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Socio-bioeconomy can support better economic 
resilience of developing countries, through a 
diversification of the national economy and of 
the livelihoods of local communities. This resil-
ience is conditioned by the use of biodiversity 
within sustainable limits, both ecologically and 
socially.

A national socio-bioeconomy strategy, based on 
the experience numerous successful initiatives 
on the ground, can play a key role for local action 
to unfold, by addressing gaps in knowledge, 
infrastructure, and investments. This comes 
through a recognition of the contributions of 
bioeconomy to national goals on poverty and 
inequality reduction, and on ecosystem protec-
tion and restoration goals. 

Given the span of activities falling under bio-
economy, a key function of a bioeconomy strat-
egy is to provide the governance arrangements 
for interministerial coordination. This includes 
actors traditionally focused on environmental 
protection but also actors in the field of develop-
ment, agriculture etc.

Financial needs for socio-bioeconomy to unfold 
are diverse and can be filled through a range of 
public and private, international and domestic 
sources. This includes recognizing the contri-
butions of socio-bioeconomy in development 
approaches as part of the dialogue with interna-
tional funders (e.g., country platforms).

Beyond financing, bioeconomy strategies should 
aim to lift the structural barriers small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs) face to access local, 
regional and global markets, since SMEs are at 
the foundation of socio-bioeconomy businesses. 

How to operate  
socio-bioeconomy policies for 
development?
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Bioeconomy is gaining traction as a source of socio-economic development and as a solution to global 
challenges, including biodiversity loss. This Issue Brief examines under which conditions these two 
objectives can effectively be achieved simultaneously and how to scale up these approaches. The term 
“bioeconomy” indeed covers sectors such as agriculture, fisheries, aquaculture, forestry, tourism and 
industry, which are currently dominated by unsustainable practices. But bioeconomy also includes 
smaller, often emerging sectors, which aim to reconcile the protection or restoration of ecosystems 
while generating development benefits for the local communities (e.g., through non-timber forest 
products value chains). This latter understanding, sometimes coined as “socio-bioeconomy”, aims to 
reconcile development goals with biodiversity protection. 

For this reconciliation to happen at scale, the whole spectrum of sectors and activities falling under 
bioeconomy needs to be considered, i.e., the strengthening of the socio-bioeconomy and the transfor-
mation of current unsustainable practices. This Issue Brief focuses on the first issue, based on a litera-
ture review of policy documents and interviews in a number of countries (Ecuador, Brazil, South Africa, 
Zambia). It examines the conditions for a country to set up a socio-bioeconomy strategy that contrib-
utes to the development of its nature-rich areas while addressing the needs of communities who are 
often in vulnerable situations.



1. SOCIO-BIOECONOMY 
CONTRIBUTIONS TO 
DEVELOPMENT

Defining bioeconomy and socio-
bioeconomy

There are numerous approaches to define bioeconomy, and its 
meaning can differ depending on the country, region, or orga-
nization. The concept is generally used to describe a process of 
converting biological resources (biomass) into materials and 
products for economic purposes. IPBES defines bioeconomy 
as “the production, utilization, conservation, and regeneration 
of biological resources, including related knowledge, science, 
technology, and innovation, to provide sustainable solutions 
(information, products, processes and services) within and 
across all economic sectors and enable a transformation to 
a sustainable economy”. The largest understanding of what 
constitutes bioeconomy is currently valued at around USD4 to 
5 trillion globally. This figure would have the potential to grow 
to USD30 trillion by 2050.1 

Bioeconomy activities are not inherently sustainable and 
remain at risk of leading to unsustainable practices such as those 
in most current productive and extractive sectors nowadays. This 
caution led to the adoption of high-level principles for bioeco-
nomy under the Brazilian G20 presidency.2 Principles  4 and 5 
focus on the ecological sustainability of bioeconomy activities 
while Principles 2 and 6 focus on social dimensions. In particular, 
the role of indigenous peoples and local communities  (IPs and 
LCs)3 is emphasized as they are often key custodians of biodi-
versity. The knowledge held by IPs and LCs is also critical (IDDRI, 
2013) to ensure that bioeconomy operates within the social and 
ecological boundaries of the ecosystem (e.g. ubuntu in South 
Africa, or cosmovision in Latin America), and can identify new 
value chains or alternative practices for existing ones.4 The G20 
principles implicitly refer to the free, prior, informed consent of 
IPs & LCs for activities to unfold on their territory or using their 
knowledge, as well as to access and benefit sharing of bioeco-
nomy outcomes with IPs and LCs. In the context of Brazilian poli-
cies (Nobre et al., 2023), concepts such as “socio-bioeconomy” 
(Garrett et al., 2023) or “indigenous economies” are directly 
related to this approach. Beyond cash generation, socio-bioeco-
nomy can bring other benefits to communities, such as allowing 

1	 These estimations are retrieved from Nature’s Finance report on “Financing a 
Sustainable Global Bioeconomy” (2024). See: https://www.naturefinance.net/
resources-tools/financing-sustainable-global-bioeconomy/ 

2	 https://www.gov.br/secom/pt-br/assuntos/noticias/2024/09/
g20-chega-a-consenso-e-estabelece-principios-de-alto-nivel-sobre-
bioeconomia/11092024-g20-principios-bioeconomia-pdf-em-ingles.pdf

3	 As per IPBES glossary: “the term ‘indigenous peoples and local communities’ 
and its acronym ‘IPLC’ are widely used by international organizations and 
conventions to refer to individuals and groups who self-identify as indigenous 
or as members of distinct local communities”.

4	 For instance, in the health sector resorting to medicinal plants or their 
properties, or in agriculture through the promotion of crops or breeds 
diversified and locally adapted.

young people to find employment locally, encouraging culturally 
respectful practices and reducing violence that can be associated 
with illegal extractive industries. 

Socio-bioeconomy for greater economic 
resilience 

The current approach to national socio-economic develop-
ment, largely supported by the methodology and practices of 
international development actors, relies on models leading to 
the overexploitation of a country’s natural resources. IPBES has 
underlined how this development model is incompatible with 
long term sustainability (IPBES, 2019). Reports also document 
how the growth (both material and financial) that is generated 
by the unsustainable use of biodiversity fails to achieve primary 
aspirations for all, such as access to safe food and water and 
people’s health (IPBES, 2024). This calls for rethinking develop-
ment beyond the usual dimension of material wealth, looking 
at other dimensions of a good quality of life (Diaz et al., 2015). 

For example, local people’s priority need for food security could 
be better achieved through local and small-scale approaches such 
as agroecology and family farming,5 or small-scale fisheries, rather 
than through capital intensive, specialized and export-driven 
agriculture or fishing, or employment in other extractive, export-
driven sectors such as mining (see Box 1). The former are more 
resilient than the latter: agroecology preserves the ecosystem 
services on which any food production relies to sustain fertile soils, 
water cycle, pollination and pest management, while intensive 
practices are largely undermining those ecosystem services.

Addressing development aspirations through the sustain-
able use of biodiversity also means taking into account a diver-
sity of biodiversity values. For example, indigenous economies 
in Amazonia combine a range of values attached to the tradi-
tional way of life on the ancestors’ territory, structured around 
associations, cooperatives and groups of producers or family 
initiatives (Nobre et al., 2023). By comparison, activities falling 
under conventional forms of bioeconomy often focus only on 
the economic value, through a tech- and industry-driven use of 
biological resources.6 

BOX 1. A GREEN GROWTH STRATEGY 
IN ZAMBIA WHEN MINING DOES NOT 
FULFIL ITS DEVELOPMENT PROMISES

Zambia is a country rich in minerals, especially copper, 
cobalt, nickel, coal, and precious stones. Mining plays a 
central role in its economy: in 2020, more than 11% of the 
country’s GDP, nearly 80% of its exports, and over 30% of 
public revenue. In spite of this, Zambia’s debt reached 11% 
of GDP in 2022. The country is particularly dependent on 
copper, making its economy one of the least diversified in 
the world. 

5	 Instituto Mapinguari: https://mapinguari.org/portfolio/destravapeapos/ 

6	 See for example: https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/bioeconomy/
bioeconomy-strategy_en 
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Amidst growing international demand for Zambia’s 
minerals as critical material for the green and energy tran-
sition, mining will remain high in the medium to long term, 
offering outlooks for a sustained stream of international 
cash. Besides, while mines bring economic benefits, they 
may be situated in or near ecologically sensitive areas, and 
contribute to water and soil pollution, thus undermining 
food and food safety, among other issues. 
The green growth approach developed since 2024 is an 
attempt to find ways to build a more robust, diversified and 
sustainable development model while tackling issues of 
deforestation, wildlife, water stream, and climate change. 
Key initiatives include stricter health and environmental 
standards in mining, conservation agriculture, forestry 
and fishery, eco-tourism, as well as green energy projects. 
Several of these activities fall under the scope of bioeco-
nomy, and others could be developed to further build on the 
riches of Zambian ecosystems. Source: AFD (2024).

The large remaining ecosystems with high ecological integ-
rity7 are mainly located in developing countries, where they face 
increasing pressure from local threats and global drivers, such 
as consumption and trade patterns. In the current international 
context of competition over resources while facing huge sover-
eign debt, some developing countries in particular are exposed to 
an over-specialized, export-driven economy that generates cash 
on the short term but that makes them vulnerable on the medium 
term because of the lack of diversification (e.g., when facing other 
exporting competitors, or the development of substitute value 
chains). This over-dependence from a few resources also tends 
to lead to unsustainable practices, damaging the biodiversity 
on which sectors rely as primary material or for the provision of 
ecosystem services. Those unsustainable practices also generate 
double edge social impacts: they may provide employment and 
cash for some, but unsustainable intensification generally leads 
to a concentration of wealth and little redistribution. Unsustain-
able practices also may pose a threat to workers (e.g., through 
exposure to chemical products) or residents (e.g., decrease in 
water quantity and quality available for direct human use).

On the contrary, socio-bioeconomy offers a source of 
economic diversification, building on countries’ natural compar-
ative advantage, i.e., their biodiversity richness. It can ensure 
a wider distribution of the benefits of economic activities, and 
greater resilience for people’s livelihoods, through the develop-
ment of more local value chains and product transformation. 
Socio-bioeconomy is also to be considered as part of countries’ 
long-term low GHG emissions development strategies. In the 
longer term, policies aiming for fossil-fuel phase-out, increased 
circular economy or agricultural transition will require current 
unsustainable sectors to change their models. Socio-bioeconomy 
may provide an interesting alternative for regions concerned, and 
could start being invested in now to support this shift. 

7	 As per Global Biodiversity Framework Goal A. Ecosystem integrity is defined by 
the ecosystem structure, function and composition. 

2. EMBEDDING SOCIO-BIOECONOMY 
IN DEVELOPMENT POLICIES

Setting mechanisms for a multi-sectoral 
and multi-stakeholder governance

As bioeconomy encompasses a wide array of interrelated 
economic activities, it spans through different ministries 
(finance, sectoral ministries, in particular, the agriculture, 
forestry and fishery), and many types of stakeholders (from 
public authorities to private sector to local communities). It also 
includes secondary sectors involved in the manufacturing and 
transformation of bio-based products, such as pharmaceuticals 
and cosmetics. Several service sectors can also benefit from and 
support bioeconomy activities, such as eco-tourism and nature-
based recreation. The research and innovation sector, coupled 
with traditional ecological knowledge, plays a particular role, for 
example to develop and produce medicines or crops (Ecuru & 
Osano, 2024).

Depending on peoples’ aspirations and the species of a 
given social-ecological system,8 some sectors and value chains 
of socio-bioeconomy would be more relevant than others to 
develop for a given country. They can be distinct at the subna-
tional level when a country holds several biomes. Boundaries 
within which a system can be sustainable evolve constantly 
depending on many factors (e.g., climate change, new tech-
niques). In order to follow natural cycles, managing these bound-
aries can imply a mix of activities at the local level. For example, 
in Brazilian extractive reserves, the seringueiros harvest hevea 
but also nuts and fruits depending on the season. A bioeconomy 
strategy should therefore build on a mix of various resources, to 
identify the type of socio-bioeconomy activities that are relevant 
to support, and where. It also needs to be clear on the expected 
biodiversity outputs and outcomes for local development, to 
ensure that the policy supports local and national development, 
as well as the achievement of biodiversity targets such as those 
set in the national biodiversity strategy or action plan.

Provisions for the deployment of socio-bioeconomy need 
to be articulated with the ‘mainstream’ practices in agriculture, 
forestry and fishery sectors at large. As many socio-bioeconomy 
activities also fall under these sectoral portfolios, managing this 
range of activities within the social-ecological boundaries of a 
given landscape requires a joint understanding of what practices 
are to be carried out, and where. By contrast, a siloed approach 
would lead to contradictory and ineffective policies, going in 
opposite directions (e.g., support to the extension of intensive 
farming leading to deforestation vs support to family farming 
within standing forests). Being able to build truly multi-sec-
toral policies implies creating a governance set-up for them to 
coordinate. For example, the Brazilian bioeconomy national 

8	 As per IPBES Assessment of the Sustainable Use of Wild Species (2022), 
“social-ecological systems are complex adaptive systems in which people 
and nature are inextricably linked in which both the social and ecological 
components exert strong influences over outcomes.”
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commission includes a rotating presidency between the minis-
tries in charge of the environment, of agriculture and of industry. 
For such a framework to achieve its purpose of articulating a 
consistent vision out of different sectors, it needs to allow an 
equal say for all of those around the table. The aim is to avoid 
replicating existing power imbalances, which may perpetuate a 
set up favouring unsustainable sectors and practices.

Grounding bioeconomy strategies 
within local development plans and land 
management

Successful cases of achieving both development and biodiver-
sity protection are most often documented at local scales (e.g., 
in areas managed by IPs or LCs). A country wishing to develop 
a bioeconomy strategy should thus build on local initiatives, 
which often rely on a community conducting socio-bioeconomy 
activities, with the support of other stakeholders, such as NGOs 
and businesses, who use the socio-bioeconomy products in their 
supply chains. 

In return, such a bioeconomy policy would play a facilitative 
role, to support such local initiatives to take shape and be scaled 
up or replicated where it is possible. It can facilitate dialogue 
between national and subnational authorities, support the 
connection of local initiatives with international investors (see 
Section 3), ensure market regulation is aligned for socio-bioeco-
nomy products etc. with a view to bridge gaps, whether in knowl-
edge, infrastructure, or investment, so that each territory can 
develop its potential. This requires the ability to navigate across 
spatial scales: connecting national-level governments, which 
hold the macroeconomic levers, with local, ecosystem-based 
development strategies that reflect local priorities and realities. 
This dimension is still mainly absent from bioeconomy strate-
gies. There are however opportunities to explore this further.

In countries like Ecuador, Brazil, Peru, Bolivia and Colombia, 
indigenous peoples have developed “life plans” (planes de vida) 
that articulate a vision for development rooted in social and 
cultural values. These plans establish shared roles and responsi-
bilities among various actors, aiming for inclusive and long-term 
territorial governance.9 Numerous rural communities, often 
through diverse local governance mechanisms, have developed 
community visions or strategic development plans, though these 
may not always be explicitly coined as “life plans”. Such plans 
have the potential to inspire national-scale socio-bioeconomy 
policies as well. 

In Zambia, customary chiefs play a central role in land 
governance, with authority on around 70% of the territory and 
exerting a considerable influence over decisions regarding the 
local use of the land and associated practices. This often results in 
a complex “push and pull” dynamic between traditional author-
ities and government officials, particularly over decisions related 

9	 Constitutive Elements of Life Plans, Technical Secretariat of the Special 
Amazonian Territorial District, PROAmazonia : https://www.proamazonia.org/
politicas-e-institucionalidad/planes-de-vida/ 

to land use, conversion, and resource exploitation. To address 
these coordination challenges, the National Community-Based 
Natural Resources Management (CBNRM) Policy and its 2023-
2027 implementation plan aim to improve the management of 
natural resources for both community well-being and broader 
economic development. However, effective dialogue between 
traditional and state governance systems remains limited. Initia-
tives such as the Zambia Land Alliance, which brings together 
civil society actors to promote equitable, secure land rights for 
marginalized rural and urban communities, offer experimental 
lessons on how inclusive, bottom-up approaches can contribute 
to more coherent and socially just land policies, including activi-
ties falling under the socio-bioeconomy spectrum.

While the local management plans can help structure a 
bioeconomy policy as described in part I, the local impacts also 
need consideration in the structuring of the national policy. 
For example, the more local the transformation of the original 
products, the more development benefits it will deliver at the 
community level with the value less dispersed through a chain 
of intermediaries. Some initiatives are directed towards this 
aim, like the development of a morete value chain in Ecuador 
(see Box 2). In South Africa, there is growing support for indig-
enous crops like rooibos and honeybush. A honeybush project10 
under the Department of Science and Innovation (DSI) aims to 
grow the industry as part of the national bioeconomy strategy, 
with a strong focus on local community benefits. Currently, five 
communities receive DSI support, including training in farming 
and business skills. 

BOX 2. THE MORETE VALUE CHAIN IN 
ECUADOR: A BIOECONOMY IN ACTION

In Ecuador, the development and commercialization of 
morete, a native palm fruit, illustrates how national bioeco-
nomy strategies can support inclusive and sustainable value 
chains. This initiative aligns with Ecuador’s White Paper on 
Bioeconomy, led by the Ministry of Environment, Water 
and Ecological Transition. From the outset, the process has 
actively involved Kichwa, Shuar, and Waorani communities 
in the Arajuno canton, ensuring that local knowledge and 
priorities are central to the project.
The morete value chain has been supported through strong 
collaboration between subnational governments, the 
Ministry of Production, Foreign Trade, Investments and Fish-
eries (MPCEIP), as well as international organizations and 
foundations. By 2025, a total of 10 tons of morete pulp was 
exported,11 which is significant for the economic develop-
ment of the community.

10	 https://www.dsti.gov.za/index.php/media-room/latest-news/2992-
honeybush-research-for-sustainable-socio-economic-benefits

11	 https://news.pachamama.org/fundaci%C3%B3n-pachamama-exports-10-
tons-of-morete-pulp-a-historic-milestone
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3. FINANCIAL NEEDS TO SUPPORT 
SOCIO-BIOECONOMY STRATEGIES 
FOR DEVELOPMENT

A national strategy can support the definition and organisa-
tion of the financial support needed for the socio-bioeconomy 
to develop, coming both from private and public, domestic and 
international sources. In that regard, the role of the finance actors 
is critical, to support the structuring of domestic funding and the 
coordinated channelling of international funding. 

Structuring financial schemes around 
socio-bioeconomy businesses

The socio-bioeconomy private sector spans a wide spectrum, 
from traditional, small-scale, and community-based production 
systems, often driven by micro, small, and medium-sized enter-
prises  (MSMEs) to multinational business. MSMEs are at the 
foundation of socio-bioeconomy supply chains, and their prod-
ucts reach the end consumer more or less directly. Some initia-
tives aim to develop domestic markets for socio-bioeconomy 
products, such as COMACO’s activities in Zambia. This may 
expand to subregional markets, such as exports from Zambia to 
South Africa.12 Other chains aim to bring the socio-bioeconomy 
products to developed countries markets.13 Those strategies at 
different scales are complementary and will mainly depend on 
the opportunity for a socio-bioeconomy product to penetrate 
a market. Different types of obstacles may be faced, including 
certification compliance to demonstrate the positive environ-
mental and social impacts of the product, logistic challenges 
and marketing.14 In the context of socio-bioeconomy products 
from developing countries entering developed markets like the 
European Union, non-tariff measures  (NTMs) are a particular 
challenge, especially as MSMEs lack the technical and financial 
resources to comply. NTMs often include regulatory and tech-
nical requirements aimed at protecting consumer health, safety, 
and the domestic industry in the destination country, but limit 
de facto the possibility for socio-bioeconomy to unfold. 

With greater capacities to address those multiple challenges, 
larger companies, including international ones, can support 
socio-bioeconomy by integrating its products in their supply 
chains, which can offer them an innovation and differentiation 
edge from other businesses. A greater coordination and data 
sharing among businesses could help them scale up (TF04, 2024) 
their production related to socio-bioeconomy products. 

A combination of public and private investments15 can 
support lifting some of the obstacles faced by MSMEs and larger 

12	 https://itswild.org/ 

13	 See e.g., Madame Brésil: https://www.madamebresil.com/histoire/ 

14	 See for example actions developed under the programme ‘Amazônia em Casa, 
Floresta em Pé’ in Brazil, to address a range of issues: https://www.climateventures.
co/programas/amazonia-em-casa-floresta-em-pe?locale=pt-br 

15	 See for example: https://www.climateventures.co/programas/
amazonia-em-casa-floresta-em-pe 

companies. Public investment can for example tackle transporta-
tion issues, through targeted support encourage the processing 
of products as locally as possible (Kikelu et al., 2025) or invest 
in research and innovation through public research.16 In turn, 
this would reduce investment costs for companies and could 
encourage them to include socio-bioeconomy products in their 
value chain, thus providing regular income to the producers. 

The banking sector holds a particular role in supporting 
bioeconomy, and several banks developed solutions to accom-
modate the specificities of MSMEs to access a minimum of 
capital. For instance, the Family Agriculture Strengthening 
Program  (PRONAF) in Brazil uses a tool designed to support 
inclusive and sustainable rural development. Operating through 
subsidized credit lines targeted at family farming, PRONAF facil-
itates access to finance for IPs & LCs, complemented by advi-
sory support from NGOs active in the field of socio-bioeconomy. 
The programme aims to finance both agricultural and non-agri-
cultural rural activities carried out on family farms or in nearby 
community areas, with the dual objective of enhancing income 
generation and facilitating family labour.17 

National strategies to direct domestic 
and international funding towards 
bioeconomy

Recent initiatives such as the Brazil Climate and Ecological 
Transformation Investment Platform or the Colombian invest-
ment plan for the energy transition18 highlight the relevance 
of bioeconomy, and within that, of socio-bioeconomy, to be 
included in broader ‘development packages’. As those two 
examples particularly highlight, socio-bioeconomy is fully rele-
vant in plans for climate finance, as low carbon development 
pathways, and should therefore be part of the country platforms 
being structured19 in the context of support to climate change 
mitigation and adaptation (IDDRI, 2025).

The ministry of finance is critical in the structuring of such 
programmes, as a key interlocutor to international funders such 
as the multilateral development banks. Since many sectors need 
to be involved in structuring a national bioeconomy, the ministry 
of finance can also play a coordination role across those different 
sectors, which may already be engaged with various sources of 
funding. 

International funding can also support the structuring of the 
complementarity between public and private funding: in Ecuador 
for example, the French Development Agency  (AFD) partnered 

16	 See for example The bio-economy strategy developed by the Science 
and Technology Department of South Africa (2013) ISBN number: 
978-1-919966-06-9

17	 Circular of the National Program for Strengthening Family Agriculture 
(PRONAF Investment), Rio de Janeiro, July 12, 2024 : https://www.bndes.gov.
br/wps/portal/site/home/financiamento/produto/pronaf 

18	 https://www.gov.br/fazenda/pt-br/acesso-a-informacao/acoes-e-
programas/transformacao-ecologica/bip/brazil-climate-and-ecological-
transformation-platform; https://www.climatechangenews.com/2024/10/01/
colombia-adds-nature-to-the-mix-with-its-40-billion-energy-transition-plan/

19	 https://www.e3g.org/publications/
country-platforms-for-climate-safety-and-sustainable-development/
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with CONAFIPS, a second-tier public bank, to launch a dedicated 
microcredit scheme for actors across bioeconomy value chains 
such as producers, processors and retailers. Co-funded by the 
European Union, the scheme includes technical assistance for 
CONAFIPS, cooperatives, and final beneficiaries. It contributes 
matching supply and demand for microcredit and contributes to 
consolidating five value chains.

One of the remaining key challenges for bioeconomy to be 
more systematically profitable is the combination of products’ 
income with premiums rewarding the social and environmental 
co-benefits, such as payments for ecosystem services. Overall, 
this paper presents measures aiming at specifically unlocking 
the potential of socio-bioeconomy to support development in 
ecosystems with existing or restored integrity. Other finance 
flows can play a role to set the conditions for socio-bioeco-
nomy to develop, e.g., international development assistance 
supporting the protection of high ecological integrity areas. As 
socio-bioeconomy activities fall within a continuum of various 
land-uses and degrees of biodiversity protection, they are also 
relevant for conservation finance. 
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