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The Collaborative Research Center (CRC) takes current 
large-scale land-use change in Africa as its starting 
point. Focusing on the two seemingly opposite, yet often 
mutually constitutive processes of  intensification and 
conservation, it investigates their impact on social-eco-
logical transformation (SET) in the context of  three 
major growth corridors in eastern and southern Africa. 
While SET is commonly understood in relation to past 
processes, this CRC takes a different perspective: it 
conceptualizes SET as an expression of  ‘future-making’. 
Resonating with current debates in the interdisciplinary 
field of  future studies, this means that potential futures, 
and different ideas of  how they can be realized, have a 
decisive impact on current land-use dynamics, especially 
through diverse processes and politics of  anticipation.

Research questions
The central research questions of  the CRC address 
the relationship between large-scale land use change, 
social-ecological transformation, and future-making. 
They serve as guidelines for interdisciplinary coopera-
tion.

How can we understand and study future-making in 
rural Africa from different disciplinary perspectives?

How and by whom are rural African futures made 
probable and/or possible?

What are the main challenges and consequences of  
future-making in rural Africa?

In which way are conflicting visions of  future 
expressed, negotiated and translated into
large-scale land-use change and ensuing
social-ecological transformation?

Whereas natural scientists primarily study how a ‘future 
of  probabilities’ is anticipated in different forms of  
calculation, measurements and models, social scientists 
take into account how a ‘future of  possibilities’ takes 
shape in visions and imaginations. Together, the projects 
of  the CRC will analyze how such different approaches 
to the future inform practices of  large-scale land-use 
change, and how they relate to each other.

Summary of the CRC 'Future Rural Africa' 

The CRC is structured in three project groups, each 
organized around a bridging concept that addresses 
specific aspects of  social-ecological transformation and 
future-making. Project group A (‘coupling’) studies the 
articulation between social and ecological subsystems,   
B (‘boundaries’) looks at shifting zones of  interaction and 
confrontation, and C (‘linkages’) explores cross-scalar 
drivers, connections and causations. Empirical research 
focuses on development hubs in the Kenyan Rift Valley, 
the Southern Agricultural Growth Corridor of  Tanzania, 
and the Kavango-Zambezi Transfrontier Conservation 
Area.

The CRC builds upon the profound research experience of  
the applicants and their African counterparts, amplifies 
the unique combination of  expertise at the universities 
of  Bonn and Cologne, fosters partnerships with scholars 
and scientific institutions in Africa, and aims at making 
Bonn-Cologne one of  the leading centers of  innovative 
research in the emerging field of  futures studies and 
social ecology in Africa.

The SAGCOT corridor is characterized by state-driven 
commercialization and intensification efforts fostered 
through public-private partnerships. Different stake-
holders (state and private) aim at exploiting land, soil, 
and water resources in the Rufiji Basin for large-scale 
mechanized production to satisfy a growing national 
demand, while also targeting the international market. 
However, to this day the region is characterized by 
smallholder farming.

KAZA is the largest conservation project in Africa, 
integrating five national approaches to land-use rights 
and governance. The signatory countries aim at a large 
transnational protection zone for wildlife and vegeta-
tion. However, former land-users are pushed out of  the 
core conservation area, which is why the process of  
conservation remains contested. 

KRV and LAPSSET are examples of  fragmented intensi-
fication with historically and economically diverse pro-
cesses of  transformation. With the vision of  exploiting 
geothermal and wind energy, as well as fresh water re-
sources for establishing a cut-flower and export-orient-
ed vegetable industry in the KRV, investments in infra-
structure provide access to (inter)national markets and 
foster investments in other infrastructure measures 
along the corridor. Here too, diverse actors influence 
the future set-up of  the area.
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