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Introduction: 
The 2nd African Dialogue – African voices 
about alternative sustainability pathways

THE SECOND AFRICAN DIALOGUE ON THE WORLD IN 2050 
brought together stakeholders from the agriculture and food 
systems to unfold alternative pathways to the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs).

Context and purpose
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development includes the 
17 Sustainable Development Goals and was adopted by all 
United Nations Member States in 2015. The goals recognize 
that ending poverty and other deprivations must go hand-in-
hand with strategies that improve health and education, 
reduce inequality – all while tackling climate change and 
working to preserve our terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems. 
The 2030 Agenda’s SDGs have a few unique features: they 
are universal and thereby applicable to all countries, they are 
integrated, and transformative.

The World in 2050 (TWI2050), is a global initiative in 
support of implementation of the United Nations’ 2030 
Agenda (see Box 1). The first and second African Dialogues 
on TWI2050 are the result of a partnership between the 
Stockholm Resilience Centre/SwedBio and the SDG Center 
for Africa. The purpose of the African Dialogues was to 
contribute to TWI2050 by providing the initiative with 
regional perspectives about pathways to reach SDGs within 
the Planetary Boundaries. The first two dialogues have also 
provided a venue for voices otherwise not heard within the 

initiative, by involving stakeholders from different parts of 
Africa. 

The first two Dialogues have focused on agriculture and 
food systems transformation. The first Dialogue, held in 
Kigali in August 20175 (see report) introduced the TWI2050 
initiative, its core concepts through a combination of plenary 
presentations and group discussions. The results from the 
first African Dialogue was presented in a side event to the 
UN High Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development 
2018 and incorporated in The World in 2050’s first report. 

For the second Dialogue, also held in Kigali, in October 
2018, a structured pathways approach called the Three 
Horizons approach (see below and Box 2) was adapted to 
the SDG context. The 2nd Dialogue went deeper than the first 
in a Pan-African deep dive by exploring different 
geographical and socio-economics scales.
The specific goals of the second Dialogue were: 
(1) To give voice to regional African aspirations related to 

pathways to sustainable futures, incorporating them in 
the design of alternative (sustainability) scenarios for 
Africa, within the context of TWI2050 and other such 
initiatives; and 

(2) To provide relevant insights for practitioners/policy 
makers involved in the SDG implementation, shedding 
light on the option space (including tensions) around 
alternative pathways.

https://swed.bio/reports/report/dialogue-workshop-report-african-dialogue-twi2050/
https://swed.bio/reports/report/dialogue-workshop-report-african-dialogue-twi2050/
https://swed.bio/reports/report/dialogue-workshop-report-african-dialogue-twi2050/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf/2018
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf/2018
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TWI2050 was created in 2015 by the International Institute 
for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA), the Sustainable 
Development Solutions Network (SDSN), and the Stockholm 
Resilience Centre (SRC). The initiative brings together a 
network of more than 150 participants including leading 
policymakers, analysts, modelling and analytical teams from 
60 organisations from around the world to collaborate in 
developing pathways toward sustainable futures and the 
policy frameworks needed for implementing the SDGs, and 

The initiative launched its first large report at the UN annual 
follow-up of the 2030 Agenda – the High-Level Political 
Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF) 2018 (link to the 
report). The report discusses six domains that capture a 
large proportion of the current global, regional, and local 
dynamics that drive us away from sustainability. TWI2050 
researchers argue that major transformations in such 

Box 1: The 2030 Agenda and The World in 2050 

Figure 3: An illustration of the TWI2050 conceptual framework. Two sets of targets provide bounds for the 
transformations toward sustainable futures. The first is illustrated by the SDGs for 2030 and the second (for 2050 and 
beyond) is illustrated by the planetary boundaries – symbolizing the achievement of just and safe futures for all on a 
resilient planet. The grey band illustrates the overarching narrative that indicates how the future is connected to the 
present. It indicates what needs to change to achieve the transformation toward sustainability by ‘back-casting’ from 
the normative targets. Also shown (in colours) are alternative Sustainable Development Pathways (SDPs) that will 
provide model-based quantifications of the transformational changes. They can be interpreted as alternative 
realizations of the overarching narrative. The next phase of TWI2050 will focus on developing multiple SDPs.  
Source: TWI2050.

more importantly, for achieving the needed transformational 
change.

The initiative considers that the fundamental changes 
brought about by meeting the 2030 Agenda goals would need 
to extend through to 2050 and beyond to ensure a sustainable 
future for all and provision of stable Earth systems support for 
future generations, as Figure 3 illustrates. Such 
transformational pathways would ensure a prosperous and 
healthy future for all on a resilient and healthy planet. 

domains could redirect the global system towards 
sustainability (Figure 4). The Second African Dialogue 
focused on one of these domains (Food, biosphere and 
water), discussing pathways for transforming the agriculture 
and food systems. The results of the Dialogue will, in a later 
phase, feed the design of alternative SDPs. 

http://pure.iiasa.ac.at/15347
http://pure.iiasa.ac.at/15347
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cont. Box 1: The 2030 Agenda and The World in 2050 

Figure 4: TWI2030 focuses on six transformations that capture much of the global, regional, and local dynamics and 
encompass major drivers of future changes: i) Human capacity and demography; ii) Consumption and production; iii) 
Decarbonization and energy; iv) Food, biosphere and water; v) Smart cities; and vi) Digital revolution. Together they 
give a people-cantered perspective on building local, national and global societies and economies which secure 
wealth creation, poverty reduction, fair distribution and inclusiveness necessary for human prosperity. They are judged 
necessary and potentially sufficient to achieve the SDGs, if addressed holistically in unison. Source: TWI2050.

For more information, refer to: TWI2050 – The World in 2050 
(2018). Transformations to Achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals. Report prepared by The World in 2050 

initiative. International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis 
(IIASA), Laxenburg, Austria. www.twi2050.org. Available at: 
http://pure.iiasa.ac.at/15347 

Models, scenarios and stories representing 
alternative pathways to sustainability
Long-range assessments of the future development of social-
ecological systems are characterized by high levels of 
complexity and uncertainty. In these cases, both qualitative 
and quantitative elements are useful. Narratives provide 
qualitative backbones that can be enriched with the help of 
models so that potential quantitative scenarios can be 
developed. The quantitative analysis offers structure, 
discipline, and rigor. The narratives can give voice to 
important qualitative factors that shape development such  
as values, behaviours, and institutions, thus providing a 
broader perspective than is possible from mathematical 
modelling alone. 

The contribution of the African Dialogues is leaning towards 
the qualitative and narrative side of the spectrum by 
providing suggestions on how such narratives can be framed 
and what they could constitute when designing scenarios 
representing alternative pathways for Africa.

The theme: Agriculture and food systems
This two-day Dialogue’s theme was food systems and 
agriculture. Discussions focused on the role of farming 
systems in providing elements for transformations to reach 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This theme was 
chosen because food systems and agriculture are cross-
cutting and span across all SDGs. Any Sustainable 
Development Pathway needs to consider links between 
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Figure 5: In the context of TWI2050, scenarios combining 
quantitative and qualitative elements will be designed to explore 
alternative pathways for sustainability. Source: Adapted from 
Nakicenovic et al., 20006 

SDGs, and to acknowledge the multiple roles and functions 
of agriculture and how it relates to issues of social, 
environmental, economic and governance nature. 70% of 
Africans are dependent on agriculture for their livelihoods7. 
80% of the food supply in sub-Saharan Africa is produced 
by small-scale and family farmers. Moreover, having a theme 
close to that of the first Dialogue provided grounds for cross-
fertilization and input for the first discussion. 

The Dialogue Organisers
The Second African Dialogue was co-convened by the 
Sustainable Development Goals Center for Africa (SDGC|A) 
and SwedBio at the Stockholm Resilience Centre at 
Stockholm University. It was held at the Park Inn by 
Radisson in Kigali, Rwanda, on 30– 31 October 2018. 

The SDGC|A, headquartered in Kigali, is part of the 
research team involved in TWI2050. The Center is an 
international organisation whose mandate is to support 
African governments, civil society, businesses and academic 
institutions in achieving the SDGs. SDGC|A is the regional 
node of SDSN in Africa.

The Stockholm Resilience Centre (SRC) is an international 
centre that advances transdisciplinary research on 
governance of social-ecological systems with a special 
emphasis on resilience. SwedBio, which financed the African 
Dialogue, is a knowledge interface at the Stockholm 
Resilience Centre contributing to poverty alleviation, equity, 
sustainable livelihoods and social-ecological systems rich in 
biodiversity that persist, adapt and transform under global 
change such as climate change. Researchers from the 
Stockholm Resilience Centre, in collaboration with staff at 
the SDG Center for Africa, developed the method for this 
Dialogue. 

Participants
Over 30 participants from 11 countries took part in the 
African Dialogue. Dialogue participants included 
representatives of national governments, UN organisations, 
civil society and local communities, academia and research. 
They were invited from a diversity of organisations across 
Africa. The criteria for selecting participants were that they 
provided expertise and experience relevant to African 
agriculture and agro-biodiversity; and understanding and 
influence over related policy processes (e.g., social and 
economic development strategies, spatial planning, research/
development/innovation, conservation and resource 
management, etc.). The full participants’ list is provided in 
appendix B.

The Method/Approach: 3 Horizons for  
the SDGs 
The participatory method used during the second African 
Dialogue was developed by SRC researchers8 with the goal of 
enabling a cross-scale discussion about pathways to the 
SDGs, addressing four core challenges:
1) To address a spectrum of transformational challenges 

related to achieving the 17 SDGs in an integrated 
manner, so as to minimize potential conflicts among 
them and to reap the benefits of potential synergies 
among them.

2) To include a discussion about global scenarios and their 
underlying premises, without imposing any narratives 
or limiting the emergence of a diversity of pathways. 

3) To allow for multiple and alternative pathways to 
emerge, including non-dominant voices and narratives9.

4) And last but not least, the method had to be simple 
enough to be able to be replicated and contextualized 
for a diversity of initiatives focusing on the 2030 
Agenda.

The design of the method originated with the 3 Horizons 
framework (Sharpe et al., 2016)10 and previous experiences 
with that approach in the sustainability arena (IPBES 
scenario group, Seeds of Anthropocene project, etc.)9. The 
framework was combined with elements from the multi-scale 
scenario literature, especially drawn from the experience of 
SRC researchers on developing multiscale participatory 
methods for envisioning sustainable futures (Folhes et al. 
2015 and Aguiar, 2015)12. The overall dialogue approach 
was inspired by SwedBio’s Multi-Actor Dialogue Seminars 
(Schultz et al. 2016)13 and rooted in systems thinking (Booth 
Sweeney and Meadows 2010; Meadows 2008; Reynolds and 
Holwell 2010)14. Box 2 presents the core elements of the 
method, detailed in Appendix C.



14

THE SECOND AFRICAN DIALOGUE ON THE WORLD IN 2050 

Box 2: The Three Horizons (3 Horizons) Framework adapted  
to the SDG context 

Figure 6: The three horizons diagram and how we adapted it to the SDG context.

The 3 Horizons Framework13 is an approach for making sense 
of and thinking about possible futures. The framework is 
used for discussions on transformational change in 
participatory settings. It was developed by Bill Sharpe of the 
International Futures Forum. The framework includes a map 
of three lines or horizons. 

The three horizons diagram is an intuitive way of visualizing 
and discussing transformative change. The three horizons 
represent, respectively:
– Horizon 1: The system we want to transform from
– Horizon 2: The necessary changes to (i) break the current 

dominant patterns of the system we want to transform 

The four challenges mentioned above were addressed in the 
following way: 
1) To discuss the SDGs in a systematic way, an integrative 

perspective was adopted, aligned to the TWI2050 proposal 
of transforming some domains (food systems and 
agriculture in our case), which would enable all SDGs to be 
reached. Individual SDGs were not discussed (SDG 2 “End 
hunger”, for instance) nor focused on any nexus of SDGs 
(related to food-water-energy, for instance). Instead, the 
focus was on the domain to be transformed considering 
that all its dimensions reflect the areas of critical 
importance for humanity and the planet as spelled out in 
the 2030 Agenda resolution (UN 2015)16: People, Planet, 
Prosperity, Peace and Partnership. A simple solution of 
using different post-it colours for each domain (peace and 
partnership being represented by an overarching 
governance domain) was used just to differentiate 
between topics that were being discussed and categories 
of SDGs that were covered (Figure 6). 

2) To discuss the link between regional pathways and global 
scenarios, a presentation was made about the premises 
and assumptions underpinning recent global scenario 

from and (ii) support beginnings of the system we want to 
transform to – also referred to as ‘seeds’

– Horizon 3: The system we want to transform to. 

During the Second African Dialogue the steps of the process 
were referred to as STEP 1 (focusing on the 3rd Horizon, in our 
case “The desired future for agriculture in 2050+”), STEP 2 
(focusing on the 1st Horizon, “Current challenges in 
agriculture and their deep causes”) and Step 3 (focusing on 
the 2nd Horizon, “How to get to the desired future from the 
present”). These STEPS structured the dialogue sessions. 

studies, in particular using Integrated Assessment Models 
(IAM). But this presentation was scheduled after STEP 1 
and STEP 2, so as to avoid imposing the global perspective 
and thereby limiting the participants’ imagination.

3) To allow the emergence of multiple pathways, the 
participants were divided in 4 parallel working groups 
building their own 3 Horizons Diagrams. In this dialogue, a 
(spatial) scale criterion was used to divide the groups. This 
resulted in one African Continent group, and three sub-
regional groups: West and Central, East and Southern 
Africa, as Figure 7 illustrates. Besides the collective 
construction of the 3 Horizons Diagrams, the groups were 
instructed to take notes (in a separate flip-chart) of any 
divergent ideas that emerged within the group, across 
groups and also between their scenarios and the global 
scale perspectives. 

4) To facilitate future use of the method in other contexts, the 
3 Horizons approach is intuitive and requires inexpensive 
materials. The process of taking note of the divergences 
during the exercise, facilitated the final discussion and the 
elaboration of the synthesis for the report. 
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cont Box 2: The Three Horizons (3 Horizons) Framework adapted  
to the SDG context 

Figure 7: Schematic representation of how we allowed for the emergence of multiple pathways, based on the 
convergences and divergences (i) within groups, (i) across groups and (iii) in relation to the global perspectives.  
The red arrows represent these convergences and divergences.

Appendix C – The 3 Horizons Framework for the SDGs (3H4SDG) details the approach applied in the 2nd African Dialogue 
and its potential for further applications. 

The Dialogue plan 
The language of the event was English. The break-out group 
sessions were based on Chatham House Rules. Under these 
rules, participants are free to use the information received 
during the session, but may not reveal who or which 
organisation said what. This rule allows people to speak as 
individuals and to express views that may not be those of 
their organisations. It enables free discussion because 
speakers are free to voice their own opinions, without 
concern for their personal or institutional reputation or their 
official duties.

Early in the process, the participants were divided into the 
four geographically focused groups (Figure 7) in which they 
remained throughout the Dialogue. The main focus of the 
Dialogue was on the group processes, and most time was 
spent in these break-out groups. However, the set-up also 
included several plenaries and a “World Café” section in 
which participants were moving between the groups to 
facilitate cross-fertilization of ideas. The dialogue’s full 
agenda is provided in Appendix A – Agenda of the Dialogue. 
Figure 8 synthesizes the overall dialogue plan.

Structure of this report
The next section Pathways for Africa provides the elements 
of the pathways as they were provided by the participants. 
The section is followed by a discussion of divergences and 
convergences within and across the groups, and in relation to 
the global scale perspectives. The report concludes with 
recommendations about the implementation of the SDGs, for 
modelers and for future dialogues. As appendices, we provide 
the complete agenda of the Dialogue (Appendix A – Agenda 
of the Dialogue), the list of participants, including 
stakeholders from different sectors, the facilitators, the 
organisers and journalists (Appendix B – List of 
participants). Finally, Appendix C – The Three Horizons 
Framework for the SDGs (3H4SDG) details all the individual 
steps of the approach, as we expect the process to be 
appropriated and replicated in other contexts, to facilitate 
discussions about pathways to the SDGs. 
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Figure 8: The Dialogue plan (complete agenda in Appendix A  
– Agenda of the Dialogue).
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