Abstract
Ghana is richly endowed with forests, rivers, fertile lands, fisheries, minerals, biodiversity and other natural resources that have supported livelihoods, economic growth and national development for centuries. These resources constitute a vital form of wealth that underpins production, employment, food security, public health and overall human well-being. Yet despite this abundance, many of Ghana’s ecosystems are experiencing increasing degradation. Forests continue to disappear, fish stocks are declining, water bodies are becoming polluted, biodiversity is being lost and environmental deterioration is imposing growing economic and social costs. This reality raises a fundamental question: how can a country so richly endowed with natural resources struggle to sustain the very assets upon which its development depends?
This lecture examines what I describe as Ghana’s Stewardship Paradox: the coexistence of abundant natural wealth with persistent weaknesses in environmental stewardship. The paradox is particularly striking because environmental management in many pre-colonial and colonial communities was often embedded within social norms, customary institutions, cultural values and traditional systems of accountability. Sacred groves, protected rivers, seasonal restrictions, taboos and community-based governance mechanisms helped regulate resource use and ensured that economic activities remained broadly within ecological limits. While these systems were not perfect, they reflected an understanding that human welfare depended on maintaining the productive capacity of nature.
Since independence, Ghana has pursued industrialisation, agricultural expansion, urbanisation, infrastructure development, mineral extraction and energy production as pathways to economic transformation. These efforts have generated important development gains and contributed significantly to national income and modernisation. However, they have also intensified pressure on forests, fisheries, land, water resources and biodiversity. In many cases, economic growth has occurred without adequately accounting for the environmental costs associated with resource depletion, pollution and ecosystem degradation. As a result, some forms of economic progress have been accompanied by the erosion of the natural foundations upon which long-term prosperity depends.
Drawing on insights from natural resource economics, the lecture examines the management of both renewable and non-renewable resources. Renewable resources such as forests, fisheries and agricultural land generate benefits only when extraction remains within regenerative limits. Yet evidence suggests that deforestation, land degradation and overfishing have increasingly undermined the capacity of these resources to sustain livelihoods and future production. Similarly, the exploitation of non-renewable resources, including gold, oil, gas and emerging critical minerals, has generated substantial revenues but has often been associated with environmental degradation, weak domestic linkages and limited transformation of resource wealth into long-term productive assets. These experiences raise important questions about how resource rents are managed and whether current patterns of extraction are creating lasting prosperity or simply accelerating resource depletion.
From the perspective of environmental economics, the lecture highlights how many environmental costs remain externalised. Activities that generate private benefits frequently impose costs on society through pollution, ecosystem destruction, health impacts and declining environmental quality. Rapid urbanisation has increased waste generation, while industrial emissions, vehicle exhaust, household energy use and illegal mining have contributed to growing air, water and land pollution. These environmental burdens affect not only ecosystems but also households, businesses and public institutions that bear the costs of environmental damage. The result is a growing gap between private gains and social costs, leading to outcomes that are economically inefficient and environmentally unsustainable.
The lecture further explores these challenges through the lens of welfare economics. Environmental degradation reduces welfare not only through the loss of environmental amenities but also through its effects on health, productivity, income and quality of life. Polluted water bodies increase treatment costs and health risks. Air pollution contributes to disease and premature mortality. Declining fisheries and degraded agricultural lands threaten livelihoods and food security. Biodiversity loss reduces ecosystem resilience and limits future opportunities for economic and social development. In this sense, environmental decline represents more than an ecological problem; it is fundamentally a welfare challenge that affects current and future generations.
The lecture also draws on institutional economics to explain why environmental degradation persists despite the expansion of environmental laws, regulatory agencies and policy frameworks. Ghana today possesses far more formal environmental institutions than existed in the past. Yet institutional effectiveness depends not merely on the existence of rules but also on enforcement capacity, accountability, incentives, coordination and public trust. Weak enforcement, overlapping mandates, inadequate resources and short-term political and economic pressures often undermine environmental governance. The result is a transition from stewardship embedded in social institutions to environmental management that is increasingly bureaucratic but not always effective.
Ultimately, this lecture argues that sustainable development requires a renewed commitment to stewardship. Natural resources should be viewed not simply as commodities to be extracted but as productive assets that generate long-term economic and social value. Effective stewardship requires recognising the full value of ecosystems, strengthening institutions, improving accountability, internalising environmental costs and ensuring that resource use today does not diminish opportunities for future generations. Ghana possesses the knowledge, policy space and institutional foundations needed to pursue this transformation. The central message of this lecture is therefore simple but profound: the true measure of development is not how rapidly a nation converts natural resources into economic growth, but how effectively it manages those resources to sustain prosperity, welfare and environmental integrity across generations.
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