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Background 

The Western Indian Ocean comprises ten countries - Comoros, France, Kenya, Madagascar, 

Mauritius, Mozambique, Seychelles, Somalia, South Africa and Tanzania. Countries of the 

region are predominantly transforming from economies dominated by high levels of 

dependence on ecosystem services (in agriculture, tourism, fisheries and other sectors), to 

middle-income levels through manufacturing and the emergence of the fourth industrial 

revolution. At the same time, they are going through a phase of rapid population growth, and 

new discoveries of fossil fuel deposits of regional and global significance will likely boost 

development. As a result of these drivers of change, economic growth in the region is expected 

to be amongst the highest globally over the next several decades. 

Within this context, the question of how to deliver a blue economic future that is equitable, 

sustainable, just and inclusive, as defined by all countries in the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) and the African Union's Agenda 2063, is a challenge that the region’s countries 

and many in civil society and business want to address. This paper presents our work on the 

value and importance of ecosystem assets to coastal societies and a 'transformative scenarios 

process' that explores how Western Indian Ocean countries may navigate the future under 

different development pathways.  

Methods 

Services from ocean ecosystems and natural assets of the Western Indian Ocean were valued 

by the Boston Consulting Group using an economic analysis method developed from similar 

global and regional studies. Ten sectors that directly depend on living ocean ecosystems 

(excluding e.g. shipping) were evaluated and grouped into three classes: direct outputs from 

the ocean (e.g. fishing), direct services from the ocean (e.g. marine tourism) and 'adjacent 

benefits' from the coastline (e.g. coastal tourism). The Transformative Scenarios Process (TSP) 

method was applied over a 1-year period with three regional workshops attended by over 100 

participants from across different countries, sectors and constituencies (www.wiofutures.net). 

TSP is based on bringing influential and thought-leaders together through multiple facilitated 
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meetings to discuss a sets of problems and build narratives that illustrate a range of potential 

futures. The process was integrated with national and regional preparations and discussions on 

SDG 14 and Voluntary Commitments for the UN Ocean Conference in June 2017.  

Results  

The living ocean assets of the region were valued at US$333.8 billion in 2015, producing an 

annual output of US$ 20.8 billion, 4th in line compared to the GDP of the region's countries. 

Valuable long term assets include fisheries, mangroves, seagrass beds, coral reefs and the 

coastline itself, while coastal and marine tourism generated over 70% of annual income. 

However, the health of the region's ocean is declining, putting at risk its productivity and the 

livelihoods and jobs dependent on it. Drivers of change that produce negative impacts include 

excessive and destructive fishing, climate change, unsustainable practices and growth in coastal 

and marine economic sectors, of which some depend on ecosystem health for their productivity 

(e.g. tourism) and others don’t (e.g. oil and gas, shipping).  

Four scenarios were developed, differentiated by what participants decided are the two most 

impactful and uncertain drivers of change (i.e. critical uncertainties) for the region: the quality 

of governance and the level of investment. These formed two axes, contrasting high versus low 

quality of governance and high versus low investment. Four narratives result from these, 

expressing the fortunes of a given country over a generation, from 2018-2035. The narratives 

use the metaphor of an ocean journey, reflected in their titles - ‘slow but sure’, ‘riding the 

wave’, ‘pirate ship’ and ‘all pain no gain’. These evoke the potential wealth from the sea, the 

role of coastal and maritime trade in the countries’ histories and futures, and the importance of 

ocean and coastal ecosystems in providing income and non-income benefits to people, such as 

livelihoods for the poor and adaptive capacity to climate change. The ‘blue economy’ scenario 

(‘riding the wave’) is characterized by strong investment and good governance and illustrates 

the many benefits of these, while the other three scenarios illustrate the negative influence of 

poor investment, poor governance, or both, on the lives of citizens and the national economies. 

Further work will look at how these scenarios relate to current baselines in countries and what 

their effect on future economic development might be. This will help stimulate discussion on 

how to improve both investment and governance processes, including policy trade-offs, to 

deliver on a sustainable blue economy, and maximize opportunities for positive outcomes.   

The paper will present challenges and potential solutions to a sustainable blue economy 

embedded in the traditional linear economic paradigm of over-exploitation of materials, fossil 

fuel dependence, environmental pollution from waste products and a lack of attention to the 

negative consequences of demographic change. The alternative circular economic model 

provides opportunities for transformation, with a focus on sustainable economic and social 

development and prosperity, renewable and efficient energy models, and approaches that 

empower participation and planning by all sectors of society and business.  

Conclusion 

Currently, while the health of the Western Indian Ocean is better than the global average, it is 

undergoing decline through inadequate governance and unsustainable development. Using 

scenarios in planning processes may illustrate opportunities to ensure the equitable, 

sustainable, just and inclusive development expressed by the countries’ emerging blue 

economy aspirations and policies, and avoid the mistakes of ‘resource curse’ decisions focused 

on short term development and profits.  
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