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Social Development and Empowerment 
Programme 

A Comprehensive Proposal for Transformative Development in the COMESA Region Submitted to the African Development 

Bank Group 

1. Executive Summary 
The Social Development and Empowerment Programme (SDEP), developed by the European Social 

Label (EUSL), represents a comprehensive approach to tackling the key challenges facing the COMESA 

region. Built on strategic partnerships with ACTESA (Alliance for Commodity Trade in Eastern and 

Southern Africa) and supported by cutting-edge European technology, SDEP is designed to enhance 

food security, agricultural productivity, and climate resilience while promoting sustainable economic 

growth. 

The programme operates across multiple sectors, integrating agriculture, infrastructure, technology, 

and vocational training. By merging ACTESA’s five flagship programmes into the broader framework of 

SDEP, we ensure that the region's agricultural sector is supported by a robust, harmonized approach. 

SDEP is uniquely positioned to drive sustainable development in the region by combining ACTESA’s 

agricultural expertise with European technological innovations, particularly in renewable energy and 

water management. 

Our goal is to secure a multi-purpose funding envelope from strategic partners, including the African 

Development Bank (AfDB) with private capital added on top of it. This envelope will support the 

deployment of critical infrastructure and resources, ensuring that SDEP delivers measurable and 

sustainable outcomes across the COMESA region. 

2. Rationale for SDEP and European Technology Integration 
The COMESA region faces a series of interconnected challenges related to agriculture, infrastructure, 

and vocational skills development. While various interventions have been implemented to address 

these issues in the past, they have often lacked a cohesive, integrated framework that ensures long-

term sustainability. The Social Development and Empowerment Programme (SDEP) is designed to fill 

this gap, creating a comprehensive strategy that aligns European technological expertise with ACTESA’s 

agricultural programmes to promote sustainable development. 

At the core of SDEP is the integration of European technologies, particularly in the areas of renewable 

energy and sustainable infrastructure. These innovations, many of which are developed in Sweden, 

provide scalable solutions that address the agricultural needs of the region while promoting 

environmental sustainability. Through the deployment of the ECHO platform, SDEP ensures that 

communities have access to renewable energy, efficient water management systems, and waste 

processing solutions, all of which are critical to supporting agricultural productivity and building climate 

resilience. 

By leveraging ACTESA’s expertise in agricultural harmonization and combining it with European 

innovation, SDEP offers a forward-thinking approach to development, where both short-term impacts 

and long-term sustainability are prioritized. This partnership ensures that farmers have access to the 

tools, technologies, and markets they need to succeed while fostering the region’s ability to address 

future challenges. 
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3. Key Objectives and Areas of Focus 
The Social Development and Empowerment Programme (SDEP) is designed to address the multi-

dimensional challenges facing the COMESA region, with a particular emphasis on agriculture, 

vocational skills development, and sustainable infrastructure. The programme’s objectives are aligned 

with the broader goals of food security, economic resilience, and climate adaptation. 

The key objectives of SDEP include: 

• Enhancing Agricultural Productivity and Food Security: By integrating ACTESA’s five flagship 

programmes, including COMSHIP (Seed Harmonisation) and COMFREP (Fertiliser 

Harmonisation), SDEP ensures that farmers have access to high-quality seeds, fertilizers, and 

agricultural technologies. This increases crop yields, improves food security, and contributes to 

regional economic stability. 

• Technological Innovation and Sustainability: The deployment of European technologies, 

particularly through the ECHO platform, enables SDEP to address critical infrastructure needs 

related to renewable energy and water management. This ensures that agricultural activities 

are supported by reliable and sustainable infrastructure, reducing the environmental impact 

and increasing climate resilience. 

• Vocational Skills Training and Workforce Development: Through targeted vocational training 

programmes, SDEP equips local populations with the skills necessary to support the region’s 

agricultural and technological development. This training focuses on sustainable farming 

practices, renewable energy maintenance, and infrastructure management, ensuring that 

communities are not only equipped to benefit from SDEP’s interventions but also capable of 

sustaining these initiatives in the long term. 

By focusing on these key areas, SDEP ensures that its interventions are sustainable, scalable, and 

aligned with the broader development goals of the COMESA region. 

4. Strategic Role of European and Swedish Technology in Africa’s 

Development 
The involvement of European technology, particularly innovations from Sweden, plays a crucial role in 

the success of the Social Development and Empowerment Programme (SDEP). By leveraging Swedish 

expertise in areas such as renewable energy, water management, and sustainable infrastructure, SDEP 

ensures that the region’s development goals are supported by state-of-the-art technologies that are 

scalable, adaptable, and environmentally sustainable. 

At the heart of this approach is the ECHO platform, a modular infrastructure solution that provides 

renewable energy, water management, and waste processing capabilities. This platform is particularly 

well-suited for the COMESA region, where access to reliable infrastructure is critical for enhancing 

agricultural productivity and ensuring food security. 

The integration of Swedish innovations into SDEP aligns with broader EU-Africa cooperation 

frameworks, which emphasize the need for technology transfer and the promotion of climate-resilient 

development. Through these partnerships, SDEP ensures that African communities benefit from 

European expertise while creating opportunities for local capacity building. By utilizing European 

technology, SDEP not only addresses the immediate needs of the region but also lays the groundwork 

for long-term sustainability. 
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This strategic role of European technology is central to SDEP’s vision, ensuring that the region’s 

development efforts are underpinned by reliable infrastructure, sustainable practices, and advanced 

innovations that drive both economic growth and climate resilience. 

5. Key Sectors for Technological Integration and Agricultural 

Sustainability 
The Social Development and Empowerment Programme (SDEP) is built on the integration of European 

technologies across key sectors that are essential to the region’s development. By focusing on 

agriculture, renewable energy, and sustainable infrastructure, SDEP provides a comprehensive 

approach to addressing the critical challenges facing the COMESA region. 

• Agriculture: As the cornerstone of SDEP, the agricultural sector benefits from the ACTESA 

flagship programmes, which focus on seed harmonization, bioprotectants, biotechnology, 

fertilizers, and horticultural acceleration. By working closely with ACTESA, SDEP ensures that 

farmers have access to high-quality seeds, sustainable pest control solutions, and improved 

market access. This increases crop yields, reduces environmental impact, and promotes 

sustainable farming practices that contribute to food security. 

• Renewable Energy: Through the ECHO platform, SDEP addresses the region’s need for clean, 

reliable energy. The platform’s solar energy systems are designed to power agricultural 

operations, including irrigation, food processing, and storage, ensuring that farming 

communities are supported by sustainable energy sources. This not only enhances agricultural 

productivity but also reduces reliance on non-renewable energy, contributing to the region’s 

climate adaptation efforts. 

• Water Management and Infrastructure: The ECHO platform also provides water management 

solutions that ensure efficient use of water resources, which are critical for sustaining 

agricultural activities in regions facing water scarcity. These technologies help farmers manage 

water use more effectively, increasing crop resilience and promoting sustainable agricultural 

practices. 

The integration of Swedish and European technologies across these sectors ensures that SDEP delivers 

comprehensive, multi-sectoral solutions that are adaptable to the specific needs of the COMESA region. 

This holistic approach not only improves agricultural productivity but also creates a foundation for 

sustainable development that aligns with both regional priorities and global climate goals. 

6. ACTESA’s Role in SDEP: Agricultural Programmes and Market Access 
ACTESA is a vital partner in the Social Development and Empowerment Programme (SDEP), providing 

the agricultural expertise necessary to ensure that food security and economic resilience are achieved 

across the COMESA region. Through the integration of ACTESA’s five flagship programmes, SDEP is able 

to offer a harmonized, regional approach to agricultural development, ensuring that farmers have 

access to the resources, technologies, and markets needed to succeed. 

The five flagship programmes include: 

1. COMSHIP (COMESA Seed Harmonisation Programme): This programme ensures that farmers 

have access to high-quality seeds by harmonizing seed trade regulations across the region. 
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SDEP works with COMSHIP to ensure that certified seeds are distributed efficiently, enhancing 

agricultural productivity and promoting food security. 

2. COMBIHAP (COMESA Bioprotectants Harmonisation Programme): Focused on the 

sustainable use of bioprotectants, this programme enables farmers to protect their crops from 

pests while minimizing environmental impact. SDEP leverages this expertise to promote 

sustainable farming practices that reduce reliance on harmful chemicals and contribute to 

climate resilience. 

3. COMBIP (COMESA Biotechnology and Biosafety Implementation Plan): By promoting the safe 

use of biotechnology, COMBIP helps farmers adopt innovative practices that enhance crop 

yields and improve resistance to diseases. SDEP integrates these advancements to support the 

region’s transition to modern, sustainable agriculture. 

4. COMFREP (COMESA Fertiliser Harmonisation Programme): COMFREP improves access to 

high-quality fertilizers, ensuring that farmers can enhance soil fertility and increase crop 

production. SDEP works with COMFREP to ensure that these fertilizers are distributed 

effectively, boosting agricultural productivity across the region. 

5. CEHA (COMESA EAC Horticultural Accelerator): This programme focuses on improving access 

to global horticultural markets, allowing farmers to compete on an international scale. SDEP 

aligns with CEHA to support farmers in accessing export opportunities, promoting regional 

economic growth. 

By partnering with ACTESA, SDEP ensures that the agricultural sector is not only sustainable but also 

globally competitive. This partnership allows SDEP to create a framework that harmonizes 

agricultural trade, enhances market access, and promotes economic resilience across the COMESA 

region. 

7. Governance and Oversight: Role of GSIA and EUSL 
Effective governance and oversight are key to ensuring the success of the Social Development and 

Empowerment Programme (SDEP). The Global Social Impact Alliance (GSIA) and EUSL are responsible 

for overseeing the execution and compliance of SDEP, ensuring that all activities remain aligned with 

both regional and international standards. 

EUSL serves as the primary implementing arm of SDEP, focusing on the operational delivery of 

agricultural, technological, and infrastructural initiatives. By coordinating with local partners, including 

ACTESA, EUSL ensures that SDEP initiatives are carried out efficiently, providing on-the-ground support 

to farmers, communities, and local governments. 

GSIA, in contrast, plays a key role in governance and oversight, ensuring that SDEP remains transparent, 

accountable, and aligned with international regulations. Specifically, GSIA is responsible for: 

• Ensuring compliance with regional and global trade standards, especially concerning 

agricultural products generated by ACTESA’s flagship programmes. 

• Managing public-private partnerships (PPP) to facilitate investments in key sectors such as 

renewable energy and infrastructure, ensuring that both public and private resources are 

mobilized to support SDEP’s goals. 
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• Overseeing risk management and ensuring that all initiatives are ethically executed while 

adhering to the development mandates of financial partners such as the African Development 

Bank (AfDB) and the European Investment Bank (EIB). 

This dual governance model ensures that while EUSL focuses on delivering tangible results, GSIA 

maintains the overall strategic direction and financial accountability of SDEP. This structure not only 

enhances the programme’s effectiveness but also provides confidence to stakeholders and financial 

institutions that SDEP is governed with the highest level of transparency and integrity. 

8. Monitoring Tools and Impact Evaluation 
A critical component of the Social Development and Empowerment Programme (SDEP) is its focus on 

measurable outcomes and continuous monitoring. To ensure that the programme remains on track to 

achieve its development goals, SDEP employs advanced monitoring tools, including the FlexSus 

platform, which provides real-time visibility into the progress of key initiatives. 

The FlexSus platform, developed in partnership with European research institutions, allows SDEP to 

monitor and evaluate progress across a variety of metrics, including: 

• Agricultural Productivity: FlexSus tracks the distribution and utilization of seeds, fertilizers, and 

bioprotectants provided through ACTESA’s programmes, allowing real-time analysis of how 

these inputs are improving crop yields and food security. 

• Infrastructure Performance: The platform also monitors the implementation and functionality 

of renewable energy systems and water management solutions deployed through the ECHO 

platform. This ensures that critical infrastructure is performing as intended and supporting 

agricultural and community needs. 

• Vocational Training Outcomes: By tracking the progress of vocational training programmes, 

FlexSus evaluates how effectively local populations are being equipped with the skills 

necessary to manage and maintain the infrastructure and agricultural practices introduced by 

SDEP. 

In addition to real-time monitoring, SDEP integrates a system of third-party audits to ensure that its 

financial and operational practices are fully aligned with international standards. These audits focus 

on: 

• Financial transparency: Ensuring that all funds allocated to SDEP are used efficiently and in 

accordance with the programme’s objectives. 

• Operational efficiency: Assessing whether SDEP’s interventions are delivering the desired 

outcomes and contributing to long-term development in the COMESA region. 

Through these monitoring and evaluation mechanisms, SDEP guarantees accountability to its financial 

partners and stakeholders while ensuring that its impact is both measurable and sustainable. 

9. Long-Term Sustainability and Scalability of SDEP 
The Social Development and Empowerment Programme (SDEP) is designed not only to address 

immediate development challenges but also to create a foundation for long-term sustainability and 

scalability across the COMESA region. By integrating European technology and ACTESA’s agricultural 
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programmes, SDEP creates a model for development that can be scaled and adapted to other regions 

facing similar challenges. 

Sustainability through Technology and Vocational Training 

A key factor in SDEP’s sustainability is its focus on technology and vocational training. The deployment 

of renewable energy solutions and water management systems through the ECHO platform provides 

rural and urban communities with reliable, sustainable infrastructure that can support agricultural 

productivity for years to come. This technology is designed to be modular and scalable, meaning it can 

be expanded as community needs grow. 

In addition, the programme’s emphasis on vocational training ensures that local populations are 

equipped with the skills needed to maintain and expand these technological solutions. By training local 

farmers and technicians in sustainable farming practices, renewable energy maintenance, and 

infrastructure management, SDEP ensures that the benefits of these interventions are not only 

immediate but also long-lasting. 

Scalability of the SDEP Model 

SDEP is designed to serve as a scalable model for development across Sub-Saharan Africa and beyond. 

The success of SDEP in the COMESA region will demonstrate how European technology and African 

agricultural expertise can be harmonized to create sustainable solutions for food security, energy, and 

infrastructure development. 

The partnership with ACTESA ensures that SDEP has a solid foundation in regional agricultural policies, 

allowing the programme to expand its agricultural interventions to other regions with similar 

challenges. Additionally, the ECHO platform provides a flexible framework for renewable energy and 

water management solutions, which can be easily adapted to different environments, making SDEP a 

viable model for other regions. 

With the backing of strategic financial partners, such as the AfDB and EIB, SDEP is well-positioned to 

scale its interventions beyond the initial phase, expanding its impact across the African continent and 

contributing to broader global goals of sustainable development and climate resilience. 

10. Financial Strategy and Funding Model 
The Social Development and Empowerment Programme (SDEP) is built on a robust financial strategy 

designed to secure a multi-purpose funding envelope that will support its activities across sectors such 

as agriculture, technology, vocational training, and infrastructure development. The financial strategy 

emphasizes the need for long-term investment to ensure the sustainability of SDEP’s outcomes and the 

scaling of its impact across the COMESA region. 

By partnering with key financial institutions such as the African Development Bank Group, SDEP aims 

to secure the necessary resources to drive sustainable development. The funding model is structured 

to: 

• Allocate resources across multiple sectors: The funds will be distributed to support 

agriculture, vocational training, and infrastructure development, ensuring a balanced approach 

that maximizes impact in each sector. 
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• Leverage co-financing opportunities: By engaging multiple financial partners, SDEP can reduce 

its reliance on any single source of funding while creating opportunities for shared investment 

in the region’s long-term development. 

• Ensure sustainability of investments: The financial strategy is designed to support long-term 

initiatives that generate ongoing benefits for communities, including improved agricultural 

productivity, enhanced infrastructure, and strengthened economic resilience. 

GSIA will oversee the financial management of SDEP, ensuring that all resources are allocated 

transparently and in accordance with international standards. The programme’s financial model 

emphasizes accountability, with regular audits and third-party evaluations conducted to ensure that all 

funds are used effectively and that the programme’s objectives are met. 

This financial strategy provides SDEP with the foundation it needs to secure sustainable development 

across the COMESA region while delivering measurable and lasting impact. 

11. Strategic Partnerships: ACTESA and Global Collaboration 
The success of SDEP is grounded in its strategic partnerships with organizations that bring deep 

expertise in agriculture, technology, and sustainable development. The collaboration between EUSL, 

ACTESA, and global partners ensures that SDEP has the support needed to deliver transformative 

outcomes for the COMESA region. 

ACTESA: A Critical Partner for Agricultural Development 

As the leading agricultural partner in SDEP, ACTESA plays a critical role in driving the programme’s focus 

on food security, agricultural productivity, and market access. Through the integration of ACTESA’s five 

flagship programmes (COMSHIP, COMBIHAP, COMBIP, COMFREP, and CEHA), SDEP ensures that farmers 

have access to high-quality seeds, sustainable pest control solutions, biotechnology innovations, and 

international markets. 

ACTESA’s role within SDEP strengthens the programme’s ability to: 

• Enhance agricultural productivity through harmonized trade regulations and access to 

certified seeds and fertilizers. 

• Promote sustainable farming practices that reduce environmental impact while improving 

crop resilience. 

• Provide farmers with access to global markets, allowing them to compete on an international 

scale and contribute to regional economic growth. 

Global Collaboration and European Partnerships 

Beyond its partnership with ACTESA, SDEP benefits from its collaboration with European institutions 

and financial partners, including the AfDB and EIB. These institutions provide both the financial backing 

and technological expertise necessary to support the programme’s initiatives. The deployment of 

Swedish technology, particularly through the ECHO platform, ensures that the region’s development 

goals are supported by state-of-the-art innovations that enhance infrastructure, renewable energy, and 

water management. 

By fostering global collaboration, SDEP positions itself as a model for future development initiatives 

that combine European expertise with African leadership. These partnerships ensure that SDEP not 
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only addresses the region’s immediate needs but also creates a framework for long-term sustainability 

and scalable development. 

12. Establishing the SDEP Research Centre: Driving Urban Transition 

and Agricultural Innovation 
In light of evolving challenges and opportunities within the Social Development and Empowerment 

Programme (SDEP), the establishment of an SDEP Research Centre has emerged as a pivotal initiative 

to further enhance the programme’s impact. This research centre will focus on Driving Urban Transition 

(DUT), 15-minute Cities, and the integration of these concepts with agricultural innovation. The centre 

will serve as a platform for research, development, and knowledge-sharing, fostering innovation across 

sectors that are critical to the COMESA region’s sustainable development. 

Objective of the SDEP Research Centre 

The SDEP Research Centre will be dedicated to exploring urban-rural dynamics and their implications 

for food security, infrastructure development, and climate resilience. It will focus on how agriculture 

can be harmonized with urban transitions, particularly through the concept of 15-minute Cities, where 

residents can access most of their daily needs within a short distance from their homes. The centre will 

provide a platform for interdisciplinary research, bringing together urban planners, agricultural experts, 

technologists, and sustainability researchers to explore how urbanization and agriculture can coexist in 

ways that promote sustainable development. 

Key objectives of the SDEP Research Centre include: 

• Research on Driving Urban Transition: The centre will explore the concept of Driving Urban 

Transition (DUT), a framework that focuses on making cities and urban areas more sustainable, 

resilient, and inclusive. By investigating how agricultural practices can be integrated into urban 

planning and infrastructure development, the centre aims to create synergies between 

urbanization and rural agriculture. 

• 15-minute Cities and Agricultural Integration: The centre will conduct research on the 

application of the 15-minute City model, examining how this urban design principle can be 

adapted to ensure that agricultural produce and food markets are easily accessible to urban 

populations. The focus will be on creating local food networks, reducing the environmental 

impact of long-distance food transport, and ensuring that urban residents have access to fresh, 

sustainable produce within a short distance of their homes. 

• Sustainable Agriculture and Urban Resilience: By connecting agricultural innovation with 

urban development, the research centre will explore ways to make cities more resilient to 

climate change. This includes researching urban farming, vertical agriculture, and other 

innovations that can enhance food security in densely populated areas, ensuring that cities 

remain self-sustaining in the face of environmental challenges. 

Strategic Importance of the Research Centre 

The establishment of the SDEP Research Centre will significantly strengthen SDEP’s role as a leader in 

both agricultural innovation and sustainable urban development. By focusing on cutting-edge research 

that aligns with global trends in urbanization and climate resilience, the centre will serve as a hub for 

knowledge and innovation that directly benefits the COMESA region. 
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The Research Centre will: 

• Facilitate collaboration between academic institutions, policy makers, and private-sector 

stakeholders, ensuring that research is translated into practical applications that benefit both 

urban and rural communities. 

• Attract funding and investment from international organizations focused on urban resilience, 

agricultural development, and climate adaptation. 

• Provide a platform for capacity building, equipping local researchers, urban planners, and 

agricultural experts with the skills necessary to address the complex challenges of urban 

transition and sustainable agriculture. 

Long-Term Impact of the Research Centre 

The SDEP Research Centre will play a critical role in shaping the future of sustainable development in 

the COMESA region and beyond. By focusing on the intersection of urbanization and agriculture, the 

centre will drive innovation that creates sustainable cities and resilient agricultural systems. In the long 

term, the research conducted at the centre will inform policy decisions, guide urban planning, and 

support the development of self-sustaining communities that are prepared to face the challenges of 

climate change and food security. 

The centre’s focus on Driving Urban Transition and 15-minute Cities will position it at the forefront of 

global efforts to create more livable, sustainable urban environments that are closely linked to the rural 

ecosystems that support them. By fostering innovation and collaboration, the SDEP Research Centre 

will contribute to the sustainable transformation of cities and communities across the COMESA region 

and beyond. 

13. Final words 
The Social Development and Empowerment Programme (SDEP) offers a strong, innovative approach to 

addressing the multi-dimensional challenges facing the COMESA region. By combining European 

technological innovation, ACTESA’s agricultural expertise, and global financial partnerships, SDEP 

creates a comprehensive framework for sustainable development that addresses food security, 

vocational training, and infrastructure needs. 

At its core, SDEP is about creating lasting impact. The programme’s emphasis on vocational training 

and capacity building ensures that local populations are empowered to manage and maintain the 

infrastructure and technologies introduced by the programme. This focus on human capital 

development ensures that SDEP’s outcomes are sustainable and scalable for years to come. 

The strategic partnership with ACTESA strengthens SDEP’s foundation in agricultural development, 

providing the region’s farmers with the tools, resources, and market access they need to thrive. The 

involvement of global financial institutions like the AfDB and EIB ensures that SDEP has the financial 

support to realize its ambitious goals and deliver measurable results. 

We invite our partners, stakeholders, and financial institutions to join us in this transformative journey. 

Together, we can ensure that the COMESA region benefits from European innovation, Swedish 

technology, and the collective expertise of key global partners. Through SDEP, we have the opportunity 

to create a sustainable, resilient future for the region, driving economic growth, climate resilience, and 

food security for all. 
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