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Summary

Throughout southern Africa, there have been growing concerns about the rates of ecosystem
degradation. This issue and natural resource governance concerns in general remain key
challenges. We conducted a scoping review of 135 articles to inductively assess how governance
challenges have manifested in natural resource management during 2010–2020 in southern
Africa. The paper’s findings show that governance challenges in southern Africa are
‘hydra-headed’. The results suggest that governance challenges related to the maintenance
of system integrity and functioning – specifically lack of coordination, accountability, capacity,
skills and resources to define effective natural resourcemanagement –were themost reported in
literature. Challenges related to achieving socially equitable governance were the second most
mentioned, followed by those related to institutional robustness. Challenges related to the
adaptability and flexibility of institutions, specifically learning, monitoring capacity and
innovation, were the least identified, showing that these areas are poorly studied or that these
attributes are considered less problematic for achieving sustainable outcomes. Furthermore,
the review highlights critical gaps – the limited engagement with governance-related frame-
works, specifically polycentricity, adaptive governance and social-ecological stewardship.
In concluding, we highlight governance reforms and future research needs on the topic of
natural resources in southern Africa.

Introduction

Natural resources play a pivotal role in supporting human livelihoods (Fabricius et al. 2004,
Shackleton et al. 2008). For example, communities in southern Africa get their food, fuel
and construction materials from natural sources (e.g., Falayi et al. 2019, Sardeshpande &
Shackleton 2020) such as forests, fisheries and ‘everyday’ resources such as bees, water and fuel-
wood (Fabricius et al. 2004). Resource use has exponentially increased over the past 50 years
(Steffen et al. 2015), resulting in biodiversity loss in Africa (Archer et al. 2018). Rapid human
population growth, poaching, deforestation and illegal wildlife trading are some of the key
drivers accelerating biodiversity loss (Archer et al. 2018). Failure to address these drivers
may increase the rate of ecosystem degradation (Scholes et al. 2018) and ultimately erode
people’s livelihoods. Addressing these challenges is important for achieving sustainable resource
use (Archer et al. 2018, Scholes et al. 2018); however, environmental governance and manage-
ment continue to be major challenges in southern Africa (Child & Barnes 2010).

Recognition of these challenges has promoted the development of analytical frameworks such
as adaptive governance/co-management (Olsson et al. 2004, Folke et al. 2005), transformative gov-
ernance (Chaffin et al. 2016) and institutional governance (Paavola 2007), among others. These
frameworks emphasize that multi-actor andmulti-level interactions are central to achieving desir-
able governance and co-management outcomes. In its basic form, governance is concerned with
managing individual or collective actions to pursue socially sustainable outcomes (Bennett &
Satterfield 2018). In this context, governance refers to the ordering of relationships between people
and groups of people through institutions, structures and processes (Ostrom 1994).

Despite the shift towards people-centred and inclusive governance approaches in southern
Africa (Moswete et al. 2019), natural resource governance challenges have outnumbered
conservation successes (e.g., Cundill 2010, Mutekwa & Gambiza 2016). Several studies identify
and examine governance challenges limiting the capacity of natural resource management sys-
tems at local or national scales in southern Africa (e.g., Orchard & Stringer 2016, Hegga et al.
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2020). For example, weak public accountability, multi-actor par-
ticipation, absence of political will and lack of income distribution
plans have been widely mentioned in community-based natural
resource management (CBNRM) initiatives in Botswana,
Namibia, Zambia and Zimbabwe (Kozanayi et al. 2014, Stone
et al. 2019). These challenges impair system function and integrity,
resulting in negative feedback loops (O’Higgins et al. 2014). This
suggests that governance challenges limit the capacity for natural
resource systems to deliver environmentally and socially sustain-
able outcomes (Pahl-Wostl 2009).

At a global scale, Potts (2020) highlighted that governance
systems continue to struggle to improve social-ecological systems
because of factors inhibiting the connectivity between actors,
structures, institutions and processes. However, the absence of
review studies that focus on governance challenges at the regional
scale, particularly in the southern African region, means that
understanding remains limited. This paper contributes to a body
of literature and discussions around natural resource governance
andmanagement in southern Africa. Using a scoping reviewmeth-
odology (Arksey & O’Malley 2005), the paper’s main objective was
to explore how governance challenges have manifested in natural
resource systems during 2010–2020 in southern Africa. The spe-
cific research questions were: what are the broad characteristics
of the studies selected, the dominant concepts identified and the
challenges limiting the capacity of natural resource management?
Answers to these questions are important in two ways. First, they
will provide critical insights into where greater support is needed to
improve the capacity, functioning and performance of governance
systems in southern Africa. Second, they offer insights into future
research prospects that are context-specific to southern Africa.

Materials and methods

Selection of articles

Scoping reviews are used to comprehensively synthesize available
knowledge on a topic (Arksey & O’Malley 2005). They provide an
overview of the state of knowledge in a field, document knowledge
gaps and shape future research agendas (O’Brien et al. 2016).
We adopted a scoping review approach for this study because
our main aim was to provide a narrative assessment of the gover-
nance challenges in southern Africa during 2010–2020. This
period reflects challenges in natural resource governance over
the last decade, given the shift towards theoretically sound gover-
nance approaches such as co-management, adaptive governance
and polycentricity, to mention but a few (e.g., Cundill 2010,
Mutekwa & Gambiza 2016). We applied a scoping review meth-
odological framework proposed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005)
and further refined by the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI; Peters
et al. 2015). The review was conducted iteratively, involving
numerous steps that were largely sequential.

The first step was to develop a protocol that guided this research
(Appendix S1, available online). We refined the framework of
Bennett and Satterfield (2018) to structure, analyse and explore
governance challenges (Table 1).

The framework of Bennett and Satterfield (2018) was adopted
for this study because it provides a wide-ranging set of attributes
and elements of environmental governance as compared to other
analytical frameworks (e.g., adaptive governance and good
governance). The framework highlights the four key objectives
of governance: to be effective, equitable, responsive and robust
(Table 1). These objectives come from the rich history of

environmental governance scholarship (see Graham et al. 2003,
Lockwood 2010). The first objective – effective governance – refers
to the importance of maintaining or improving both ecological and
societal system integrity and functioning (Bennet & Satterfield 2018).
The second objective – equitable environmental governance –
underscores the importance of engaging with multiple decision-
making processes to produce socioeconomic outcomes that are
inclusive, fair, just and participatory. The third objective – to be
responsive – draws attention to governance systems that are adaptable
to changing socio-ecological conditions. Finally, robust environmental
governance as the fourth objective emphasizes that ‘functioning insti-
tutions persist, maintain performance, and cope with perturbations
and crises’ (Bennett & Satterfield 2018: 7). As is reflected in
Table 1, thismore comprehensive understanding enabledus to identify
the dominant governance challenges in southern Africa.

The second step was defining the research aim, which examines
natural resource governance challenges in southern Africa during
2010–2020. The third step was literature gathering using the
databases Web of Science, Scopus and EBSCOhost. Web of
Science and Scopus are considered to be the two largest online
databases worldwide (Biesbroek et al. 2018), and EBSCOhost
provided comprehensive coverage of African studies. The search
strings included a combination of keywords used in environmental
governance discourse (‘governance’ OR ‘environmental gover-
nance’ OR ‘environmental management’ OR ‘natural resource
governance’ OR ‘natural resource management’) AND (‘southern
Africa’), with southern Africa replaced by each of the 16 countries
within the Southern Africa Development Community (SADC)
region in the period 2010–2020 (starting 1 January 2010 and
ending on 31 December 2020 when the study commenced).
Within the search string, we did not use the word ‘challenges’ in
order to avoid biases. In the environmental governance literature,
authors use numerous words such as ‘barriers’, ‘problems’ and
‘limitations’ to refer to challenges. Therefore, challenges, limita-
tions and barriers were identified through a manual scan of the
abstracts and results sections of articles. We identified governance
challenges using the attributes described and defined by Bennett
and Satterfield (2018) (Table 1).

A total of 3538 peer-reviewed academic articles were retrieved
from the selected databases. The articles were examined using the
following criteria:

(1) The articles needed to focus on the governance of natural
resources in southern Africa, encompassing the 16 countries
in the SADC: Angola, Botswana, Comoros, Democratic
Republic of the Congo (DRC), Eswatini (Swaziland), Lesotho,
Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia,
Seychelles, South Africa, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe.

Table 1. Governance objectives and attributes adapted from Bennett and
Satterfield (2018).

Governance objective Attributes of governance

Effective environmental
governance

Direction, coordination, capacity, informed,
accountable and efficient

Equitable environmental
governance

Recognition, participation, fair and just

Responsive
environmental
governance

Learning, anticipatory, adaptive, innovative
and flexible

Robust environmental
governance

Legitimate, connected, nested and
polycentric
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(2) Articles referring to different governance-based approaches
such as adaptive governance, adaptive management, adaptive
co-management, common-pool resource governance,
CBNRM governance systems, good governance and polycen-
tric governance, amongst many others, were included.

(3) Articles needed to refer to at least one challenge that is affect-
ing the governance and management of natural resources.

(4) The articles needed to be in English.

The fourth step involved screening: 987 duplicate articles were
removed, title screening excluded another 2101 articles and
abstract screening excluded a further 191 articles. Some of the
excluded articles were not in English and some were not related
to the governance of natural resources in southern Africa. In line
with the JBI scoping review framework, two independent reviewers
with knowledge of natural resource governance and management
were requested to conduct a double-screening process; this was to
reduce the level of bias and increase thoroughness in selecting
articles for full review (Waffenschmidt et al. 2019). Independent
reviewer number 1 identified 268 articles for the eligibility stage,
while independent reviewer number 2 identified 265 articles for
the eligibility stage. The differences in the number of articles iden-
tified by the two independent reviewers prompted us to refine our
inclusion criteria because the reviewers included articles that com-
pared southern African region case studies with case studies from
outside the region. We therefore refined our inclusion criteria to
articles that explicitly explore governance challenges within the
southern African region only, and a further 46 articles were
excluded.

A total of 213 articles were included for the full-text screening,
and a further 88 articles were excluded because they did not explic-
itly explore governance challenges within the southern African
region and the topics were unrelated to natural resource gover-
nance. The review of the reference list resulted in an additional
ten articles. The same two independent reviewers with knowledge
of natural resource systems were asked again to conduct a double-
screening process to validate our findings. The agreement between
the first author and independent reviewer number 1 was 89%, and
the percentage of agreement between the first author and indepen-
dent reviewer number 2 was 94%. Therefore, on aggregate, a total
of 135 articles were considered for the in-depth review, where the
appropriate information related to governance challenges was ana-
lysed (Appendix S2).

Analysis of selected articles

The final step involved data analysis. To answer our main objec-
tive, we referred directly to the articles to check for answers to the
following questions: (1) What is the broad characterization of the
studies selected? (2) What are the dominant concepts identified?
And (3) what are the challenges identified? A database of biblio-
graphic references, authors’ names, article title, year of publication,
country of focus, type of article and governance challenges was cre-
ated in Microsoft Excel (Vincent & Cundill 2021). To explore the
broad characterization of the studies selected, the papers’ content
was manually analysed based on the date of publication, location of
research, overall article approach, scale of analysis and the natural
resource sector (Potts 2020). Descriptive analysis was carried out
using Microsoft Excel. We used open coding to explore the dom-
inant concepts or conceptual insights within the database.
Analytical notes were written alongside each article to identify
the concepts/themes discussed (e.g., adaptive governance,

polycentricity or social-ecological stewardship). To identify gover-
nance challenges, textual data (see the ‘Results’ section) were man-
ually coded based on the governance attributes described in
Table 1. Manual coding involved identifying words, sentences or
phrases relating to governance challenges (Olagunju et al. 2019).
This process resulted in the emergence of analytical notes that
identified the presence or absence of governance challenges. The
coded data for each article were then categorized based on the four
main objectives of environmental governance (Table 1). Some of
the articles mentioned or identified more than one challenge;
therefore, this means one paper could be sorted into two different
categories. The categories were iteratively revised to reflect the
presence and absence of governance challenges.

Limitations

We acknowledge some limitations to the scoping review method
employed in this study. To address potential bias and limitations
in rigour (Grant & Booth 2009), we used the double-screening pro-
cedure (Peters et al. 2015) involving two independent reviewers
who had knowledge of environmental governance in southern
Africa to assess which articles met the scoping review criteria.
The procedure enabled us to (1) reduce the risk of exclusion
and inclusion errors and (2) reframe the inclusion and exclusion
criteria.

Results

Broad characterization of the selected articles

A total of 135 articles met the inclusion criteria. The number of
articles discussing governance challenges decreased between
2010 and 2012, followed by an increase between 2013 and 2016
and a decline between 2017 and 2020 (Fig. 1). Thus, in terms of
academic outputs, an explicit research agenda on governance chal-
lenges has not surged since 2010 (Fig. 1). The review only identified
six articles that explicitly referred to ‘governance challenges’ in the
title only; this shows that this topic has not coalesced in southern
Africa since 2010 (Fig. 1).

Countries with at least ten articles that met the criteria for inclu-
sion were Botswana, Madagascar, South Africa, Tanzania and
Zambia (Table 2). South Africa accounted for 28.1% (n= 38) of

Fig. 1. Plot of the number of articles published annually during 2010–2020 in which
‘environmental governance challenges’ was referred to in the title only or somewhere
in the text.
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the articles, followed by Tanzania at 15.6% (n= 21) and Botswana
at 11.9% (n= 16).

Countries with more than one article included Angola,
DRC, Eswatini, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia and
Zimbabwe; these together accounted for 23.7% (n= 32) of the
articles. There were no articles from Comoros, Mauritius or
Seychelles. Of the 135 articles that met the inclusion criteria,
94.0% (n= 127) were case studies and 5.9% (n= 8) were literature
reviews or synthesis articles (Table 2).

Notably, 68.1% (n= 92) of the articles discussed governance
challenges at a local scale and 18.5% (n= 25) did so at a national
scale. Transboundary studies accounted for 7.4% (n= 10) of the
articles, the majority of which were geographically focused on
the Okavango river basin, the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park and
the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park (GLTP) (e.g., Schoon
2013). Only 4.4% (n= 6) have focused on the regional governance
challenges. Of the 135 articles included, 37.0% (n= 50) discussed
governance challenges surrounding water/rivers, 34.1% (n= 46)
discussed conservation/national parks, 11.9% (n= 16) discussed
forestry and 12.6% (n= 17) discussed fisheries. Only 3.7% (n= 6)
of the articles discussed governance challenges relating to
rangelands.

Dominant themes identified

The top six key institutional themes that emerged from the review
were adaptive governance, adaptive co-management, common-
pool resource governance (CPRG), community-based natural
resource governance (CBNRG), integrated water resource man-
agement (IWRM) and polycentricity. Governance challenges are
discussed across different governance-based approaches in
southern Africa. Overall, articles that focused on a case study
approach had a strong emphasis on concepts of CBNRG
(57.7%) and IWRM (27.4%). Articles closely linked to IWRM
explored institutional themes related to water reforms (n= 5;
e.g., Mehta et al. 2014) and legal aspects (n= 2; e.g., Mogomotsi
et al. 2020). Notably, 17% of the articles put special emphasis on
applying Ostrom’s common pool theory (e.g., Bollig &
Menestrey Schwieger 2014, Wiederkehr et al. 2019). There was a

dearth of studies explicitly applying the concepts of adaptive gov-
ernance, co-management, social-ecological stewardship and poly-
centricity (e.g., Chinangwa et al. 2016, Thondhlana et al. 2016,
Cockburn et al. 2019). Other themes that emerged from the articles
were livelihoods (n= 5), poverty (n= 3) and gender (n= 4).
Adams et al. (2018) investigate how gender dynamics in the water
resource discourse influence participation and decision-making.

Governance challenges in southern Africa

Table 3 highlights governance challenges in southern Africa as
reported by the 135 articles thatmet the inclusion criteria. The gov-
ernance challenges were divided into four broad categories.

Governance challenges in southern Africa are multifaceted, and
they overlap. Overall, governance challenges related to the main-
tenance of system integrity and functioning have been the most
frequently reported (n= 129), followed by challenges related to
equitability (n= 108) and institutional robustness (n= 93)
(Table 3). Challenges related to the adaptability and flexibility of
institutions to changing environmental and social conditions were
the least reported (n= 16). This includes challenges relating to
social learning, anticipatory learning, adaptive governance and
innovation, which were the least reported on.

Effectiveness: challenges related to the maintenance of system
integrity and functioning
Governance challenges related to the maintenance of system integ-
rity and functioning, specifically lack of coordination, accountabil-
ity, capacity, skills and resources to define effective natural
resource management, were the most reported on across the 135
articles (Table 3). The majority of the articles mentioned lack of
funding, leadership, inadequate conflict resolution mechanisms
and leakages of human capital as the major challenges inhibiting
effective governance (Nkhata & Breen 2010, Pollini & Lassoie
2011, Makaya et al. 2020). Of these challenges, lack of funding
was the most recurrent theme inhibiting governance across scales
(e.g., Chiluwe & Nkhata 2014). Several articles stressed that lack of
funding inhibited multi-actor participation, thereby hindering suc-
cessful governance (e.g., Orchard & Stringer 2016, Long et al. 2019).

Table 2. General description of the articles reviewed (n= 135).

Categorization No. of articles Percentage of articles

Countries with at least ten articles
South Africa 38 28.1
Tanzania 21 15.6
Botswana 16 11.9
Madagascar 11 8.1
Zambia 11 8.1
Others 32 23.7
Overall article approach
Case study articles 127 94.0
Literature review/synthesis 8 5.9
Scale of analysis
Comparative 2 1.5
Local 92 68.1
National 25 18.5
Regional 6 4.4
Transboundary 10 7.4
Natural resource sector
Conservation/national park 46 34.1
Fisheries 17 12.6
Forestry 16 11.9
Rangelands 6 4.4
Water/rivers 50 37.0

Table 3. Governance challenges impeding the effective management of natural
resources (n= 135).

Governance challenges
identified

No. of
articles

Key source references

Effective: challenges related
to the maintenance of
system integrity and
functioning

129 Schoon (2013), Chinangwa
et al. (2016), Orchard and
Stringer (2016), Hegga
et al. (2020)

Equitable: challenges
related to inclusive
processes and fair
outcomes

108 Mandara et al. (2017), Adams
et al. (2018), Cockburn
et al. (2019), Long et al.
(2019), Salmoral et al.
(2019), Gwiriri and Bennett
(2020)

Responsive: challenges
related to the
adaptability and
flexibility of the
institution

16 Cundill (2010), Knüppe and
Meissner (2016), Falayi
et al. (2020), Milupi et al.
(2020)

Robust: challenges related
to functional institutions

93 Komakech and van der Zaag
(2013), Dyer et al. (2014),
Thondhlana et al. (2015),
Chinangwa et al. (2016),
Makaya et al. (2020)
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In some instances, lack of funding in the forestry sector intensified
leakages of experienced technical officers, and this affected success-
ful forestry management in Zimbabwe (Mutekwa & Gambiza
2016). Schoon (2013) noted that lack of financial sustainability
is a key operational challenge within the GLTP, illustrating trans-
boundary governance fractures in South Africa, Mozambique and
Zimbabwe.

Many papers cited the lack of accountability and procedures for
holding actors accountable as the second most common challenge
relating to effectiveness. Factors limiting accountability were
unclear policies, corruption, lack of participation and complex
community ties. From a local-scale perspective, we identified that
social ties limited accountability. In Madagascar, Gardner et al.
(2020) highlighted that rule application is sometimes infrequently
enforced to avoid conflict among community members. We also
found that a lack of downward accountability and a lack of clarity
in the division of roles has impeded the devolution of governance
(e.g., Zuka 2016). Challenges arising from the unclear division of
roles were a lack of transparency, rule enforcement and limited
coordination. In a study of water governance in Namibia, Hegga
et al. (2020) found that it is difficult to hold responsible actors
accountable where there are unclear or overlapping roles amongst
actors.

Challenges arising due to unclear procedures and aims often
resulted in enforcement vacuums, thus hindering the effective
management of natural resources. Cross-sectoral coordination
vacuums and discrepancies between policies and realities in the
field were cited as key governance challenges hindering effective-
ness in southern Africa. This is evident in a private game farming
case study in South Africa, where enforcement vacuums have ema-
nated from unclear mandates between two government line min-
istries (Kamuti 2014).

Furthermore, the unavailability of relevant knowledge (socio-
economic, environmental and historical) in guiding management
actions was commonly cited as a knowledge-related governance
challenge. The reasons behind the unavailability of different types
of knowledge were lack of cross-scale learning, bureaucracy, lim-
ited recognition of indigenous knowledge and declining knowledge
regarding indigenous systems (e.g., Cassidy et al. 2011, Katikiro
et al. 2015, Makaya et al. 2020). In Tanzania, Katikiro et al.
(2015) highlighted that challenges for effectively integrating
indigenous knowledge systems intomarine studies were due to fear
of conservation restrictions, while in Botswana, indigenous knowl-
edge was viewed as outdated and irrelevant (Cassidy et al. 2011).
Another challenge that was identified was the loss of institutional
knowledge due to restructuring and human leakages (Knüppe &
Meissner 2016, Mutekwa & Gambiza 2016). Besides the lack of
experts, there is little evidence of bottom-up and top-down knowl-
edge sharing in most articles.

Equitability: challenges related to inclusive processes and fair
outcomes
Governance challenges related to achieving socially equitable envi-
ronmental governance, specifically multi-actor participation,
heterogeneity and fairness, were the second most reported across
the 135 articles (Table 3). The lack of multi-actor involvement was
the most commonly identified equity-related governance
challenge. Key factors limiting collective participation in southern
Africa were lack of funding, gender inequalities, communication
barriers, coordination inconsistencies and racial tensions amongst
actors (Cockburn et al. 2019, Salmoral et al. 2019). For example,
a study in South Africa identified racial tension between ‘white’

and ‘black’ or ‘mixed raced’ farmers as a key factor limiting collec-
tive participation (Cockburn et al. 2019), highlighting how failure
to address historical imbalances can undermine socially equitable
environmental governance.

Difficulties in including the views of marginalized actors in
decision-making processes were also cited as equity-related gover-
nance challenges. Reasons for the marginalization of actors were
based on gender, poverty and race. Some studies highlighted that
gender inequality caused by social-cultural barriers undermined
equitable environmental governance (e.g., Mandara et al. 2017,
Adams et al. 2018). In Tanzania, patriarchal culture and scepticism
have often impeded women’s participation in decision-making
(Mandara et al. 2017), and failure to implement socially equitable
environmental governance in southern Africa has often created
elite capture (a form of corruption where resources are biased to
benefit certain individuals or groups within natural resource sys-
tems; e.g., Dyer et al. 2014, Orchard & Stringer 2016, Gwiriri &
Bennett 2020) or tyranny of localism, where marginalized groups
are excluded (e.g., Zuka 2016, Long et al. 2017). The elite capture
can be in two forms; local–local capture and external–local capture.
This form of corruption has often resulted in the unfair distribu-
tion of resources, whether monetary or of equipment.

Furthermore, laws and policies that ensured environmental
governance justice have generally been inadequate in southern
Africa. For example, in Malawi, the currently used Water
Resource Act of 1969 has not set the scene for good water gover-
nance, whereby actors conduct themselves in an accountable,
transparent and participative manner (Chiluwe & Nkhata 2014).
In addition, there have been inequalities in decision-making, as
the minister is not obliged to consult other actors on issues related
to water (Chiluwe & Nkhata 2014). Furthermore, policies that
address the historical impacts of colonialism, social inequalities
and insecure land tenure were lacking. For example, many studies
from South Africa and Namibia highlighted that insecure land ten-
ure is a major constraint on socially equitable environmental gov-
ernance and successful conservation (Boudreaux & Nelson 2011,
Thondhlana et al. 2011, Bennett 2013).

Responsiveness: challenges related to the adaptability and
flexibility of institutions
Challenges related to the adaptability and flexibility of institutions,
specifically their learning, monitoring capacity, innovation and
flexibility, were the least reported in the literature. Only four
articles cited weak monitoring systems as a challenge inhibiting
effective natural resource management (e.g., Knüppe & Meissner
2016, Milupi et al. 2020). Factors hindering effective monitoring
and evaluation were lack of investment in monitoring infrastruc-
ture, inconsistent monitoring and exclusion of local communities
in monitoring activities. Community exclusion in monitoring
activities is evident in Zambia, where monitoring is usually con-
ducted by government departments and a few local community
members employed as game scouts (Milupi et al. 2020), thereby
limiting cross-sectoral reflection on the social-ecological perfor-
mance of governance.

Another challenge impeding the adaptability and flexibility of
institutions was the lack of long-term relationships and trust
amongst actors (Falayi et al. 2020). This is evident in South
Africa, where distrust amongst actors inhibited social learning
activities. Cundill (2010) and Falayi et al. (2020) identified political
rivalries, lack of face-to-face meetings and lack of outside facilita-
tion as barriers that undermined innovation and experimentation.
Another complexity that engulfs innovation and experimentation
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was collaborative fatigue, since it impedes ongoing monitoring and
evaluation in projects. Apart from collaborative fatigue, Knüppe
and Meissner (2016) identified adaptation challenges to new gov-
ernance structures as barriers inhibiting experimentation with new
ideas. For example, Knüppe and Meissner (2016) found that his-
torically disadvantaged actors had found it difficult to create new
knowledge in multi-actor forums because of historical legacies of
exclusion.

Robustness: challenges related to functional institutions
Challenges related to functional institutions, specifically low levels
of connectivity, institutional legitimacy and weak polycentricity,
were the third most reported among the 135 articles (Table 3).
The most commonly cited challenge relating to robust environ-
mental governance was a lack of vertical and horizontal structural
connections amongst actors. Reasons behind the inadequacies of
vertical and horizontal connections in southern Africa were related
to a lack of trust amongst actors, a lack of long-term relationships, a
lack of multi-actor collaborative financing and power imbalances
(e.g., Bennett et al. 2010, Dyer et al. 2014, Cockburn et al. 2019).
The location of meetings has also inhibited vertical and horizontal
connections, as highlighted by Dyer et al. (2014) and Cockburn
et al. (2019). Actors were less likely to participate in meetings that
were far from their homes. Furthermore, inadequacies of horizon-
tal and vertical connections have limited knowledge sharing
(Knüppe & Meissner 2016) and diffusion of innovation
(Cundill 2010).

Despite shifts towards inclusive governance, decision-making
at the lowest and most appropriate administrative level is still sub-
optimal (Nkhata & Breen 2010, Shinn 2016). Lack of devolution
and genuine intent to share power were the most commonly iden-
tified challenges inhibiting nested governance (e.g., Nkhata &
Breen 2010, Chinangwa et al. 2016). For example, the limited pro-
visions of power given to local communities in Kafue Flats was an
indication that power was substantially vested in senior govern-
ment and project management actors (Nkhata & Breen 2010).
Negative feedback loops arising from ineffective nested governance
were mistrust, resource management failure, detachment and loss
of governance units (e.g., Bennett et al. 2013, Mulale et al. 2014).

Inadequacies of polycentric systems were described in five
articles. Elite capture, messy institutional arrangements and power
imbalances are evidently the key factors inhibiting institutional
legitimacy and polycentric systems in southern Africa (e.g.,
Komakech & van der Zaag 2013, Falayi et al. 2020). For example,
in a study examining the dynamics of multi-actor engagement in
South Africa, power imbalances hindered the coherence towards
common goals within polycentric systems (Falayi et al. 2020).
Additionally, institutional incompatibility between the newly cre-
ated democratic and traditional structures was a key barrier that
inhibited effective governance (Falayi et al. 2020). This is also
evident in Madagascar, where the creation of new institutions
has favoured resource capture (Pollini & Lassoie 2011). Lack of
democratic processes was a barrier to selecting new committees
in polycentric units (Orchard & Stringer 2016).

Discussion

This scoping review offers nuanced insights into governance chal-
lenges in southern Africa from 2010 to 2020. The evidence is that
governance challenges emanate from institutions, structures and
processes that frame the rules and norms of how actors engage with
one another. In other words, governance challenges in southern

Africa are closely intertwined and complex. In general, few aca-
demic studies mention challenges related to responsive environ-
mental governance arrangements. Rather, scholars provide more
insights into challenges relating to the maintenance of system
integrity and functioning, equitability and institutional robustness.
This shows that scholarly research on natural resource governance
and management in southern Africa is skewed towards normative
considerations (e.g., recognition, participation, direction and
fairness). Identifying different types of governance challenges
using the framework of Bennett and Satterfield (2018) has shed
more light on the challenges inhibiting effective governance and
the understudied governance areas in the region.

Existing research on governance primarily mentions limited
capacity, skills and resources to plan and implement governance
decisions as key challenges inhibiting natural resource manage-
ment in southern Africa (e.g., Cundill 2010, Mutekwa &
Gambiza 2016, Cockburn et al. 2019). Of these barriers, lack of
long-term investment in governance by either government or
the private sector has been reinforced as a significant contributing
factor (e.g., Chinangwa et al. 2016, Zuka 2016). Lack of funding or
funding gaps have affected the ability of governance systems to
function. In addition to the limited funding for the governance
of natural resources in southern Africa, our review shows that a
lack of accountability and transparency is common. In some
instances, articles reported that a lack of accountability and trans-
parency often resulted in unclear goals and uncoordinated man-
dates, showing that governance challenges are ‘hydra-headed’
(Olagunju et al. 2019). This highlights the need to address founda-
tional elements of good governance in southern Africa to manage
natural resources sustainably. We argue that environmental gover-
nance is the core element of sustainable natural resource manage-
ment and conservation programmes in the region (Archer et al.
2018). Addressing governance challenges related to the mainte-
nance of system integrity and functioning might help prevent
and reverse the degradation of ecosystems in the region.

Linked to this, genuine polycentric governance can be one way
of enhancing the system integrity and functioning of governance
systems (Ostrom 2010). Polycentricity shares many characteristics
with theories of multi-level governance and other similar concepts
(e.g., network governance and co-management) in that there are
acknowledgements of multiple scales of effect and the needed bal-
ancing act of centralisation versus decentralisation (Schoon et al.
2015). Polycentricity is important because it combines the need
for redundancy in promoting resilience with the capacity for exper-
imentation and learning between loosely connected governance
authorities at any given level and between levels (Carlisle &
Gruby 2019). Moving towards a polycentric governance approach
may be important in the case of failure and collapse because the
interconnectedness of a system can help facilitate institutional
memory and the emergence of new institutional structures
(Ostrom 2009). Therefore, this interconnectedness is critical to
achieving the effective management of southern African resources
(Archer et al. 2018).

This review also revealed that challenges related to socially
equitable environmental governance were closely linked to chal-
lenges inhibiting the functioning of institutions (robustness).
Institutions may play a critical role in influencing socially equitable
environmental management. For example, we identified a lack of
genuine intent to share power across scales as a core challenge
related to equitable and robust environmental governance (e.g.,
Nkhata & Breen 2010, Chinangwa et al. 2016). Failure to address
the core challenge of power and benefit-sharing in southern Africa
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might negatively affect natural resource conservation in two ways.
First, it might limit the maximum number of people involved in
conserving natural resources, especially at the landscape level.
Second, this might lead to the unfair distribution of the benefits
and burdens of conservation. Given the high levels of poverty in
sub-Saharan Africa that appear to be deep-rooted and intractable
(Bicaba et al. 2017), failure to address challenges of power and
benefit-sharing might disrupt conservation initiatives. One way
forward will be early engagement and deliberate support for the
development of the individual and collective agency of local-scale
actors.

Furthermore, this review identifies two critical gaps in terms of:
(1) studies of challenges related to responsive environmental gov-
ernance; and (2) limited engagement with governance theories.
Our review showed that challenges related to responsive environ-
mental governance were the least dominant. The limited number
of articles identified in the review is also similar to the trends iden-
tified by Potts (2020) in a global review of governance challenges.
This might mean that responsive environmental governance chal-
lenges are understudied or not considered to be core challenges
(Potts 2020). Other understudied areas within southern Africa
include social-ecological stewardship, polycentricity, innovation
and experimentation. The limited analytical depth of the chal-
lenges inhibiting responsive governance might mean that there
is inadequate information addressing institutional disturbances.
Broadening of scholarly research on adaptive governance (Folke
et al. 2005), anticipatory learning (Tschakert & Dietrich 2010),
social learning (Reed et al. 2010) and polycentricity (Schoon
et al. 2015) is required. To extend empirical insights in southern
Africa, greater emphasis is needed on designing research that ena-
bles the rigorous assessment of governance objectives and attrib-
utes. Theorizing and broadening the scholarly research on
governance challenges may be beneficial in providing nuanced
insights that may shape natural resource management and conser-
vation initiatives. Furthermore, this may help to contextualize and
redefine governance challenges where interventions are being
implemented. This will allow actors to make sound judgements
and adjustments to natural resource management and conserva-
tion models (Bennett & Satterfield 2018).

This review contributes to studies that have focused on gover-
nance challenges across multiple governance systems. As such, this
review can inform future policy and research directions. In the UN
Decade on Ecosystem Restoration, greater emphasis needs to be
placed on effective governance in southern Africa to prevent, halt
and reverse ecosystem degradation successfully. This requires new
forms of environmental governance that enable tenure system
reforms, sustainable financing, genuine devolution of power and
cross-scale cooperation and coordination (Archer et al. 2018).
These factors are closely interlinked; therefore, governance chal-
lenges cannot be resolved without understanding the underlying
factors that influence institutions, structures and processes. That
said, future research needs to emphasize and focus on transdisci-
plinary approaches in order to comprehend governance linkages.

Conclusion

Governance challenges in southern Africa are complex and inter-
connected. While this review demonstrated that challenges related
to effectiveness were dominant, our conclusions cannot be gener-
alized. Our research relied only on English-language peer-reviewed
articles, which helped limit the number of articles for analysis, but
this might mean that some countries were underrepresented.

A detailed analysis based on topic modelling of non-peer-reviewed
articles will probably offer additional insights into the questions
posed in this scoping review. This review nevertheless marks an
essential step in understanding contemporary governance chal-
lenges in southern Africa. As we embark on the UN Decade on
Ecosystem Restoration, this review has shown that governance
challenges continue to limit the capacity of natural resource man-
agement systems in the region. Therefore, greater emphasis should
be placed on building effective environmental governance systems,
and this requires solutions that enable tenure system reforms, sus-
tainable financing, genuine devolution and cross-scale cooperation
and coordination. Key to these solutions is the development of sus-
tainable landscape financing mechanisms that will enable gover-
nance systems to deliver sustainable outcomes. Apart from
building effective governance, there is a greater need for developing
and enhancing the individual and collective agency of resource
users. This is critical for steering societies towards sustainable
outcomes. Lastly, we acknowledge that governance systems in
southern Africa will continue to face complex challenges; however,
it is necessary to address the challenges highlighted in this review to
achieve themajority of the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030
and Africa’s Agenda 2063 and to successfully implement sustain-
able natural resource management.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article,
please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/S0376892921000333.
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