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Abstract

The G20 Summit, a platform for global economic and environmental
policymaking, is essential in forming sustainability policies, but it frequently
overlooks indigenous knowledge systems in Africa that have long maintained
biodiversity, climatic resilience, and resource management. By examining the
relationship between G20 policies, indigenous ecological wisdom in Africa, and
sustainable development, this study shows how Traditional Ecological Knowledge
(TEK) can support environmental governance, green economy models, and climate
action. This study examines case studies of biodiversity preservation (holy groves
in Ghana), agroecology (intercropping in Kenya), and water conservation (Zai pits
in the Sahel) to identify affordable, locally driven sustainable development options
that support global environmental objectives. The study promotes a decolonized

approach to environmental policy by bridging the knowledge gap between
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indigenous traditions and G20 policies. By incorporating indigenous ecological
knowledge into the standard ecological discourse, encouraging inclusive climate
policies, and advancing eco-justice, sustainable livelihoods, and grassroots
conservation, the results will help policymakers, researchers, environmentalists,
and G20 stakeholders. Ultimately, by highlighting African indigenous traditions
as crucial resources in the struggle against climate change and ecological

degradation, this study helps to reshape global sustainability governance.

Keywords: G20 Summit, African Indigenous Knowledge, Traditional
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G20, Africa, and Indigenous Knowledge: A Triadic Approach to
Sustainable Development

M. Swathi and Dr. R. Dhayalakrishnan

In today’s rapidly changing global landscape, sustainability has become
a central theme in international policymaking. The G20 (Group of Twenty), an
influential intergovernmental forum comprising the world’s largest
economies, plays a pivotal role in shaping economic, financial, and
environmental policies that impact both developed and developing nations.
While traditionally focused on financial stability and economic growth, the
G20 has expanded its agenda to address sustainability, climate change, and
equitable development. However, despite these efforts, the G20’s approach to
sustainable development remains largely technocratic and top-down, often
overlooking localized and indigenous sustainability models that have been
integral to environmental stewardship for centuries. This gap is particularly
significant in Africa, a continent with rich indigenous knowledge systems
(IKS) that offer innovative, time-tested solutions to modern sustainability
challenges.

Africa has increasingly gained global attention for its natural resources,
biodiversity, and economic potential, making it a crucial player in global
sustainability discussions. The continent faces significant environmental and
socio-economic challenges, including climate change, desertification,
deforestation, water scarcity, and food insecurity. While international
organizations and policymakers frequently propose large-scale technological
and industrial solutions, indigenous communities across Africa have long
relied on holistic, environmentally conscious approaches to resource
management, climate adaptation, and food security. These Indigenous
Knowledge Systems (IKS) include agroforestry, rotational grazing,
community-led conservation, and traditional water harvesting techniques —all
of which are highly relevant in today’s efforts toward achieving the

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). However, IK remains marginalized
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in international policy discussions, largely due to Eurocentric perspectives on
development, a preference for modern scientific methods, and a lack of
institutional recognition for indigenous contributions.

Despite its immense potential, Indigenous Knowledge remains
underutilized in G20 policy frameworks, particularly concerning Africa’s
sustainability agenda. The integration of IK into global development policies
offers a promising pathway toward more inclusive, community-driven, and
ecologically balanced solutions. This paper seeks to explore two key
questions:, How can G20 policies integrate Indigenous Knowledge for Africa’s
sustainable development?, What lessons can be drawn from Indigenous
Knowledge Systems (IKS) to align with the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs)?

Addressing these questions requires a paradigm shift in how
sustainability is approached at the global level. Rather than relying solely on
Western scientific models, a triadic approach, linking the G20, Africa, and
Indigenous Knowledge, can serve as a more effective strategy for achieving
long-term sustainability, economic inclusivity, and environmental resilience.
Indigenous Knowledge offers cost-effective, sustainable, and culturally
embedded solutions that can enhance climate resilience, improve agricultural
productivity, and support biodiversity conservation.

This paper argues that the G20 must adopt a more inclusive and
decolonized policy approach that acknowledges and integrates African
Indigenous Knowledge into its sustainability initiatives. By bridging
traditional ecological wisdom with modern policymaking, the G20 can
contribute to more sustainable, equitable, and locally relevant development
models. Furthermore, this research underscores the urgent need for
institutional recognition, funding, and policy frameworks that support IK’s
role in shaping Africa’s future within the global sustainability discourse.
Through this analysis, the study highlights the untapped potential of
Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) in fostering climate adaptation,

resource conservation, and sustainable livelihoods while aligning with key
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SDGs such as SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), SDG 13 (Climate Action), and SDG 15
(Life on Land).

The G20 (Group of Twenty) is a premier intergovernmental forum comprising
the world’s largest economies, including both developed and emerging
nations. Established in 1999 in response to the Asian financial crisis, the G20
initially focused on global economic stability and financial governance.
However, as economic policies became increasingly intertwined with
environmental and social challenges, the G20 expanded its scope to include
climate action, sustainability, and global development. The group plays a
crucial role in shaping international policies, influencing trade, investments,
and sustainable growth through multilateral cooperation. With Africa’s
growing prominence in the global economy and its significant vulnerability to
climate change, the inclusion of African sustainability concerns in G20 policies
is crucial for achieving equitable and long-lasting development.

Sustainability has become a core agenda of the G20, particularly in
response to the Paris Agreement (2015) and the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). The G20’s commitments toward environmental
conservation, economic resilience, and climate action are reflected in
initiatives such as the G20 Energy Transitions Working Group, which
promotes renewable energy adoption, and the G20 Climate Sustainability
Working Group, which focuses on mitigating climate change. Additionally,
the G20’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development aligns its economic
strategies with global environmental priorities, emphasizing green finance,
carbon neutrality, and sustainable infrastructure. The G20 has also launched
initiatives such as the Global Infrastructure Facility (GIF) and the Green
Climate Fund, aimed at supporting climate-friendly economic projects in
developing nations. While these efforts demonstrate a commitment to
sustainability, they often prioritize industrialized solutions and top-down
approaches, failing to incorporate community-led, indigenous sustainability
models that have been practiced for generations.

One of the primary challenges in the G20’s approach to sustainability is

its heavy reliance on industrialized solutions that emphasize large-scale
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technological interventions and market-driven strategies. These approaches
often sideline traditional ecological knowledge and community-based
resource management, which are crucial for sustainability in regions like
Africa. Many Indigenous communities across Africa have developed
sophisticated, sustainable resource management systems, such as agroforestry
in West Africa, water conservation through the Zai method, and rotational
grazing among the Maasai people. These practices, which align with nature-
based solutions, are often overlooked in G20 policies that prioritize capital-
intensive, Western-centric sustainability models. This disconnect between
global policies and local sustainability knowledge undermines the potential
for truly inclusive and effective development strategies.

Another major challenge is the limited representation of African and
Indigenous perspectives in G20 decision-making. While the African Union
(AU) was granted permanent membership in the G20 in 2023, the continent
still struggles to assert its indigenous sustainability frameworks in global
discussions. The dominance of Western and industrialized perspectives
means that many Indigenous environmental practices remain excluded from
key policy frameworks. Without meaningful engagement with Indigenous
communities and African stakeholders, G20 policies risk perpetuating a one-
size-fits-all approach to sustainability that does not align with local realities.
Addressing this gap requires a shift toward inclusive, community-driven
policy frameworks that recognize Indigenous Knowledge (IK) as a valuable
resource for environmental conservation, economic resilience, and sustainable
development.

Indigenous Knowledge (IK) refers to traditional ecological knowledge,
land stewardship, and community-based resource management developed by
Indigenous peoples over generations. It is rooted in a deep understanding of
local ecosystems, seasonal patterns, and biodiversity and is passed down
through oral traditions, rituals, and cultural practices. Unlike Western
scientific methods, which often isolate environmental challenges into separate
domains, IK takes a holistic approach by integrating social, spiritual, and

ecological elements into resource management. This knowledge is adaptive,
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dynamic, and responsive to changing environmental conditions, making it a
critical tool for sustainable development in Africa.

For centuries, African Indigenous communities have successfully
managed water resources, forests, and agricultural lands through practices
that ensure ecological balance and long-term sustainability. However, these
traditional systems have been marginalized in global sustainability
frameworks, despite their alignment with key Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) such as SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), SDG 13 (Climate Action), and SDG 15
(Life on Land). The following case studies highlight how IK-based practices
are instrumental in addressing contemporary environmental challenges.
Water Conservation: The Zai Farming Technique in Burkina Faso
Water scarcity is a major challenge in the Sahel region, where prolonged
droughts threaten food security. The Zai technique, developed by farmers in
Burkina Faso, is a traditional water-harvesting method that involves digging
small pits in dry, arid soil and filling them with organic matter such as
compost. These pits trap rainwater, prevent soil erosion, and enhance soil
fertility, allowing crops to grow even in semi-arid conditions. By improving
agricultural productivity, the Zai technique directly contributes to SDG 2
(Zero Hunger) and SDG 13 (Climate Action) by enhancing climate resilience
in farming communities. This practice has gained international recognition as
a low-cost, scalable solution to combat desertification and ensure food

security in drought-prone areas.

Forest Preservation: The Sacred Groves of Ghana

In many African cultures, forests are not just ecological resources but also
spiritual and cultural sanctuaries. The Sacred Groves of Ghana, for instance,
are protected forest areas maintained by Indigenous communities for religious
and cultural purposes. These groves are often home to medicinal plants, rare
wildlife, and diverse ecosystems, serving as natural biodiversity conservation
zones. Unlike government-imposed conservation policies that may displace
local populations, community-led conservation efforts like the Sacred Groves

ensure that forests remain intact while respecting Indigenous traditions. This
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aligns with SDG 15 (Life on Land) by promoting sustainable land use and
preventing deforestation.

Climate Adaptation: Indigenous Pastoralist Knowledge Among the Maasai
and Tuareg

The Maasai of East Africa and the Tuareg of North Africa have
practiced sustainable pastoralism for centuries. Their seasonal migration
patterns, rotational grazing techniques, and deep knowledge of animal
husbandry allow them to adapt to harsh climatic conditions while preventing
overgrazing. Unlike industrialized livestock farming, which often leads to
land degradation, Indigenous pastoralist systems promote ecosystem balance,
soil regeneration, and climate resilience. These practices align with SDG 13
(Climate Action) by reducing carbon footprints, preserving grasslands, and
ensuring sustainable livestock management.

These case studies demonstrate how Indigenous Knowledge is a
powerful tool for achieving sustainability in Africa. By incorporating these
traditional practices into national and global environmental policies, African
nations and international organizations can develop more inclusive, resilient,
and ecologically sound solutions. Recognizing and integrating IK into modern
sustainability efforts will not only empower local communities but also
enhance global efforts toward climate action, biodiversity conservation, and
food security in alignment with the United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals. Despite its vast potential, Indigenous Knowledge (IK) continues to be
marginalized in global decision-making processes. International policies on
sustainability and climate action often prioritize scientific and technological
solutions, sidelining the ecological wisdom of Indigenous communities. This
exclusion stems from historical biases, lack of representation, and inadequate
policy frameworks that fail to acknowledge IK as a legitimate knowledge
system. The dominance of Western-centric environmental strategies within
forums such as the G20 and United Nations Climate Summits leaves little
room for Indigenous voices, limiting their ability to contribute to global

sustainability dialogues.
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Another major challenge is the threat of land grabbing and climate
change, which jeopardizes Indigenous land rights and disrupts traditional
resource management systems. Large-scale infrastructure projects,
deforestation, and industrial expansion often displace Indigenous
communities, stripping them of their ancestral lands. Climate change further
exacerbates this vulnerability by altering natural ecosystems and reducing the
effectiveness of traditional adaptation techniques. As a result, Indigenous
communities face both physical and cultural displacement, weakening their
ability to practice and pass down their sustainable ecological practices.
Additionally, globalization and the expansion of Western economic models
threaten the continuity of Indigenous sustainability practices. The increasing
commercialization of mnatural resources and Western-style agricultural
intensification undermine traditional, low-impact farming and water
conservation techniques. Without policy protections, IK risks being eroded,
depriving future generations of the invaluable ecological knowledge that has
sustained African communities for centuries.

To bridge the gap between Indigenous Knowledge, modern
sustainability efforts, and global policy frameworks, several initiatives must
be undertaken, A dedicated platform within the G20’s sustainability agenda
should be established to integrate Indigenous Knowledge into policy
discussions. This forum would bring together Indigenous leaders, African
policymakers, researchers, and global sustainability experts to develop
strategies that blend traditional ecological wisdom with modern
environmental governance. Such an initiative would provide representation to
Indigenous communities, ensuring that their knowledge informs climate
action, biodiversity conservation, and resource management policies. African
schools, universities, and research institutions should incorporate Indigenous
ecological practices into education and sustainability studies. This would
validate traditional knowledge, ensuring that future policymakers, scientists,
and entrepreneurs recognize IK as a credible and essential tool for sustainable
development. Encouraging cross-disciplinary research that merges

Indigenous sustainability models with scientific advancements could lead to
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more holistic, locally relevant solutions to climate change and resource
management.

Governments and international organizations must establish strong
legal frameworks to protect Indigenous land tenure systems and ecological
practices. Recognizing customary land rights, preventing corporate land
grabs, and enforcing laws against the exploitation of Indigenous knowledge
without consent are essential steps toward ensuring that IK remains a
cornerstone of Africa’s sustainability. The triadic model linking G20, Africa,
and Indigenous Knowledge offers a viable framework for achieving
sustainable development that is both culturally inclusive and ecologically
resilient. By merging traditional wisdom with modern sustainability
strategies, policymakers can create more adaptive and community-driven
solutions to pressing environmental and economic challenges. The G20, in
collaboration with African nations, must recognize, protect, and integrate
Indigenous Knowledge into its sustainability agenda, ensuring that African
communities benefit from both global policies and their own heritage of
ecological wisdom. Moving forward, future research must focus on IK’s role
in global climate change adaptation policies, examining how traditional
environmental governance systems can complement and enhance
international climate action efforts. Recognizing IK as a dynamic, evolving
knowledge system rather than a relic of the past is key to building a truly

sustainable and equitable future for Africa and the world.
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