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ABSTRACT

This study examines how traditional African governance systems and indigenous knowledge can be more effectively

integrated into national and regional climate strategies, with particular attention to legal and policy implications. Using a

qualitative narrative review combined with doctrinal legal analysis, the paper synthesizes international legal instruments,

regionalAfrican climate frameworks, national legislation, and selected judicial decisions. The analysis shows that indigenous

governance systems such as communal land management, customary institutions, and traditional ecological knowledge have

supported climate adaptation, biodiversity conservation, and sustainable resource management acrossAfrica. However, their

contribution remains constrained by weak statutory recognition, fragmented institutional arrangements, and unresolved land

tenure conflicts. The study finds that prevailing climate frameworks often acknowledge indigenous knowledge normatively

but fail to embed it within enforceable legal and institutional mechanisms. This gap undermines both climate effectiveness

and climate justice. The paper concludes that legally anchored integration of traditional governance systems through

targeted legal reforms, institutional coordination, and multilevel governance approaches can strengthen climate resilience,

enhance community participation, and improve access to international climate finance. The study contributes to climate

law and governance scholarship by clarifying pathways for aligning indigenous governance with formal climate policy

across Africa.
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1. Introduction

Climate change poses significant risks to Africa’s de-

velopment, particularly in the agricultural and water resource

sectors. Despite contributing minimally to global emissions,

Africa faces severe climate impacts. The integration of tra-

ditional African governance systems and indigenous knowl-

edge into national and regional climate strategies can pro-

vide sustainable solutions, promoting climate resilience and

justice. Regional frameworks like the African Union’s Cli-

mate Strategy [1], SouthernAfrican Development Community

(SADC) Climate Action Plan [2], and national strategies such

as Ethiopia’s Climate-Resilient Green Economy (CRGE) [3]

offer valuable models for climate adaptation and mitigation.

Additionally, international legal instruments such as the Paris

Agreement [4] emphasize the importance of integrating local

knowledge into climate action plans.

Examples from across Africa illustrate how indigenous

governance and traditional knowledge systems contribute to

sustainable development and climate resilience. In Namibia,

the Community-Based Natural Resource Management (CB-

NRM) framework has empowered local communities to sus-

tainably manage their natural resources and benefit from

eco-tourism. In Tanzania, the Wildlife Conservation Act [5]

incorporates indigenous knowledge in wildlife management,

while Morocco’s National Strategy for Climate Change [6]

integrates pastoral knowledge to combat desertification and

drought. Furthermore, Kenya’s Ogiek case [7–9] underscores

the importance of indigenous land rights and forest conserva-

tion, showing how indigenous practices can play a key role

in climate justice [10].

These examples show how indigenous governance sys-

tems and traditional knowledge can be effectively integrated

into national policies, enhancing climate resilience and pro-

viding inclusive solutions to Africa’s environmental chal-

lenges. However, to maximize these benefits, it is crucial

to address challenges such as legal recognition, land tenure

conflicts, and the integration of traditional practices with

modern scientific approaches.

This study adopts a qualitative narrative review com-

bined with doctrinal legal analysis to examine how tradi-

tional African governance systems and indigenous knowl-

edge are recognised and integrated within international, re-

gional, and national climate change frameworks. Rather

than generating new empirical data, the paper systematically

synthesizes existing peer-reviewed literature, international

legal instruments, regional climate strategies, national legis-

lation, and selected judicial decisions relevant toAfrica. This

methodological approach enables critical examination of the

normative, institutional, and policy dimensions of climate

governance, with particular attention to legal recognition,

governance coherence, and climate justice implications. By

analysing climate governance across multiple scales, the

study provides a structured basis for identifying opportuni-

ties, constraints, and reform pathways for integrating indige-

nous governance systems into formal climate strategies.

Guided by this context, the study addresses the follow-

ing research questions. First, how are traditional African

governance systems and indigenous knowledge currently

recognised within international, regional, and national cli-

mate governance frameworks in Africa? Second, what legal

and institutional barriers limit the effective integration of

these systems into formal climate strategies? Third, how can

existing legal and policy frameworks be restructured to en-

able meaningful incorporation of indigenous governance sys-

tems in ways that enhance climate effectiveness, resilience,

and justice?

The analytical contribution of this paper lies in its inte-

grated legal and governance perspective. By combining a nar-

rative review with doctrinal legal analysis, the study moves

beyond descriptive accounts of indigenous knowledge to

systematically examine how legal recognition, institutional

design, and multilevel governance shape the practical role of

traditional African governance systems in climate policy. In

doing so, it clarifies pathways for legally anchored integra-

tion that align climate effectiveness with equity and justice

across African contexts.

2. Thematic Review of Literature

This section presents a thematic synthesis of the re-

viewed literature, drawing on peer-reviewed studies, inter-

national legal instruments, regional climate frameworks, na-

tional policies, and judicial decisions relevant toAfrica. Con-

sistent with the narrative review and doctrinal analytical

approach adopted in this study, the section does not report

empirical results but instead organizes existing knowledge

into coherent thematic domains. The review identifies re-

38



Environmental Ethics & Law | Volume 01 | Issue 02 | December 2025

curring patterns relating to traditional African governance

systems, indigenous knowledge practices, legal recognition,

and their integration within national and regional climate

strategies. These themes provide the empirical and con-

ceptual foundation upon which the subsequent discussion

critically evaluates institutional coherence, climate justice

implications, and implementation capacity within multilevel

climate governance frameworks across Africa.

2.1. Traditional African Governance and In-

digenous Knowledge

Traditional African governance systems have evolved

over centuries, deeply rooted in the socio-cultural fabrics of

African societies. These systems emphasize communal land

management, sustainable resource use, and collective respon-

sibility for the environment. In many African communities,

natural resources are not considered private property but are

shared and managed communally for the benefit of the en-

tire community, with rules governing their use passed down

through generations. These governance structures were de-

signed to ensure environmental sustainability, biodiversity

conservation, and intergenerational equity in the manage-

ment of natural resources.

For example, in many indigenous communities in West

and Central Africa, governance is organized around chief-

doms or elders’ councils, where the elders act as custodians

of the land, ensuring that its use remains balanced and re-

spectful of nature’s cycles. These traditional systems are

inextricably linked with the land, as indigenous knowledge

is often tied to natural resources and ecosystem management,

such as agroforestry, fire management, and water conserva-

tion.

Indigenous knowledge systems in Africa provide deep

insights into how local communities have historically man-

aged their lands and resources in harmony with the envi-

ronment. These systems involve ecological wisdom that

has evolved over centuries, covering a wide range of activi-

ties from farming practices to wildlife conservation. These

practices are often highly adaptive, with an emphasis on

sustainability and resilience in the face of climatic changes.

In the Sahel, for instance, indigenous knowledge about

water conservation techniques such as tassoa (rainwater har-

vesting) has been essential for communities’ survival during

periods of drought. Similarly, traditional fire management

techniques used by communities in Southern Africa and the

Sahel have played a crucial role in maintaining soil fertility,

preventing wildfires, and promoting biodiversity in forest

ecosystems [11].

Another important aspect of indigenous governance is

the management of grazing lands and forests. In the Sahe-

lian belt, pastoralists use rotational grazing, allowing land to

regenerate, preventing overgrazing and desertification. This

knowledge is passed down orally and is rooted in local cus-

toms and beliefs that emphasize respect for nature. These

techniques are effective in areas that are most vulnerable to

the effects of climate change.

Integrating indigenous knowledge into national climate

strategies can enhance climate resilience inAfrican countries.

Several African nations have made strides in recognizing

traditional governance systems and indigenous knowledge

within national climate policies. This is crucial because in-

digenous knowledge offers practical solutions that are highly

suited to the local environment and challenges.

In Namibia, the Community-Based Natural Resource

Management (CBNRM) program, established through the

Environmental Management Act [12], has successfully incor-

porated indigenous knowledge into national climate strate-

gies. Local communities manage wildlife and natural re-

sources, benefiting from eco-tourism and ensuring the sus-

tainable use of land and biodiversity. This community-driven

approach has proven effective in biodiversity conservation

and has been recognized as a key tool for adapting to climate

change [13].

Similarly, Tanzania’s Wildlife Conservation Act [14]

recognizes indigenous knowledge in wildlife management

throughWildlifeManagementAreas (WMAs). Communities

in these areas are empowered to sustainably manage wildlife

and resources based on traditional ecological knowledge [15].

TheAfrican Union’s Climate Strategy also promotes the inte-

gration of local knowledge into national climate action plans

to foster more inclusive and effective adaptation strategies.

In Kenya, the Ogiek case demonstrated the legal recog-

nition of indigenous knowledge in the management of forests.

The African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights affirmed

the Ogiek people’s right to manage their ancestral forests,

recognizing their traditional ecological knowledge as vital

for forest conservation and climate justice [16].

Traditional governance systems are uniquely positioned
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to influence climate policy in Africa, where communities are

on the front lines of climate impacts. The role of traditional

rulers, elders, and local councils can help bridge the gap be-

tween local communities and national authorities in climate

decision-making processes. By recognizing the collective

role of these systems in environmental stewardship, govern-

ments can create synergies between modern climate policies

and traditional practices.

In countries like South Africa and Nigeria, traditional

leaders have long played roles in the governance of natural

resources, especially in rural areas. These leaders have the

knowledge and authority to mediate conflicts over resources

and can serve as climate ambassadors in their communities.

Their inclusion in climate governance could enhance commu-

nity participation and ensure more sustainable and inclusive

climate policies.

2.2. International Law and Regional Climate

Strategies

The integration of traditional governance systems and

indigenous knowledge into national climate laws must align

with international legal frameworks such as the Paris Agree-

ment and regional frameworks like the African Union’s Cli-

mate Strategy and SADC Climate Action Plan. The Paris

Agreement specifically emphasizes the importance of local

knowledge systems, including indigenous governance, in

achieving climate goals. The recognition of non-state actors,

such as indigenous communities, in climate negotiations is

crucial, especially since these communities often hold vital

knowledge about local ecosystems, climate variability, and

resource management.

Under the Paris Agreement, nations are required to

submit Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) that

detail their climate mitigation and adaptation strategies. The

Agreement encourages bottom-up approaches, where local

communities and traditional knowledge play an essential

role in achieving climate goals. Article 6 of the Paris Agree-

ment focuses on cooperative mechanisms between countries

and non-state actors, which include local communities, non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), and the private sectors,

making it imperative to integrate indigenous governance into

the climate framework.

The United Nations (UN) Declaration on the Rights of

Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) also provides a robust legal

basis for integrating indigenous knowledge into national and

international climate policies. UNDRIP asserts the right of

indigenous peoples to participate in decision-making pro-

cesses that affect their land, resources, and climate adaptation

efforts, recognizing traditional knowledge systems as key el-

ements in sustainable development and climate resilience [17].

The Ogiek case highlights the need for legal recognition

of indigenous governance systems in national climate laws.

The court’s decision reinforced the principle that indigenous

peoples’ rights, including their traditional ecological knowl-

edge, must be integrated into national conservation laws and

climate strategies [18].

At the regional level, the African Union (AU)’s Cli-

mate Strategy [19] plays a crucial role in promoting regional

cooperation for climate action. TheAU’s strategy recognizes

that climate change is a pan-African challenge that requires

multilateral cooperation and the involvement of local com-

munities and indigenous knowledge systems in addressing

climate impacts. The AU’s strategy encourages member

states to integrate indigenous knowledge into national poli-

cies and regional climate plans to enhance climate resilience

in vulnerable communities.

In Southern Africa, the Southern African Development

Community (SADC) has adopted a Climate Change Strategy

and Action Plan [20] that acknowledges the importance of

traditional knowledge in climate adaptation. The strategy

emphasizes the role of community-driven approaches in cli-

mate adaptation and disaster risk reduction, particularly in

regions like the Sahel and Southern Africa, which are highly

vulnerable to drought and desertification. Community-based

natural resource management (CBNRM), which has been

successful in Namibia, is a prime example of how traditional

governance systems can be incorporated into regional frame-

works for climate adaptation.

In Tanzania, the Wildlife Conservation Act integrates

indigenous knowledge into wildlife management areas

(WMAs), recognizing the role of local communities in man-

aging wildlife resources [21]. This integration highlights how

traditional governance models can be formalized within na-

tional legal frameworks while aligning with regional strate-

gies like the SADC Climate Action Plan. Figure 1 shows

the legal and policy pathways linking customary governance

systems and indigenous knowledge with statutory climate

law and policy frameworks in Africa.
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Figure 1. Legal and policy pathways linking customary governance systems and indigenous knowledge with statutory climate law and

policy frameworks in Africa [22].

2.3. Opportunities and Risks in the Integration

of Indigenous Knowledge

2.3.1. Opportunities

Integrating traditional knowledge into international and

regional legal frameworks presents several opportunities for

Africa:

1. Traditional knowledge provides effective, context-

specific solutions to climate challenges. For example,

indigenous water management techniques like tassoa

in the Sahel and pastoral practices in East Africa can

significantly improve climate resilience in water-scarce

regions [23].

2. Recognizing indigenous knowledge and governance

systems in climate policies ensures that vulnerable

communities are empowered and included in climate

decision-making. This contributes to climate justice,

ensuring that marginalized groups benefit from climate

finance and adaptation resources.

3. Community-driven approaches to natural resource

management, as seen in Namibia’s CBNRM model,

can serve as examples for other African countries.

These approaches align with international goals for

biodiversity conservation and sustainable land man-

agement.

4. By recognizing indigenous governance structures in

national climate policies, communities gain legal au-

thority over their resources, encouraging sustainable

management practices and reducing dependency on

external aid [24].

5. Countries that integrate indigenous knowledge into na-

tional climate strategies may be better positioned to

access international climate finance mechanisms like

the Green Climate Fund (GCF). These mechanisms

prioritize community-based projects that incorporate

traditional knowledge and sustainable resource man-

agement practices. Countries that integrate community-

driven, climate-smart practices may become eligible

for international climate finance, including funding

mechanisms under the Green Climate Fund (GCF) [25].

This is crucial for Africa’s adaptation strategies, where

financing remains a key barrier.

2.3.2. Risks

The integration of indigenous governance faces several

challenges:

1. Legal Recognition: Traditional governance systems

are often not legally recognized, making it difficult

for indigenous communities to influence national pol-

icy [26]. Legal reforms are needed to formalize these
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systems and ensure they are integrated into national

and regional climate laws.

2. Conflict with Modern Scientific Practices: There

may be resistance from policymakers and scientists

who view indigenous knowledge as unscientific or in-

compatible with modern climate models. Bridging the

gap between traditional knowledge and scientific ex-

pertise requires a collaborative approach that respects

both systems [27].

Land Tenure Conflicts: In many African countries,

traditional land tenure systems conflict with national land

laws, which may hinder the ability of communities to man-

age their resources effectively [28]. This requires legal re-

forms to align land rights with indigenous governance mod-

els. Table 1 presents the author’s synthesis/comparative

framework, developed from the doctrinal and thematic re-

view of international, regional, national, and judicial mate-

rials.

Table 1. Integration of Traditional African Governance Systems and Indigenous Knowledge across Climate Governance Levels.

Governance

Level
Instrument/Case Year

Nature of Recognition of

Indigenous Governance &

Knowledge

Legal Status
Key Climate Governance

Implications

Interna-

tional
Paris Agreement 2015

Encourages use of indigenous

and local knowledge in

adaptation planning and

participatory approaches

Binding treaty

(framework

obligations)

Supports bottom-up climate

action but lacks enforceable

duties for domestic legal

integration

Interna-

tional

United Nations

Declaration on the

Rights of Indigenous

Peoples (UNDRIP)

2007

Explicit recognition of

indigenous peoples’ rights to

land, resources, knowledge, and

participation

Soft law

declaration

Provides normative and

justice-based foundation for

integrating indigenous

governance into climate policy

Regional

African Union Climate

Change and Resilient

Development Strategy

2022

Promotes community-based

adaptation and integration of

indigenous knowledge systems

Soft law regional

policy

Guides harmonization of

national climate policies but

weak transmission into domestic

law

Regional

SADC Climate Change

Strategy and Action

Plan

2015

Recognizes traditional

knowledge and

community-driven adaptation

approaches

Soft law regional

framework

Encourages regional

coordination and CBNRM

models but lacks binding

enforcement mechanisms

National

Namibia—Community-

Based Natural

Resource Management

(CBNRM) Framework

2007–

present

Formal incorporation of

customary institutions in natural

resource and wildlife

management

Statutory and

policy-based

Enhances climate resilience,

biodiversity conservation, and

local livelihoods

National

Tanzania—Wildlife

Management Areas

(WMAs) under

Wildlife Conservation

Act

2022

Legal recognition of indigenous

knowledge in wildlife and

land-use governance

Binding national

legislation

Strengthens sustainable resource

management and local

participation in adaptation

Judicial

African Court on

Human and Peoples’

Rights—Ogiek v.

Kenya

2017

Judicial affirmation of

indigenous land rights and

traditional forest stewardship

Binding judicial

decision

Establishes legal precedent

linking indigenous governance,

land rights, and climate justice

In Table 1, we synthesize how traditional African gov-

ernance systems and indigenous knowledge are recognized

across multiple layers of climate governance, highlighting

both normative convergence and structural fragmentation. At

the international level, instruments such as the Paris Agree-

ment and UNDRIP acknowledge the importance of indige-

nous knowledge and participatory approaches, yet their pro-

visions remain largely aspirational, offering limited enforce-

able obligations for domestic legal incorporation. This nor-

mative recognition establishes an important foundation for

climate justice but leaves implementation largely at the dis-

cretion of states.

At the regional level, African climate frameworks

demonstrate growing political commitment to community-

based adaptation and indigenous knowledge integration.

However, as predominantly soft-law instruments, these

strategies lack binding mechanisms that compel states to

embed customary institutions within national climate legis-
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lation. The result is a persistent gap between regional policy

ambition and domestic legal execution.

National experiences illustrate that where statutory

recognition exists, as in Namibia and Tanzania, integration

of traditional governance systems can significantly enhance

climate resilience, sustainable resource management, and

community participation. Judicial interventions, exempli-

fied by the Ogiek v. Kenya decision, further reinforce the

legal relevance of indigenous governance by linking land

rights, environmental stewardship, and climate justice within

enforceable human rights jurisprudence.

Overall, the table demonstrates that effective integra-

tion of indigenous governance systems depends not merely

on recognition, but on legally anchored institutional mecha-

nisms that bridge customary and statutory frameworks. The

comparative overview underscores the central argument of

this study: that legal pluralism without coordination under-

mines climate effectiveness, while structured legal integra-

tion can strengthen multilevel climate governance across

Africa.

2.4. Critical Debates in the Integration of In-

digenous Governance

While a substantial body of literature emphasizes the

resilience-enhancing potential of Indigenous governance

systems in climate adaptation and environmental steward-

ship [29, 30], recent scholarship cautions against uncritical ro-

manticization of customary institutions. Empirical evidence

from community-based natural resource management (CB-

NRM) demonstrates that elite capture, internal hierarchies,

gender exclusion, and state interference may undermine eq-

uitable participation and benefit-sharing [31, 32]. In several

African contexts, decentralization has not always translated

into meaningful local autonomy, as central governments re-

tain fiscal and regulatory control [33].

More recently, Wilson et al. [34], in a systematic scop-

ing review of 195 climate governance publications, found

that although Indigenous Knowledge systems are frequently

acknowledged, Indigenous governance concepts are often

only partially incorporated. The study shows that climate

governance literature tends to treat Indigenous knowledge as

“supplemental” rather than recognizing Indigenous peoples

as governance authorities with self-determining rights. This

distinction is critical: knowledge inclusion without gover-

nance recognition risks perpetuating colonial administrative

hierarchies.

Debates also persist regarding epistemological inte-

gration. While Indigenous knowledge systems are locally

adaptive and empirically grounded in long-term ecological

observation [29], some scholars argue that integration into

formal climate governance requires structured dialogue with

scientific methodologies to ensure reliability in large-scale

mitigation planning and climate modeling [35]. Agrawal [36]

warned against maintaining rigid dichotomies between “in-

digenous” and “scientific” knowledge systems, advocating

instead for hybridized knowledge frameworks that promote

co-production rather than epistemic subordination.

Recent empirical research further supports the viabil-

ity of hybrid governance arrangements. Behera [37], through

mixed-method fieldwork in rural India, demonstrates that

Indigenous climate narratives frequently align with satellite

and geospatial data on rainfall variability and soil degrada-

tion. However, the study also shows that traditional systems

may face limits under intensified climate variability, thereby

reinforcing the need for scientifically supported adaptation

infrastructure. This suggests complementarity rather than

replacement.

Legal scholars similarly caution that excessive formal-

ization through statutory incorporationmay distort customary

governance systems by imposing bureaucratic procedures

incompatible with their social foundations [38, 39]. Compara-

tive constitutional research on Indigenous autonomy further

reveals that recognition without meaningful jurisdictional au-

thority can reduce customary systems to symbolic status [40].

The Philippines case study on Indigenous autonomy and state

authority demonstrates how state-led integration may simul-

taneously acknowledge Indigenous rights while circumscrib-

ing decision-making power through centralized regulatory

frameworks [41]. This tension illustrates the broader chal-

lenge of moving from recognition rhetoric to enforceable

governance authority.

Moreover, decolonial scholars argue that climate gov-

ernance frameworks risk reproducing colonial inequalities

when Indigenous peoples are framed merely as “stakehold-

ers” rather than rights-bearing nations [34, 42]. Ignoring struc-

tural colonial legacies in land tenure, resource control, and

institutional authority may limit the transformative potential

of climate integration policies.
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These critiques do not negate the value of Indigenous

governance in climate resilience. Rather, they underscore the

necessity of carefully designed hybrid governance arrange-

ments that preserve customary legitimacy while embedding

safeguards for transparency, gender equity, constitutional co-

herence, and rights protection. Moving from symbolic recog-

nition to institutionally robust integration requires balancing

epistemic respect, democratic accountability, and enforce-

able legal authority within multilevel climate governance

systems.

3. Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative narrative review com-

bined with doctrinal legal analysis to examine the integration

of traditional African governance systems and indigenous

knowledge into national and regional climate change strate-

gies. This approach is appropriate for analysing normative

legal instruments, policy frameworks, judicial decisions, and

scholarly literature, particularly where empirical data collec-

tion is not the primary objective but critical synthesis and

legal interpretation are required [43, 44].

3.1. Review Design and Scope

The review is interdisciplinary, drawing from interna-

tional environmental law, climate governance, indigenous

knowledge studies, and development policy. It focuses on

Africa at three analytical scales: international, regional, and

national. The temporal scope primarily covers materials

published between 2007 and 2024, reflecting the period of

intensified global climate governance following the Bali Ac-

tion Plan, the Paris Agreement, and recent African regional

climate initiatives [45, 46].

3.2. Data Sources and Search Strategy

Relevant literature was identified through structured

searches of major academic databases, including Google

Scholar, Scopus, and Web of Science, complemented by

searches of legal and policy repositories. Authoritative pri-

mary legal and policy documents were sourced directly from

institutional platforms of the United Nations, the African

Union, the Southern African Development Community, and

selected national government portals.

Search terms included combinations of traditional

African governance, indigenous knowledge, climate change

law, climate governance, Paris Agreement, Nationally De-

termined Contributions, community-based natural resource

management, and climate justice. Additional sources were

identified using snowball sampling, whereby reference lists

of key publications were reviewed to capture influential

works not retrieved in the initial database searches [47, 48].

3.3. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Sources were included if they met the following crite-

ria:

1. Addressed climate change law, governance, or policy

with relevance to Africa;

2. Examined indigenous knowledge systems, traditional

governance institutions, or community-based resource

management;

3. Were peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly books,

legal judgments, treaties, or official institutional re-

ports; and

4. Offered analytical, legal, or policy-relevant insights

into climate adaptation, mitigation, or climate justice.

Sources were excluded if they were anecdotal, lacked

analytical depth, or focused exclusively on non-African con-

texts without transferable conceptual relevance.

3.4. Analytical Framework

The selected materials were analyzed using a two-stage

analytical framework. First, a thematic synthesis was con-

ducted to identify recurring patterns relating to:

(i) Traditional governance and environmental steward-

ship;

(ii) Indigenous knowledge in climate adaptation and

mitigation;

(iii) Legal recognition of indigenous rights; and

(iv) Institutional pathways for integrating indigenous

systems into formal climate governance [48, 49].

Second, a doctrinal legal analysis was applied to in-

ternational agreements (notably the Paris Agreement and

the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous

Peoples), regional instruments (including the African Union
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Climate Change and Resilient Development Strategy and

the SADC Climate Change Strategy), and selected national

legislation and judicial decisions. This enabled assessment

of how formal legal frameworks recognize, constrain, or fa-

cilitate the incorporation of indigenous governance systems

into climate strategies [43, 44, 50].

3.5. Source Prioritization and Comparative As-

sessment

To strengthen analytical consistency, sources were pri-

oritized based on their legal authority, policy relevance, and

analytical depth. Primary legal instruments, including in-

ternational treaties, regional climate strategies, national leg-

islation, and binding judicial decisions, were given greater

analytical weight than secondary literature. Peer-reviewed

journal articles and authoritative institutional reports were

prioritized over descriptive or advocacy-oriented sources.

Comparative judgments were derived systematically

through cross-scale analysis across international, regional,

national, and judicial levels. Materials were assessed accord-

ing to three core criteria. First, the extent of formal legal

recognition of traditional African governance systems and

indigenous knowledge. Second, the degree of institutional

integration within climate governance structures, including

participation in decision-making and implementation mech-

anisms. Third, the implications for climate effectiveness,

resilience, and justice.

By applying these criteria consistently across all

sources, the study was able to identify patterns of conver-

gence, fragmentation, and legal gaps within multilevel cli-

mate governance frameworks. This structured comparative

approach ensured that evaluative judgments were grounded

in explicit analytical standards rather than descriptive com-

parison. The selected country examples are illustrative rather

than exhaustive and are used to demonstrate legal and gover-

nance patterns rather than provide comprehensive geographic

coverage.

3.6. Limitations

As a qualitative review, this study does not generate

new empirical data and is therefore limited by the availability

and depth of existing literature and policy documentation.

Some African contexts remain under-represented due to doc-

umentation gaps. Nevertheless, the adopted narrative and

doctrinal approach provide a robust basis for critical synthe-

sis, comparative legal insight, and policy-relevant conclu-

sions, which are central to review articles in climate law and

governance.

4. Discussion

This discussion is structured to reflect the thematic

and doctrinal analytical framework adopted in the method-

ology. Drawing on international legal instruments, regional

African climate strategies, national policy documents, and

peer-reviewed scholarship, the section critically examines

how traditional African governance systems and indigenous

knowledge intersect with contemporary climate governance

across four interrelated themes: legal recognition, institu-

tional integration, community participation and climate jus-

tice, and implementation capacity within multilevel gover-

nance systems.

4.1. Legal Recognition of Traditional Gover-

nance and Indigenous Knowledge

The review reveals that while international climate

law increasingly acknowledges the relevance of indigenous

knowledge systems, formal legal recognition within binding

climate obligations remains uneven and largely aspirational.

Instruments such as the Paris Agreement encourage locally

appropriate adaptation measures and recognize the impor-

tance of traditional knowledge, yet they stop short of impos-

ing enforceable obligations on states to integrate indigenous

governance systems into domestic climate law [51, 52]. This

reflects a broader pattern in international environmental law,

where indigenous rights are acknowledged normatively but

weakly operationalized [44].

At the regional level, African frameworks, including

the African Union Climate Change and Resilient Devel-

opment Strategy and the SADC Climate Change Strategy,

explicitly reference traditional knowledge and community-

based adaptation. However, these strategies function pri-

marily as soft law instruments, lacking clear mechanisms

for incorporation into national legal systems [53, 54]. National

experiences further demonstrate that customary institutions

often operate in parallel to statutory climate frameworks,

creating legal pluralism without integration. This finding
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aligns with broader critiques of climate law that highlight

the gap between international commitments and domestic

legal enforceability [55, 56].

4.2. Institutional Integration and Governance

Coherence

A second major theme concerns the institutional frag-

mentation that limits effective integration of traditional gov-

ernance systems into formal climate governance. The review

indicates that climate institutions in many African states

remain highly centralized, technocratic, and externally ori-

ented, often prioritizing compliance with international re-

porting requirements over local governance realities [57, 58].

As a result, traditional authorities and customary institutions

are frequently consulted symbolically but excluded from

substantive decision-making processes.

Regional climate strategies emphasize coordination,

capacity building, and multilevel governance, yet implemen-

tation often fails to establish durable institutional linkages

between state agencies and indigenous governance struc-

tures [53, 54]. This disconnect undermines policy coherence

and reduces the effectiveness of adaptation interventions, par-

ticularly in rural and resource-dependent communities. Sim-

ilar governance challenges have been identified in compar-

ative climate law literature, where fragmented institutional

mandates weaken climate outcomes despite progressive legal

frameworks [43, 59].

A further complexity concerns constitutional hierarchy

and legal pluralism. Contemporary legal pluralism schol-

arship demonstrates that when multiple normative orders

coexist without clearly defined jurisdictional boundaries and

coordination mechanisms, governance fragmentation, insti-

tutional overlap, and conflict are likely to emerge [60–62]. In

many African and Global South jurisdictions, statutory envi-

ronmental and land governance regimes remain embedded

within centralized administrative systems that retain ultimate

constitutional authority over territory, resources, and dispute

resolution, often subordinating customary institutions despite

formal recognition [63, 64]. As a result, integrating customary

and Indigenous governance systems raises persistent ques-

tions regarding jurisdictional competence, accountability,

dispute resolution authority, and the supremacy of consti-

tutional norms. Empirical studies of decentralization and

hybrid governance arrangements reveal that ambiguous au-

thority structures frequently produce contested institutional

spaces in which enforcement powers and legitimacy remain

unclear, undermining effective governance [65, 66].

Recent climate and environmental governance schol-

arship further shows that Indigenous governance systems

are often acknowledged symbolically through participatory

provisions and consultative mechanisms, yet rarely granted

substantive decision-making authority within statutory gov-

ernance frameworks [67, 68]. Without clear delineation of roles

and legally anchored coordination, legal pluralism may there-

fore generate institutional conflict rather than normative co-

herence. Consequently, effective integration requires not

only recognition but also carefully codified institutional path-

ways that reconcile customary autonomy with constitutional

governance principles and rights-based safeguards.

4.3. Community Participation, Indigenous

Knowledge, and Climate Justice

The thematic synthesis also highlights the central role

of indigenous governance systems in advancing climate jus-

tice, particularly in contexts of disproportionate climate vul-

nerability. Traditional land tenure systems, communal re-

source management practices, and indigenous ecological

knowledge have been shown to enhance resilience, biodi-

versity conservation, and adaptive capacity across African

ecosystems [48, 49]. However, the limited legal recognition

of these systems constrains their potential contribution to

equitable climate responses.

The review demonstrates that climate policies which

marginalize indigenous governance structures risk reinforc-

ing existing social and economic inequalities. This concern

is consistent with justice-oriented climate scholarship, which

argues that effective climate governance must address his-

torical responsibility, distributive equity, and procedural in-

clusion [69, 70]. The failure to embed indigenous institutions

within climate decision-making processes not only weakens

adaptation outcomes but also undermines the legitimacy of

climate governance frameworks.

It is also important to recognize that Indigenous gover-

nance systems, like all governance structures, are not in-

herently immune from internal inequities. Empirical re-

search and recent climate governance reviews show that

while Indigenous institutions are often framed as cohesive

and community-driven, internal hierarchies, uneven partic-
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ipation, and differential access to authority may persist [34].

Comparative constitutional research further demonstrates

that formal recognition of Indigenous autonomy does not au-

tomatically translate into equitable governance outcomes, as

integration processes may reproduce state-dominated regula-

tory hierarchies [41]. Additionally, contemporary field-based

research indicates that although Indigenous environmental

knowledge is robust and adaptive, governance participation

may remain uneven across gender and socioeconomic lines,

reinforcing the need for institutional safeguards [37].

Climate justice frameworks must therefore ensure that

integration of traditional authorities does not inadvertently

entrench localized inequalities. Embedding rights-based

safeguards within integration reforms is essential to maintain

consistency with broader human rights obligations under re-

gional and international law and to move beyond symbolic

recognition toward accountable, inclusive governance.

4.4. Implementation Capacity and Multilevel

Climate Governance

Finally, the review underscores the importance of im-

plementation capacity within multilevel climate governance

systems. International and regional climate commitments

rely heavily on national institutions for implementation, yet

many African states face constraints related to technical ca-

pacity, financing, and governance coordination [57, 71]. Tradi-

tional governance systems, by contrast, often possess locally

embedded enforcement mechanisms, social legitimacy, and

contextual knowledge that can enhance implementation ef-

fectiveness.

Despite this potential, the review finds that traditional

institutions are rarely integrated into mechanisms for climate

finance access, monitoring, reporting, and verification. This

exclusion limits opportunities for community-driven adapta-

tion and restricts access to climate finance instruments that

increasingly emphasize transparency and accountability [72].

The persistence of these barriers reflects broader structural

challenges in international climate governance, where lo-

cal institutions remain peripheral to dominant state-centric

implementation models [73].

While the legal and policy reforms proposed in this

study are normatively compelling, their implementation

faces practical constraints. These include political resistance

to redistributing authority to customary institutions, limited

administrative and technical capacity within traditional gov-

ernance systems, competing land use interests, and resource

constraints at national and subnational levels. In some con-

texts, tensions between statutory agencies and traditional

authorities further complicate coordination.

Overcoming these challenges requires phased legal re-

forms, targeted capacity building for traditional institutions,

and the development of hybrid governance arrangements that

clarify roles and responsibilities between state and customary

actors. Strategic use of climate finance, including readiness

funding and technical assistance, can support institutional

strengthening and pilot integrated governance models. Ad-

dressing feasibility in this way enhances the likelihood that

legal integration of indigenous governance systems translates

into effective and implementable climate action.

5. Study Contribution and Method-

ological Value

This study contributes to climate law and governance

scholarship by systematically synthesizing legal, policy,

and institutional literature on indigenous governance within

African climate strategies, an area often treated descriptively

or in isolation. Methodologically, the combination of narra-

tive review and doctrinal legal analysis enables a structured

examination of both normative frameworks and practical

governance challenges across multiple scales. By explicitly

linking thematic findings to international, regional, and na-

tional legal instruments, the study demonstrates how method-

ological rigour can bridge gaps between climate law, indige-

nous knowledge systems, and policy implementation. The

approach offers a replicable framework for future reviews

examining legal pluralism, climate justice, and multilevel

governance in other regional contexts.

6. Conclusions

This review has demonstrated that the integration of tra-

ditional African governance systems and indigenous knowl-

edge into national and regional climate strategies is not

merely a normative aspiration but a practical and legal neces-

sity for enhancing climate resilience, legitimacy, and justice

in Africa. Drawing on a qualitative narrative review and

doctrinal legal analysis, the study shows that indigenous gov-
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ernance institutions through communal land management,

customary authority, and long-standing ecological knowl-

edge have historically contributed to sustainable resource

use and adaptive capacity across diverse African contexts.

However, these contributions remain insufficiently embed-

ded within formal climate governance frameworks.

At the international level, instruments such as the Paris

Agreement and UNDRIP provide important normative recog-

nition of indigenous knowledge and participatory approaches,

yet they lack enforceable obligations that compel system-

atic domestic integration. Regionally, African frameworks,

including the African Union Climate Change and Resilient

Development Strategy and the SADC Climate Change Strat-

egy, signal political commitment to community-based and

knowledge-inclusive climate action, but function largely as

soft law instruments with weak transmission into national

legal systems. National experiences further reveal persis-

tent challenges, including fragmented institutional mandates,

unresolved land tenure conflicts, and the marginalization

of customary authorities within state-centric climate gover-

nance models.

The findings underscore that legal pluralism without

coordination undermines both climate effectiveness and

climate justice. Where traditional governance systems op-

erate in parallel to statutory frameworks, opportunities for

locally grounded adaptation, conflict resolution, and cli-

mate finance access are diminished. Conversely, evidence

from community-based natural resource management ini-

tiatives and judicial recognition of indigenous land rights

illustrates that legally anchored integration can strengthen

accountability, community participation, and implementa-

tion capacity.

Accordingly, the study argues that African climate

strategies must move beyond symbolic inclusion toward sys-

tematic legal and institutional integration of indigenous gov-

ernance systems. This requires targeted legal reforms that

recognize customary institutions within climate, land, and

environmental laws; institutional mechanisms that embed

traditional authorities within multilevel climate decision-

making structures; and policy frameworks that facilitate

the co-production of indigenous and scientific knowledge.

Such reforms are also essential for improving access to in-

ternational climate finance, which increasingly prioritizes

community-driven, transparent, and locally legitimate inter-

ventions.

In conclusion, integrating traditional African gover-

nance systems and indigenous knowledge into climate strate-

gies represents a strategic pathway for aligning climate ef-

fectiveness with equity and justice. By bridging formal cli-

mate law with indigenous governance, African states can

develop more resilient, inclusive, and context-responsive

climate regimes. However, integration must be approached

cautiously, recognizing that customary systems require ac-

countability safeguards, constitutional alignment, and inclu-

sive participation frameworks to avoid reproducing internal

inequities or governance fragmentation. Future research

should build on this review by examining country-specific

legal reforms, empirical outcomes of integrated governance

models, and the evolving role of indigenous institutions

within emerging climate finance and accountability mecha-

nisms.

6.1. Recommendations

Based on the findings of this review, the following rec-

ommendations are proposed to strengthen the integration

of traditional African governance systems and indigenous

knowledge into national and regional climate strategies.

1. African states should undertake targeted legal reforms

to formally recognize traditional governance institu-

tions and indigenous knowledge within climate, envi-

ronmental, and land-use legislation. Climate change

acts, environmental management laws, and adaptation

policies should explicitly define the legal status, roles,

and decision-making authority of customary institu-

tions in climate planning and implementation. Such

recognition would reduce legal ambiguity, enhance ac-

countability, and prevent the marginalization of indige-

nous governance systems within state-centric frame-

works.

2. Unresolved land tenure conflicts remain a major barrier

to effective climate governance. Governments should

harmonize statutory land laws with customary tenure

systems to secure indigenous land rights, particularly

in climate-sensitive landscapes such as forests, range-

lands, wetlands, and coastal zones. Secure land tenure

is essential for enabling long-term climate adaptation,

conservation, and access to climate finance mecha-
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nisms.

3. Traditional authorities and indigenous institutions

should be institutionally embedded within national and

subnational climate governance structures, including

climate councils, adaptation committees, and disaster

risk management bodies. Participation should extend

beyond consultation to include co-decision-making

roles, ensuring that indigenous perspectives meaning-

fully influence policy design, implementation, and

monitoring.

4. Climate policies should support knowledge co-

production frameworks that integrate indigenous

knowledge with scientific climate data. Governments,

research institutions, and development partners should

invest in participatory research, community-based

monitoring systems, and hybrid knowledge platforms

that respect epistemic diversity while improving cli-

mate risk assessment, early warning systems, and lo-

cally appropriate adaptation strategies.

5. National climate finance strategies should be re-

designed to enable direct and equitable access by in-

digenous communities and traditional institutions. This

includes simplifying funding procedures, recognizing

customary governance structures as legitimate imple-

menting entities, and aligning monitoring, reporting,

and verification systems with community-based prac-

tices. Such alignment would enhance transparency,

local ownership, and effectiveness of climate finance

interventions. In addition to adaptation-focused re-

forms, the integration of traditionalAfrican governance

systems has direct relevance for emissions reduction

and carbon market participation. Indigenous land gov-

ernance, forest stewardship, and community-based re-

source management systems can provide legally credi-

ble foundations for carbon trading initiatives, including

forest carbon projects, soil carbon sequestration, and

nature-based solutions. Statutory recognition of cus-

tomary land and resource rights is therefore essential to

ensure that indigenous communities are not excluded

from carbon credit generation, benefit-sharing arrange-

ments, and emerging compliance and voluntary car-

bon markets under Article 6 of the Paris Agreement.

Embedding indigenous governance systems within na-

tional climate strategies and emissions reduction frame-

works can enhance transparency, safeguard community

rights, and improve the environmental integrity of car-

bon trading mechanisms in Africa.

6. A capacity-building programme should be developed

to strengthen the administrative, legal, and technical

capabilities of traditional governance institutions in

climate planning and implementation. This includes

training on climate law, policy processes, financial

management, and engagement with national and in-

ternational climate frameworks, while preserving the

autonomy and cultural integrity of indigenous sys-

tems.

7. Regional bodies such as the African Union and re-

gional economic communities should play a stronger

role in policy diffusion, peer learning, and standard-

setting for integrating indigenous governance into cli-

mate strategies. Regional climate frameworks should

be operationalized through guidance notes, model

laws, and best-practice platforms that support mem-

ber states in translating soft-law commitments into

domestic action.

8. Finally, climate strategies should adopt rights-based

and justice-oriented approaches that prioritize indige-

nous peoples and vulnerable communities as rights

holders rather than passive beneficiaries. Integrating

indigenous governance systems into climate law and

policy is essential for addressing historical marginal-

ization, enhancing procedural justice, and ensuring

that climate action contributes to broader sustainable

development objectives.
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