessments, 
emissions permitting systems, and pollution control measures provide the 
institutional foundation for managing environmental outcomes (Ma, 2025; Zuo 
& Li, 2016).

In recent years, environmental regulation has been complemented by the 
increasing use of market-based mechanisms. The most significant example 
is the national Emissions Trading System (ETS) (International Energy Agency, 
2024), which has gradually expanded the use of market instruments to achieve 
climate objectives. Officially launched in 2021, the national ETS is the world’s 
largest carbon market in terms of covered emissions and is regarded as one of 
the key instruments for achieving China’s climate goals. An additional layer of 
environmental governance is provided by the system of central environmental 
inspections, introduced to strengthen oversight of environmental compliance by 
regional and local authorities (Kostka & Zhang, 2018; Zhou et al., 2025). Together, 
these mechanisms reflect the state’s effort to combine administrative control 
with market-based regulatory instruments.

State support for green technologies has also become an important dimension 
of ecological modernization. China has emerged as a global leader in the 
production of solar panels, battery technologies, and electric vehicles, viewing 
the development of environmental technologies not only as an instrument of 
environmental policy but also as a source of economic competitiveness and 
industrial upgrading (IEA, 2024; Foster, 2023).

	 Model of Environmental Governance

The model of environmental governance in China is characterized by a strong 
central state and a high degree of institutional coordination. Strategic 
environmental objectives are defined at the national level, while implementation 
is carried out by regional and local authorities within a vertically coordinated 
governance system (Ma, 2025; Zhang et al., 2017; Foster, 2023).
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A number of scholars interpret this model through the concept of Authoritarian 
Environmentalism, according to which a high degree of centralization and state 
control can facilitate the adoption and implementation of environmental 
policies (Beeson, 2010; Gilley, 2012). Proponents of this perspective emphasize the 
advantages of a strong state in addressing complex environmental challenges, 
whereas critics highlight the risks associated with limited public participation 
and insufficient transparency in decision-making processes.

An important feature of this governance model is the integration of 
environmental objectives into performance evaluation mechanisms, which 
strengthens incentives for local governments to comply with national 
environmental priorities (Huan et al., 2022).

The implementation of environmental policy in China is not always uniform. 
Despite the growing importance of environmental indicators in the evaluation 
of local government performance, regional differences in levels of economic 
development and industrial structure continue to shape environmental 
policy implementation. Existing studies point to a persistent gap between 
the environmental objectives established by the central government and 
their practical implementation at the local level, particularly in regions where 
economic growth and employment remain dependent on resource-intensive 
industries (Ran, 2013).

A key feature of China’s environmental governance model is its high level of state 
capacity, which enables the implementation of large-scale environmental and 
infrastructural projects (Hensengerth & Lu, 2019; Zhou et al., 2025). This includes 
substantial investments in green technologies, the ecological modernization of 
industry, and the development of environmentally sustainable infrastructure.

	 Environmental Challenges and the Crisis Dimension

Despite significant progress in environmental policy, China continues to face 
major structural environmental challenges resulting from decades of rapid 
industrialization, urbanization, and resource-intensive growth (Ma, 2025). These 
challenges—including persistent air and water pollution, resource depletion, 
and increasing climate-related risks—reflect deeper contradictions within the 
country’s development model.
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As environmental pressures accumulated, their effects extended beyond 
environmental degradation to influence public health, quality of life, and the 
broader functioning of the socio-economic system (Hensengerth & Lu, 2019). 
In turn, they placed growing pressure on state institutions to strengthen 
environmental regulation, improve pollution control, and maintain social 
stability, thereby creating incentives for institutional reform (Zhang et al., 2017; 
Foster, 2023). 

These pressures reinforced the role of Ecological Civilization as the principal 
framework guiding environmental governance and ecological modernization.

	 Analytical Findings

China’s model of environmental governance demonstrates both significant 
strengths and important limitations. Among its principal strengths are the 
large scale of environmental programs, a high degree of policy coordination, 
and substantial state capacity for implementing long-term strategic initiatives. 
The integration of environmental objectives into national development 
planning, combined with strong administrative coordination, has enabled the 
state to pursue ambitious environmental reforms and large-scale ecological 
modernization projects.

The model is characterized by several important limitations. A high degree of 
centralization may contribute to a predominantly top-down approach to policy 
implementation, while regional variation in implementation creates challenges 
for the consistent application of environmental policies across different local 
contexts (Kostka & Nahm, 2017; World Economic Forum, 2022).

The central tension within this model lies in the relationship between economic 
growth and environmental sustainability. This tension is particularly evident 
in the energy sector. Despite extensive investments in renewable energy and 
green technologies, China remains both the world’s largest consumer of coal and 
the largest investor in renewable energy (International Energy Agency, 2024). 
Furthermore, the continued construction of new coal-fired power capacity in 
certain regions illustrates the ongoing coexistence of ecological modernization 
and a traditional model of industrial development (Global Energy Monitor, 2024). 
The simultaneous promotion of green modernization and the persistence of 
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substantial dependence on coal-based energy generation reflect an enduring 
tension between environmental transformation objectives and the imperatives 
of economic growth and energy security (Hensengerth & Lu, 2019; Foster, 2023).

Overall, the Chinese case demonstrates a governance pathway characterized by 
gradual institutional adaptation rather than abrupt institutional change.

Ukraine: Environmental Governance in the Context of 
War, Recovery, and European Integration

Environmental governance in Ukraine has evolved under conditions of a large-
scale disruptive crisis shaped by war, infrastructure destruction, recovery efforts 
during an ongoing conflict, and preparations for future post-war reconstruction, 
while simultaneously being influenced by processes of European integration. 
This combination creates a distinctive context in which environmental policy 
is closely linked to recovery, institutional transformation, and alignment with 
European Union standards (United Nations, 2023; Shyrokykh et al., 2025).

In practical terms, this influence is reflected in the adaptation of environmental 
legislation to the environmental acquis of the European Union, including the 
implementation of requirements related to Environmental Impact Assessment 
(EIA), Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA), waste management, climate 
policy, and biodiversity conservation (European Commission, 2024; OECD, 2023; 
EU–Ukraine Association Agreement, 2014). European integration influences not 
only the substantive content of environmental policy but also the institutional 
mechanisms through which it is implemented (Freudlsperger & Schimmelfennig, 
2022; Lavenex, 2015).

	 General Orientation of Environmental Policy

Ukraine’s environmental policy is increasingly shaped by two interconnected 
processes: European integration and recovery under conditions of ongoing war, 
with a strong orientation toward future post-war reconstruction. Even prior to 
the outbreak of the full-scale war, the alignment of environmental standards with 
those of the European Union required gradual institutional and legal adaptation 
(Freudlsperger & Schimmelfennig, 2022; Shyrokykh et al., 2025). However, the 
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war has significantly accelerated this process, transforming environmental 
policy into a central component of recovery and structural modernization.

It should be noted that Ukraine’s environmental governance faced a number 
of institutional challenges even before the full-scale invasion, including limited 
administrative resources, insufficient enforcement capacity, and the need for 
further harmonization of legislation with EU environmental standards (OECD, 
2023; European Commission, 2024; Golubovska-Onisimova et al., 2023). The war 
did not create environmental governance challenges from scratch; rather, it 
intensified and interacted with pre-existing institutional weaknesses.

European integration serves as a key driver of environmental governance 
transformation, guiding the process of aligning national policy with EU norms 
and principles of sustainable development (Lavenex, 2015; Anghel & Džankić, 
2023).

Environmental policy in Ukraine extends beyond the boundaries of a traditional 
regulatory domain and has become a framework that integrates environmental 
objectives with institutional reform, economic recovery, and the transition 
toward a more sustainable model of development (Aleksieeva & Malkova, 2023).

	 The Crisis Dimension of Environmental Policy

Ukraine’s environmental policy is increasingly shaped by the conditions of 
a large-scale military conflict that has resulted in extensive environmental 
destruction and systemic disruption (Leal Filho et al., 2024). Military activities 
have caused widespread ecosystem degradation, contamination of air, water, 
and soils, destruction of industrial facilities and critical infrastructure, and 
damage to protected natural areas (Hryhorczuk et al., 2024). These impacts 
extend far beyond immediate physical destruction, generating long-term 
environmental risks for public health, agricultural production, ecosystem 
recovery, and sustainable development.

According to the Ministry of Environmental Protection and Natural Resources 
of Ukraine, more than 8,000 cases of war-related environmental damage had 
been documented by 2025, with total losses estimated at €85–108 billion 
(Euronews, 2025). International organizations similarly emphasize that the 
environmental consequences of the war may create a long-lasting “toxic legacy” 
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that will continue to affect national recovery for decades after the cessation of 
hostilities (UNEP, 2022, 2023; UNDP, 2025). Studies conducted in affected regions 
have identified elevated concentrations of heavy metals and hydrocarbons in 
soils and water resources, illustrating the long-term character of these impacts 
(Ovchinnikov, 2025).

These developments have transformed the context of environmental governance 
and cannot be understood as isolated environmental incidents. The war has 
shifted policy priorities toward environmental security, ecosystem restoration, 
risk management, and the integration of environmental considerations into 
broader recovery strategies (Aleksieeva & Malkova, 2023).

The destruction of the Kakhovka Dam in 2023 provides a particularly illustrative 
example of these governance challenges (Kvach et al., 2025). Beyond extensive 
flooding and infrastructure damage, the collapse of the reservoir altered 
the regional hydrological regime, disrupted water supply systems, affected 
agricultural production, generated transboundary environmental risks, 
and initiated complex ecological changes, including the emergence of new 
ecosystems within the former reservoir (UNEP, 2023; European Commission, 
2024; United Nations, 2023). The disaster also required coordination among 
environmental, infrastructural, and humanitarian institutions, demonstrating 
the close interdependence between environmental governance, security, and 
post-war recovery (UNDP, 2024; OECD, 2023).

Accordingly, the Kakhovka case illustrates the analytical sequence proposed in 
this study:

Crisis event  Institutional pressure  Governance adaptation Emergence of 
new environmental policy priorities

More broadly, the Ukrainian case demonstrates how environmental governance 
evolves under conditions of large-scale disruption, where recovery and 
institutional adaptation become integral components of environmental policy.

	 Institutional Structure of Environmental Governance

The institutional system of environmental governance in Ukraine is based 
on constitutional provisions, sectoral legislation, and national sustainable 
development strategies (Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 2023a; Verkhovna Rada of 
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Ukraine, 1996).

A central role in environmental governance is played by the Ministry of 
Environmental Protection and Natural Resources of Ukraine, whose activities 
are complemented by the State Environmental Inspectorate, regional 
authorities, and specialized monitoring institutions. In recent years, cooperation 
between national institutions and international organizations has become an 
increasingly important component of environmental governance.

The Constitution of Ukraine establishes the fundamental principles of 
environmental policy by defining environmental protection and the maintenance 
of ecological balance as core responsibilities of the state, while simultaneously 
guaranteeing citizens the right to a safe environment and imposing obligations 
regarding the responsible use of natural resources (European Commission, 
2023b; Environment-People-Law, 2021). These constitutional provisions provide 
the normative foundation upon which environmental governance is built.

Building upon this foundation, Ukraine has gradually developed an institutional 
framework aimed at regulating natural resource use and environmental 
protection. Since the early 2000s, environmental policy has been shaped around 
several strategic priorities, including strengthening the legal framework, 
developing state institutions responsible for environmental governance, and 
expanding public participation and environmental monitoring mechanisms 
(Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 1996). This process has contributed to the 
establishment of a comprehensive regulatory system governing interactions 
between society and the natural environment.

Environmental governance in Ukraine has been significantly influenced by 
the incorporation of sustainable development principles into public policy. 
The adaptation of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
has contributed to elevating the importance of climate action, ecosystem 
protection, and resource management, thereby integrating environmental 
concerns into socio-economic development strategies (Shyrokykh et al., 2025; 
Schwartz, 2020; EU–Ukraine, 2014).

A defining feature of Ukraine’s institutional transformation has been the 
growing influence of European integration. Under the framework of the EU–
Ukraine Association Agreement, environmental governance reforms have 
increasingly been oriented toward the harmonization of national legislation 
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with European Union standards (European Commission, 2022a; Leal Filho et al., 
2024). This process extends beyond formal legal approximation and includes 
the gradual adoption of new regulatory approaches, policy instruments, and 
governance practices.

As a result, environmental governance in Ukraine has evolved toward a hybrid 
institutional model, in which domestic legal and administrative structures 
are combined with external regulatory frameworks and international 
commitments. This process of institutional hybridization shapes both the 
direction of environmental reforms and the mechanisms through which they 
are implemented.

The institutional structure of environmental governance in Ukraine represents 
a multi-level system that integrates constitutional principles, national policy 
frameworks, and international influences. Environmental governance can be 
understood as an integral component of institutional transformation and 
sustainable development.

	 Environmental Recovery and Green Reconstruction

Environmental recovery in Ukraine is increasingly framed within the concept 
of green reconstruction. Although this approach has received considerable 
attention from international organizations, donors, and Ukrainian state 
institutions, its practical implementation remains incomplete and continues to 
evolve under conditions of ongoing conflict.

The scale of environmental and infrastructural destruction demonstrates 
that reconstruction cannot be limited to the physical restoration of damaged 
assets (Aleksieeva & Malkova, 2023). The war has disrupted not only ecosystems 
but also resource governance arrangements, requiring a systemic approach 
that integrates environmental considerations, climate resilience, institutional 
adaptation, and revised governance practices into post-war development 
(Freudlsperger & Schimmelfennig, 2022).

The destruction of the Kakhovka Dam provides a particularly illustrative example 
of these dynamics (Kvach et al., 2025). This case demonstrates that post-war 
reconstruction must account for changing ecological realities and cannot be 
reduced to the restoration of pre-war conditions.

Accordingly, Ukraine’s green reconstruction can be understood as a transition 
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from restoring what existed before the war toward a strategy of “building 
back better and greener.” This approach integrates environmental principles 
into infrastructure, energy systems, and economic recovery while emphasizing 
sustainability, resilience, and the reduction of future environmental risks.

Green reconstruction is also closely connected with the process of European 
integration, which provides the institutional framework for aligning national 
governance with broader standards of sustainable development and 
strengthens incentives for environmental transformation.

At the same time, important trade-offs remain. Under conditions of limited 
resources, continuing security threats, and the urgent need to rebuild 
infrastructure, environmental standards may be perceived as obstacles to 
rapid implementation. Consequently, reconstruction simultaneously creates 
opportunities to strengthen environmental governance and pressures to relax 
environmental safeguards in favor of speed, security, and economic efficiency.

	 Analytical Findings

The Ukrainian case demonstrates that environmental governance under 
conditions of crisis performs multiple interconnected functions. It operates 
not only as a system of environmental regulation but also as a mechanism 
for addressing environmental damage, supporting post-war recovery, and 
facilitating institutional transformation.

A defining characteristic of this model is its hybrid nature. It combines domestic 
institutional structures with external regulatory frameworks, particularly 
those associated with European integration, shaping both the direction 
of environmental reforms and the mechanisms through which they are 
implemented (Lavenex, 2015; Shyrokykh et al., 2025).

The war has transformed environmental governance into an integral component 
of recovery, institutional adaptation, and long-term reconstruction.

Overall, the Ukrainian experience illustrates how a disruptive ecological crisis 
can transform environmental governance into a multifunctional and adaptive 
system embedded in recovery, institutional convergence, and long-term 
development. 
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Comparative Analysis and Discussion

The comparison demonstrates that environmental governance follows different 
development pathways shaped by contrasting crisis contexts. Rather than 
political systems alone, the findings suggest that the nature of crisis pressures 
constitutes an important factor influencing institutional responses and 
environmental policy.

	 Normative Understandings of Green Development

A fundamental difference between the two cases lies in how green development 
is conceptualized.

In China, green development is embedded within a modernization strategy 
centered on the concept of Ecological Civilization, where environmental 
protection is integrated with economic transformation, technological 
innovation, and long-term state planning. Environmental objectives therefore 
support economic development instead of constraining it.

In Ukraine, by contrast, green development is framed through the concepts of 
green recovery and green reconstruction. Environmental policy is integrated 
into recovery during an ongoing conflict and preparations for post-war 
reconstruction, instead of functioning primarily as a modernization strategy. 
Consequently, its primary objective is not the gradual modernization of existing 
institutions but the rebuilding of infrastructure and governance systems while 
aligning them with European environmental standards.

Table 2. Comparison of Environmental Governance in China and Ukraine

Analytical 
Dimension China Ukraine

Type of crisis Structural ecological 
crisis Disruptive ecological crisis

Source of pressure
Accumulated 
environmental pressures 
of industrialization

War-related destruction and 
environmental damage
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Institutional pressure Need to adapt the 
development model

Need for crisis response and 
recovery

Role of the state Central coordination and 
strategic planning

Coordination of recovery and 
adaptation

Role of external 
actors Limited Significant (EU, donors, 

international organizations)

Main policy 
instruments

Five-Year Plans, 
ETS, environmental 
inspections, green 
technologies

Harmonization with the EU 
acquis, EIA, SEA, recovery 
programs

Development 
pathway Green modernization Green reconstruction

Pace of 
environmental 
transformation

Gradual Accelerated and crisis-driven

	 Institutional Architecture of Environmental Governance

Table 2 highlights the contrasting institutional organization of environmental 
governance in the two cases. China relies primarily on centralized state 
coordination, whereas Ukraine combines domestic governance with external 
institutional support associated with European integration and international 
cooperation. These institutional differences shape the implementation 
of environmental policy but do not fully explain the observed variation in 
governance pathways.

Crisis Pathways as an Explanatory Framework

The comparison suggests that institutional differences alone cannot fully 
explain variation in environmental governance. Crisis dynamics provide an 
additional explanatory dimension by influencing how institutions adapt 
and environmental policy evolves under different conditions. The proposed 
mechanism is summarized in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Crisis Pathways of Environmental Governance: From Crisis Conditions to Development 
Pathways

Figure 1 summarizes the analytical logic linking crisis conditions, governance 
responses, and development pathways.
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	 Comparative Discussion

The findings should not be interpreted as evidence of a universal causal 
relationship. Based on two comparative cases, the proposed framework is 
intended as a conceptual model whose broader applicability requires further 
testing.

The principal contribution of this study is to demonstrate that crisis dynamics 
constitute an additional explanatory dimension for understanding variation 
in environmental governance. This perspective extends existing approaches 
to green transition by showing that different crisis types generate distinct 
governance pathways.

More broadly, the framework links environmental governance to wider 
development trajectories by showing how crisis contexts shape the conditions 
under which green development is defined and implemented. In this sense, 
it offers a basis for future comparative research across different political, 
environmental, and post-conflict settings.

It is particularly relevant for contexts of war, destruction, and post-conflict 
reconstruction, where environmental governance develops under conditions 
that differ fundamentally from gradual ecological modernization.
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Encountering Development (1995) and James Ferguson’s The Anti-Politics 
Machine (1990), Ziai extends the genealogical project into the post-millennium 
period and opens new analytical terrain on race, gender, migration, and 
displacement. Whereas Escobar exposed development as a discourse and 
Ferguson demonstrated its depoliticising effects through the notion of the 
anti-politics machine, Ziai’s distinctive contribution lies in tracing the historical 
continuities linking colonial rule, post-war development paradigms, and 
contemporary frameworks such as the Sustainable Development Goals. In 
doing so, he situates development discourse within a broader global historical 
trajectory spanning more than seven decades. Rather than merely updating 
empirical examples, the second edition expands the analytical scope of the 
original volume by engaging with contemporary debates on displacement, 
migration, race, gender, and the SDGs, thereby demonstrating the continuing 
relevance of development discourse in the twenty-first century. The book is 
directed at students and researchers in development studies, global history, 
postcolonial theory, and discourse analysis, and positions itself squarely within 
the tradition of post-structuralist critique of development.

The book’s central argument is that ‘development’ is neither a self-evident 
social reality nor a technical instrument of policy, but a historically constituted 
discourse that organises knowledge, legitimises power, and produces particular 
representations of the Global South. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s concepts 
of discourse, power-knowledge, archaeology, and genealogy, Ziai frames 
development as a formation of statements governed by implicit rules that 
determine what can be said, by whom, and with what authority. The first 
two chapters (pp. 1–35) establish these methodological foundations before 
the analysis proceeds to examine the colonial origins of the discourse, its 
postcolonial transformations, and its extension into contemporary governance 
domains.

One of the book’s methodological strengths lies in its systematic application 
of Foucauldian genealogy across different historical periods and policy 
domains, demonstrating the enduring analytical utility of discourse analysis for 
development studies. Throughout the book, Ziai maintains a careful distinction 
between the discourse’s hegemonic functions and its appropriation by subaltern 
actors — a methodological nuance that prevents the analysis from collapsing 
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into a simple story of Western imposition.

The historical chapters (Chapters 3–4, pp. 36–65) offer an incisive reading of 
the transition from the colonial ‘civilising mission’ to post-war development. Ziai 
demonstrates that although the openly racial hierarchies of colonial discourse 
were expunged from official language after 1945, the underlying epistemological 
architecture — in which Western knowledge and experience constitute the 
norm against which others are measured — survived largely intact beneath the 
new technical vocabulary. The book’s contribution extends beyond development 
studies into the field of global history. By tracing continuities between colonial 
governance, post-war development policies, and contemporary global agendas, 
Ziai adopts a genealogical and longue durée perspective that reveals the 
historical persistence of hierarchies embedded in development discourse. This 
emphasis on historical continuity strengthens the book’s relevance for scholars 
interested in the global history of power, knowledge, and inequality. 

Chapter 5 (pp. 66–83), in which Ziai argues for the outright abandonment of 
‘development’ on grounds of its Eurocentric, depoliticising, and authoritarian 
tendencies, is the most provocative section of the book and the one most 
likely to generate sustained debate. Crucially, it is immediately followed by 
a chapter documenting how development discourse has simultaneously 
been appropriated by formerly colonised states and Southern movements 
for emancipatory purposes (pp. 84–100). This dialectical structure — critique 
followed by qualification — recurs throughout the book and is one of its 
analytical strengths. The World Bank’s shifting poverty discourse (pp. 141–156) 
and the treatment of development as an ‘empty signifier’ through the lens of 
dam projects and microcredit programmes (pp. 157–173) are similarly grounded. 
The concluding chapter (pp. 266–292) synthesises the preceding discussions by 
identifying six recurring functions of development discourse: naturalisation, 
othering, legitimation, hierarchisation, depoliticisation, and appropriation. 
These categories constitute an original analytical contribution and provide 
future researchers with a transferable framework.

The most significant addition to this edition is Chapter 16 (pp. 248–265), which 
addresses race and gender in development discourse through concepts such as 
‘colonial gaze’, ‘white expertise’, and ‘white saviourism’, situating development 
practice within the structures of racial capitalism and patriarchy. The expanded 
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treatment of the SDGs (pp. 216–230) also adds value, demonstrating that despite 
the introduction of new themes such as inequality, climate, and sustainability, 
the continued centrality of economic growth signals the persistence of older 
discursive commitments. Equally noteworthy is the chapter on development-
induced displacement (pp. 231–247), which reveals how forced relocations are 
systematically legitimised through recurring discursive strategies: appeals 
to inevitability, invocations of the ‘greater common good’, and references to 
property rights. By disaggregating these legitimation mechanisms, Ziai shows 
that displacement is not an unintended side effect of development projects 
but a politically and discursively constructed outcome. The updated preface — 
which ranges across the Syrian refugee crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic, the war 
in Ukraine, and the Gaza conflict — grounds the second edition in a sharply 
observed present.

Among the book’s most considerable strengths is the sustained coherence 
of its analytical ambition. Spanning colonialism, the Cold War, neoliberalism, 
and the SDG era, the book maintains a theoretically consistent framework 
while remaining sensitive to historical specificity. The multidisciplinary range 
of sources — from United Nations policy documents and World Bank reports 
to postcolonial theory, feminist scholarship, and Foucauldian philosophy — 
lends the analysis both breadth and credibility. The normative move towards 
reframing global inequality in the language of justice rather than development 
(pp. 193–203) is among the book’s most distinctive contributions and merits 
wider engagement in international relations scholarship. Ziai’s engagement with 
Amartya Sen’s capability approach is particularly sharp: rather than dismissing 
Sen, he uses the encounter to demonstrate how even ostensibly emancipatory 
frameworks can remain entangled with the hegemonic assumptions they seek 
to revise.

The work is not without limitations. Because several chapters originated as 
previously published articles and book chapters, certain conceptual discussions 
reappear across the volume. While this repetition facilitates selective reading 
and classroom use, it occasionally disrupts the coherence expected of a single-
author monograph. The most persistent tension, however, concerns the 
abandonment thesis itself. The case for discarding the concept of ‘development’ 
is persuasive at the level of discourse critique, but the book offers limited 
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guidance on what institutional or political alternatives might look like in 
practice. The recourse to ‘justice’ as a preferred register remains, at the level of 
abstraction at which it is introduced, underspecified — a difficulty that is itself 
somewhat ironic given Ziai’s own diagnosis of how concepts are appropriated 
and emptied of critical content. A second concern relates to the treatment 
of institutional transformation. The book consistently reads the adoption of 
critical vocabulary — participation, ownership, sustainability — by international 
organisations as evidence of co-optation rather than genuine contestation. 
While this scepticism is often warranted, it risks forming a closed interpretive 
loop: transformations that confirm the thesis of discursive reproduction are 
registered as evidence, while those that might complicate it are reclassified. 
More sustained case studies of intra-institutional dissent would guard against 
this tendency. Third, the new chapter on race and gender, though a valuable and 
timely addition, reads somewhat as an appendage rather than a fully integrated 
dimension of the analysis. The earlier chapters, written before intersectionality 
occupied as central a place in development studies as it does today, could benefit 
from deeper retrospective engagement with these themes rather than their 
consolidation in a single late chapter.

Development Discourse and Global History is an important and timely work. It 
will be essential reading for graduate students and researchers in development 
studies, international relations, global history, political economy, and postcolonial 
theory. For those who remain unconvinced that the language of development 
requires critical interrogation rather than technical refinement, Ziai provides a 
formidable body of evidence and argument. 

For those already acquainted with post-development scholarship, the systematic 
treatment of continuities and transformations across seven decades, together 
with the new material on race, gender, and displacement, makes this second 
edition a substantial advance over the first. Its limitations are real but do not 
undermine its core contribution: a rigorous, historically grounded account of 
how the discourse of development has operated — and continues to operate — 
as one of the dominant frameworks through which global inequality is named, 
managed, and reproduced.
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