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1.	 INTRODUCTION

The Natural Resource Governance Framework (NRGF) is 
an IUCN initiative created for the purpose of providing a 
robust, inclusive, and credible approach to assessing and 
strengthening natural resource governance, at multiple lev-
els and in diverse contexts. The overarching goal of NRGF 
is to: set standards and guidance for decision-makers at all 
levels to make better and more just decisions on the use of 
natural resources and the distribution of nature’s benefits, 
following good governance principles, such that improved 
governance will enhance the contributions of ecosystems 
and biodiversity to equity and sustainability. The NRGF is 
hosted by the IUCN Commission on Environmental, Eco-
nomic and Social Policy (CEESP), working in close collab-
oration with the IUCN Secretariat and partners across the 
Union.  

The NRGF is building on IUCN’s existing work on gover-
nance and seeking innovative ways to strengthen and 
expand this work. Towards this end, the NRGF, led by 
its co-Chairs, undertook a survey to “map” existing gov-
ernance-related work across IUCN global thematic and 
regional programmes as well as IUCN Commissions. Re-
sponses to the survey form the main basis of this report.

The objectives of this institutional mapping were to:

1.	 Increase awareness and understanding of current 
IUCN work on governance

2.	 Provide a basis for identifying how NRGF can build 
links and synergies with existing work within IUCN

3.	 Provide a basis for identifying key gaps and needs to 
inform NRGF’s work, in the context of the 2017-2020 
IUCN intersessional Programme

4.	 Identify colleagues and opportunities for dialogue and 
engagement

Along with these current objectives, it is hoped that this re-
port will serve as a base of information on IUCN natural 
resource governance-related work that can be expanded 
over time. 

Methods

A survey was designed to gather information on various 
IUCN initiatives with a significant focus on natural resources 
governance that are being implemented, are approved for 
implementation, or have been completed in the last three 
years. In keeping with the survey objectives, the scope of 
the survey included initiatives undertaken by the IUCN com-

ponent programmes  mandated to implement the global in-
tersessional IUCN Programme; that is, work conducted by 
IUCN global thematic and regional programmes or spon-
sored by IUCN Commissions. The general orientation and 
approach follow that of other surveys of IUCN’s work on 
particular themes undertaken in recent years, for example 
on Ecosystem-based Adaptation and People in Nature.

IUCN has defined governance as: the interactions among 
structures, processes and traditions that determine how 
power and responsibilities are exercised, how decisions are 
taken, and how citizens or other stakeholders have their say 
in the management of natural resources – including biodi-
versity conservation (IUCN RESWCC3.012).

A key dimension of the mandate of NRGF – as emphasized 
in the IUCN 2013-2016 Programme – is to mainstream 
IUCN’s work on rights-based approaches and social equity. 
To highlight these aspects of the NRGF, the co-Chairs – with 
inputs from the broader NRGF Working Group – developed 
a table of criteria for projects to use in identifying projects 
and initiatives that fall within the scope of this survey, and 
a template for entering information about specific projects, 
programmes or initiatives.1 

The survey was circulated to all global thematic and re-
gional programmes and Commissions and the NRGF team 
received responses providing information on 72 projects.2 
Survey responses were supplemented by outreach to staff 
in some cases where the authors were aware of highly rel-
evant natural resource governance work that had not been 
reported in detail, and by background information such as 
IUCN website text for some of the official introductory de-
scriptions of the work of programmes and Commissions.

Certain caveats are important to keep in mind while reading 
this report, most of which stem from the survey methodol-
ogy. Information presented here is based on self-reporting 
from programmes and Commissions, including identifica-
tion of which projects are concerned with natural resource 
governance. The survey was not designed to be an assess-
ment, and the project and programme information reported 
through the survey was not independently evaluated or veri-
fied. In addition, since the survey requested information only 
on projects and initiatives that include a significant focus on 
natural resource governance, it does not provide a compre-
hensive picture of how IUCN programme or Commission 
work relates to good governance standards or approach-
es. Moreover, since the report relies on responses provided 
from programmes and Commissions, there may be gaps 
in information where responses were not received. While in 
some cases connections and collaborations between re-
gional and thematic programmes are noted, the submission 

1  The survey methodology, particularly this use of criteria and a template, draws on the methodology of a survey conducted by the Ecosystem Management Programme on Ecosys-
tem-based Adaption in 2013.

2  The current figure for all projects is 523; these vary widely in size and scope.

https://www.iucn.org/commissions/commission-environmental-economic-and-social-policy/our-work/knowledge-baskets/natural
www.iucn.org/ceesp
www.iucn.org/ceesp
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of separate surveys by each programme may not provide a 
full picture of these types of collaborations. 

The report synthesizes responses following the format of the 
original survey. Section 2 below provides an introduction to 
the work reported by responding programmes. This is fol-
lowed by section 3 on Objectives, which groups the main 
approaches and types of work reported into a number of 
categories, with examples of each. Section 4 on Technical 
Skills/Expertise summarizes information provided on gover-
nance-related expertise and how this is accessed from in-
ternal and external sources. Section 5 summarizes the main 
types of results reported and highlights knowledge products 
likely to be particularly relevant for NRGF. Section 6 discuss-
es Challenges and Lessons conveyed in the responses and 
Section 7 summarizes feedback on areas of Institutional 
Support required. The concluding Section 8 offers reflec-
tions on implications for the further work of the NRGF.

2.	 Introduction to IUCN Governance Work 
– by Programme and Commission 

IUCN Global Thematic Programmes

Responses were received from eight of the 12 IUCN global 
thematic programmes.

Global Forests and Climate Change Programme 
(GFCCP)

GFCCP provided information on a large portfolio of gov-
ernance-related projects, including projects within its three 
programme areas of Forest landscape restoration  (FLR), 
Slowing the global deforestation rate (including REDD+) and 
Locally controlled forests. Information was provided on the 
following main projects and initiatives:

•	 IUCN support to the Forest and Farm Facility, a 
partnership of FAO, IIED and IUCN with a mission to 
“promote sustainable forest and farm management by 
supporting local, national, regional and international 
organizations and platforms for effective engagement 
in policies and investments that meet the needs of 
local people.”

•	 The Responsive Forest Governance Initiative, a 
research, training and practice programme focusing 
on enabling representation of rural people in decision-
making and in linking research to practice and policy 
in Africa.

•	 The project Towards Pro-Poor REDD+, focused on 
promoting rights-based approaches to strengthen 
the conservation, governance and sustainable 
management of landscapes in Cameroon, Ghana, 
Guatemala, Papua Province of Indonesia and Uganda 

•	 A related project on REDD-PLUS BENEFITS: 

Facilitating countries and communities in the design of 
pro-poor REDD-Plus benefits schemes 

•	 A Forest Law Enforcement and Governance project in 
seven countries in Eastern Europe (ENPI FLEG)

•	 The Forest Landscape Restoration (FLR) programme, 
seeking to catalyze forest landscape restoration 
across 150 million hectares by the end of 2020.

Global Drylands Initiative (GDI)

Governance-related work shared by the Global Drylands 
Initiative is mainly based in grassland and pastoral systems 
with a focus on linking sectors and promoting learning and 
good practice around equity and inclusion of marginalized 
groups. Specific projects include:

•	 Closing the Gaps in Great Green Wall: Linking 
sectors and stakeholders for increased synergy and 
scale – including building capacities of local actors 
to influence policies on the Great Green Wall in the 
Sahel. 

•	 Participatory assessment of land degradation and 
sustainable land management in grassland and 
pastoral systems 

Global Water Programme (GWP)

•	 The Global Water Programme’s current portfolio 
on governance builds on its previous engagement 
on related issues under the Water and Nature 
Initiative (WANI - 2001-2012). It includes work on 
transboundary water governance and on influencing a 
major national development programme in Tanzania: 

•	 The Building River Dialogues and Governance 
(BRIDGE) project focuses on building trans-boundary 
institutions and agreements for governance of water 
resources. Work is active in over 21 countries across 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America.

•	 The Sustainability and Inclusion Strategy for Growth 
Corridors in Africa project (SUSTAIN-Africa) aims 
to ensure that demand for water, land and food is 
met sustainably in the Southern Agricultural Growth 
Corridor of Tanzania, creating the foundations for a 
green economy.

Global Protected Areas Programme (GPAP)

The Global Protected Areas Programme highlighted its ef-
forts over the past decade to give substance to new con-
cepts regarding the quality and diversity of protected area 
governance, including development of new governance 
categories for protected areas and publication of protected 
area governance best practice guidelines. Current main ini-
tiatives, building on this work, include:

•	 Conducting governance assessments using the 

www.iucn.org/theme/forests/our-work/forest-landscape-restoration
www.iucn.org/theme/forests/our-work/slowing-global-deforestation-rate
www.iucn.org/theme/forests/our-work/locally-controlled-forests
www.iucn.org/content/governance-protected-areas-understanding-action
www.iucn.org/content/governance-protected-areas-understanding-action
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Protected Area Governance best practice guidelines – 
including assessments at the national protected areas 
system level in several countries, complemented in 
some cases by selected site-level assessments. 

•	 Inclusion of governance criteria in the Green List – a 
new global standard for protected areas - including 
on equitable establishment of protected areas, and on 
equitable governance.

Global Species Programme (GSP)

The Global Species Programme provided information on 
two grant-giving initiatives (Save Our Species and the In-
tegrated Tiger Habitat Conservation Programme) that have 
applied environmental and social review systems – first us-
ing the World Bank’s standards in 2011, and then IUCN’s 
Environmental and Social Management System (ESMS) in 
2015. Through this work, the Programme has sought to 
embed safeguards in its grant support and test application 
of the ESMS.

Global Economics and Social Science Programme 
(GESSP)

Within GESSP, the IUCN Global Gender office (GGO) is 
responsible for developing innovative approaches and pro-
viding technical, policy development and capacity building 
support to ensure gender equality is central to global envi-
ronmental initiatives. Key projects reported include: 

•	 The Global Gender and Climate Alliance (GGCA) 
founded in 2007 by IUCN, UNDP, UNEP and WEDO 
to ensure climate change decision-making and 
initiatives at all levels are gender-responsive. The 
Alliance includes nearly 100 members from across UN 
agencies, IGOs and NGOs working at international, 
national and local level in accordance with a joint 
programme. 

•	 A project with the Global Forest and Climate Change 
Programme to promote gender integration in Forest 
Landscape Restoration assessments, capacity, and 
policies.

•	 The Gender Equality for Climate Change Opportunities 
(GECCO) initiative that promotes gender-responsive 
REDD+, climate change gender action plans, and 
knowledge on gender and climate change mitigation 
in the energy sector.

•	 The Environment and Gender Information (EGI) 
platform that aims—through data and analysis—to 
convey the value of gender-responsive environmental 
conservation and sustainable development.

•	 A project with the IUCN Netherlands on the Shared 
Resources, Joint Solutions (SRJS) programme, that 
aims to secure water security, food security and 
climate resilience in 16 countries around the world.

•	 A project in partnership with the CBD Secretariat to 
integrate gender considerations into country’s national 
biodiversity framework (NBSAPs)

The IUCN Social Policy Unit within GESSP is responsible 
for providing advice and support to IUCN senior manage-
ment, global programmes and Regional Offices on social 
aspects of nature conservation, in particular on indigenous 
peoples, rights-based approaches to conservation, com-
munity-based management of natural resources, and natu-
ral resource governance. Recent activities include commis-
sioning a systematization of IUCN’s work on rights-based 
approaches – including relevant IUCN policies, implemen-
tation systems, guidelines and knowledge resources – and 
technical support to the Global Forest and Climate Change 
Programme project on RBAs to REDD+. 

GESSP also played an active role in the development of 
the IUCN Environmental and Social Management System 
(ESMS). The ESMS provides procedures to check IUCN 
projects for potential adverse environmental and social im-
pacts, in order to avoid or minimize negative impacts and 
promote positive ones. The ESMS is based on a set of 
principles relevant to natural resource governance such as 
Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment, Stakeholder 
Engagement; Accountability and Protecting the Needs of 
Vulnerable People. 

Environmental Law Centre (ELC)

ELC is working in collaboration with the World Commission 
on Environmental Law on the Law for Sustainability initia-
tive. This initiative has developed and tested a methodology 
for conducting assessments of legal frameworks for nat-
ural resource governance, as one component of NRGF’s 
work. The initiative has produced a series of case studies 
as well as a methodological framework for conducting as-
sessments, and maintains a dedicated website. ELC con-
tinues to provide support within IUCN on legal dimensions 
of Rights-based Approaches to conservation, building on 
its 2009 publication, Conservation with Justice: A Rights-
based Approach.

Business and Biodiversity Programme (BBP)

Governance elements feature in BBP’s work around stan-
dard setting for private sector actors (such as the Aluminum 
Stewardship Initiative), improving accountability of the pri-
vate sector and, with CEESP, integrating social and gover-
nance dimensions within emerging approaches to “natural 
capital.”

IUCN Regional Programmes 

Five of the eight IUCN Regional Offices, plus one opera-
tional programme (Mediterranean) provided responses to 
the governance survey. The paragraphs below summarize 

https://www.iucn.org/theme/protected-areas/our-work/green-list
https://www.iucn.org/resources/project-management-tools/environmental-and-social-management-system
http://gender-climate.org/
www.lawforsustainability.org
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information on the governance-related work reported by 
each, moving from east to west.

Regional Office for Oceania (ORO)

ORO launched a Pacific Centre for Environmental Gover-
nance (PCGE) in February 2016, which aims to serve as 
a knowledge and practice hub, building capacity and in-
forming policy on environmental governance issues in the 
Oceania region. PCGE focuses on four programme areas: 
Environmental Law, Environmental and Social Policy, Natu-
ral Resources Economics; and Leadership. 

At a project level, current governance-related work reported 
by the Region includes:

•	 Community-based mangrove forest rehabilitation 
and management in Papua New Guinea, including 
development of sustainable finance models and 
mechanisms (e.g. REDD+). 

•	 Improving Livelihoods of Rural Communities in Fiji by 
Increasing Economic Benefits from Fiji’s Kai Fishery by 
Addressing Food Safety Issues 

•	 The BIOPAMA project on capacity building for 
improved protected area governance and access to 
biodiversity information to guide decision-making. 

Regional Office for Asia (ARO)

A major regional initiative in Asia is the Mangroves for the 
Future initiative, which is guided by the vision of “Healthy 
coastal ecosystems for a more prosperous and secure 
future for coastal communities.” The initiative has moved 
through several phases, and now focuses on enhancing 
coastal governance. The work includes promoting partic-
ipatory natural resource management mechanisms and 
recognition of tenure, including gender dimensions, and 
strengthening national and regional capacities for integrated 
coastal zone management. 

Other projects reported from Asia focus on communi-
ty-based natural resource management: for example:

•	 A project on Strengthening Capacity of Fishing 
Communities in the Tonle Sap in Cambodia to 
Manage their Natural Resources Sustainably, and

•	 Community Based Sustainable Management of 
Tanguar Haor in Bangladesh

Regional Office for East and Southern Africa 
(ESARO)

ESARO shared information on several forest and drylands 
initiatives, including engagements at national policy and lo-
cal levels. These include: 

•	 ESARO implements a component of the global 
Towards Pro-Poor REDD+, with a focus on 

promoting rights-based approaches to strengthen 
the conservation, governance and sustainable 
management of landscapes in Uganda 

•	 Another REDD+ project, Widening Informed 
Stakeholder Engagement in REDD+ in Kenya, works 
with government, civil society, indigenous peoples 
and local communities to broaden stakeholder 
engagement in REDD+ policy and activities

•	 The Participation for Change project works to 
strengthen the participation of pastoral associations in 
local and national policy processes, to improve food 
security in dryland areas of East Africa. 

•	 Another drylands-focused project seeks to 
build drought resilience through land and water 
management in arid and semi-arid areas in Kenya and 
Uganda

•	 A project in the Embobut Forest, Cherangany Hills, 
Kenya is focusing on developing a road map for forest 
landscape and livelihood restoration through dialogue 
and multi-stakeholder engagement. 

•	 A longstanding project with local communities in the 
Mt. Elgon region of Kenya and Uganda has recently 
included support for conflict resolution as well as 
development of payments for ecosystem service 
mechanisms.

Centre for Mediterranean Cooperation (Med)

The IUCN-Med Centre shared information on several proj-
ects with a particular focus on protected area governance, 
including aspects of co-management, technical assis-
tance in eco-tourism management and securing climate 
change mitigation services provided by protected areas. 
Projects include:

•	 Work with national-level actors in Morocco and 
Tunisia to develop improved governance systems or 
co management frameworks around protected areas. 

•	 In Tunisia, this includes support to develop regulatory 
frameworks for co-management and setting up co-
management arrangements in two protected areas.

•	 IUCN-Med’s work on resilience (SEARCH), includes 
a specific focus on supporting self-organization and 
governance as part of efforts to enhance resilience. 

•	 One project looks at national governance issues as 
they pertain to marine and coastal management, 
particularly by providing legal and institutional reviews 
of marine protected areas, fisheries, and marine 
spatial planning.

Regional Office for West Africa (PACO)

In West Africa, IUCN reported on its work with stakehold-
ers at various levels to promote decentralized or commu-
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nity-based management of conservation areas. In addition 
to site-based work in seven sites, this project is drawing 
lessons from the experience to inform public policies on 
decentralized management of natural resources in five 
West African countries. Another policy project focuses on 
informed decision-making around extractive industry ac-
tivity and benefit sharing, including by building capacity on 
environmental and social assessments, raising awareness 
among stakeholder groups about existing legislation, and 
promoting transparency around decisions and activities. 
Other site-based projects include:

•	 Collaborative management of artisanal fisheries in 
Guinee Bissau, including development of participatory 
management plans. 

•	 Strengthening the restoration and sustainable 
management of natural resources in the Inner Delta 
of Niger, to improve local community living conditions 
and adaptation to climate change

Regional Office for South America (SUR)

The IUCN- SUR office provided information on its work in the 
Amazon region to build collaboration and capacities among 
indigenous communities, local communities, protected area 
authorities and other key actors for co-management of two 
priority landscapes. A project in the Northern Andes works 
with communities, institutions and governments at different 
levels to promote platforms for dialogue, advancing strate-
gies and strengthening public policies related to the conser-
vation of paramo ecosystems and their ecosystem services. 
Through its regional implementation of the BRIDGE initiative, 
the office is building capacities to enhance multi-level insti-
tutional cooperation and provide technical advice and policy 
support to improve water and transboundary governance. 

Regional Office for Mexico and the Caribbean 
(ORMACC) 

ORMACC shared information on a range of projects focused 
on governance and rights-based approaches to conserva-
tion, including in relation to REDD+, protected areas, water 
management, forest landscape restoration and sustainable 
forest management. In several cases, work implemented in 
the region is part of global initiatives on these themes. Spe-
cific recent or ongoing projects include work to:

•	 Develop free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) 
Guidelines for REDD+ processes and integrate them 
into national and subnational REDD+ strategies.

•	 Pilot and assess pro-poor benefit-sharing 
mechanisms consistent with national REDD+ 
strategies

•	 Produce a map showing the overlap of indigenous 
peoples’ territories and protected areas.

•	 Conduct case studies documenting the contributions 

of indigenous peoples to conservation of nature, 
including in lands overlapping with protected areas, 
and use them to develop protected areas co-
management guidelines and agreements.  

•	 Promote Forest Landscape Restoration, including 
through capacity-building, stakeholder consultations, 
and identification of safeguards.

•	 Increase cooperation and strengthen multi-level 
institutions for sustainable water management in 
transboundary basins. 

IUCN Commissions

Commission on Environmental, Economic, and 
Social Policy  (CEESP)

The Commission on Environmental, Economic, and Social 
Policy contributes insights and expertise to IUCN and pro-
motes policies and action to harmonize nature conserva-
tion with the crucial socio-economic and cultural concerns 
of human communities—such as livelihoods, human rights 
and responsibilities, human development, security, equity, 
and the fair and effective governance of natural resources. 
Key CEESP initiatives include the Natural Resource Gover-
nance Framework, focused on developing standards and 
guidance for assessing and improving governance of natu-
ral resources, and People in Nature, focused on improving 
understanding of how nature contributes to local livelihoods 
and well-being. CEESP maintains a set of thematic groups 
that bring the expertise of its members to bear on issues 
such as governance, equity and rights-based approaches 
to conservation; sustainable livelihoods; culture and con-
servation; indigenous peoples, local communities and pro-
tected areas, and private sector accountability.    

Commission on Ecosystem Management (CEM)

The Commission on Ecosystem Management provides ex-
pertise on integrated approaches to the management of 
natural and modified ecosystems to promote biodiversity 
conservation and sustainable development. While mem-
bers are mostly from natural science disciplines, CEM also 
has social science expertise and its work on resilience and 
fisheries consider governance. In 2015, CEM hosted the 
World Forum on Ecosystem Governance to explore alter-
native approaches to environmental challenges, with a fo-
cus on the impacts of globalization, climate mitigation and 
adaptation, new technologies, and effective means to pro-
mote interdisciplinary stakeholder involvement in manage-
ment of ecosystems. 

Species Survival Commission (SSC)

The SSC’s major role is to provide information to IUCN on 
biodiversity conservation, the inherent value of species, 
their role in ecosystem health and functioning, the provi-
sion of ecosystem services, and their support to human 
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livelihoods. This information is fed into The IUCN Red List 
of Threatened Species. The Species Survival Commission 
co-hosts with CEESP the Sustainable Use and Livelihoods 
Specialist Group which seeks to enhance equitable and 
sustainable use of wild species and their associated eco-
systems. It is hosting a series of “Beyond Enforcement” 
workshops that explore perspectives and issues around 
communities, governance, incentives and sustainable use 
in combating wildlife crime. 

World Commission on Environmental Law (WCEL)

The World Commission on Environmental Law (WCEL) is 
a network of environmental law and policy experts from all 
regions of the world who volunteer their knowledge and 
services to IUCN activities. WCEL, together with the IUCN 
Academy of Environmental Law (AEL), which promotes 
university teaching and research on environmental law, 
has collaborated with the IUCN Environmental Law Cen-
tre on the Law for Sustainability initiative described in the 
ELC section, above. To further develop this work, a group 
of AEL lawyers is now beginning to scope out a more com-
prehensive evaluation of the effectiveness of environmental 
law principles from the Convention on Biological Diversity. 
The WCEL has also worked with CEESP on a joint Special-
ist Group focused on indigenous peoples, customary and 
environmental laws, and human rights (SPICEH).  WCEL 
also coordinates an Access and Benefit-sharing Group with 
the objective to provide an international expert forum for the 
discussion and resolution of some of the complex challeng-
es presented by the ABS concept and its implementation. 

World Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA)

The mission of the World Commission on Protected Areas 
is to promote the establishment and effective management 
of a worldwide representative network of terrestrial and ma-
rine protected areas. As part of this, it has provided exper-
tise and support to the work of IUCN’s Protected Areas Pro-
gramme to develop guidance on governance of protected 
areas and promote recognition of multiple types of protect-
ed area governance. The WCPA Natural Solutions Special-
ist Group has been working to develop principles for justice 
and equity in the distribution of benefits from ecosystem 
services in protected areas. WCPA maintains a Specialist 
Group on Cultural and Spiritual Values of Protected Areas, 
and recently established a Task Force on Protected Areas 
Governance to follow up recommendations from the Gov-
ernance Stream of the 2014 World Parks Congress.  

3.	O bjectives and Activities 

The survey requested information on objectives and activ-
ities of IUCN governance-related projects and initiatives, 
and from the responses it is possible to identify a number 
of main types or categories of relevant work in IUCN. Since 
categories are interrelated, many projects, according to 

their descriptions, appear to contain elements of more than 
one; for this reason, it is difficult (and not particularly use-
ful) to assign each project to one category or another. At 
the same time, the typology does indicate clusters of key 
orientations and approaches in IUCN’s work, and it is also 
possible to identify examples of projects or initiatives that 
illustrate them. This section describes these main types of 
work, provides illustrative examples, and offers some reflec-
tions on potential synergies and implications for NRGF.

Types of work

Main types of work identified here from the survey respons-
es include those that focus on:

1.	 Rights-based approaches to conservation

2.	 Enhancing knowledge and capacities on governance 
in the conservation sector

3.	 Community-based natural resource management or 
co-management

4.	 Strengthening the role of underrepresented groups 
in policy and/or land-use and natural resource deci-
sion-making 

5.	 Enhancing conservation and sustainable use, including 
through increased engagement of multiple stakehold-
ers and/or attention to social concerns

6.	 Building institutional capacities, knowledge and/or co-
ordination for conservation 

7.	 Business accountability

Each type is described further below. Examples are illustra-
tive and are not intended to portray the scope of this work.

Rights-based approaches

Rights-based Approaches to conservation (RBA) promote 
the integration of human rights standards and principles 
in conservation and sustainable development policies and 
practices, in order to help ensure respect for rights in all 
cases, and further realization of rights to the extent possible 
(Campese et al., 2009). IUCN has adopted a rights-based 
approach to conservation as an institutional policy. The 
RBA category in this typology is identified based on proj-
ect descriptions that explicitly state objectives to implement 
a rights-based approach and/or that highlight a focus on 
promoting respect for and attention to rights, most often of 
indigenous peoples, local communities, and women. Main 
examples provided through the survey include:

•	 The Global Forest and Climate Change Programme 
project Towards Pro-Poor REDD+ which aims to 
incorporate principles of Pro-poor and Rights based 
Approaches in national climate change mitigation 

www.iucnael.org/en/
www.iucnael.org/en/
www.lawforsustainability.org
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initiatives, to reduce deforestation and forest 
degradation while contributing to the improvement of 
local livelihoods for women and men.

A cluster of ORMACC projects, including regional imple-
mentation of the global Pro-Poor REDD+ project, which 
has focused on the design of Free, Prior, Informed Consent 
(FPIC) guidelines for REDD+ processes, and production of a 
new, detailed map of indigenous territories in Central Ameri-
ca, and how they relate to ecosystems and protected areas.

Enhancing knowledge and capacities on governance 
in the conservation sector 

This category is based on project descriptions showing a fo-
cus on the development of methodologies, tools, research 
and/or training to strengthen capacities within conservation 
organizations and multi-lateral environmental agreements 
(MEAs) to address governance issues (such as gender 
equity, indigenous rights, or decentralization) in relation to 
decision-making on conservation and environmental is-
sues. While knowledge development and capacity building 
are often closely linked to other objectives (such as policy 
reforms or field activities that promote improved resource 
governance), the projects themselves highlight a main focus 
on knowledge and capacities. Examples include:

•	 Global Gender Office methodologies and support to 
international organizations and MEAs (such UNEP, 
CBD, UNCCD) to build gender capacity and develop 
Gender Action Plans 

•	 The Responsive Forest Governance Initiative – 
which has used research and training to promote 
decentralization and strengthen the representation 
of forest-based rural people in local government 
decision-making.

Community-based natural resource management/
co-management

This category is identified based on project descriptions 
that state a focus on working directly with communities to 
strengthen their management of natural resources critical 
to their livelihoods and ways of life. Projects often include a 
combination of biodiversity and community well-being/live-
lihoods objectives. Most projects with a community-based 
natural resource management focus work primarily at the 
local level, although some also contain elements of broad-
er national or regional policy influencing on decentralized/
community-based approaches. Examples from the survey 
include:

•	 A project in Papua New Guinea on community-based 
mangrove management, including work to strengthen 
both community capacities in mangrove management 
and capacities of national support institutions 

•	 A project in West Africa that aims to reinforce the 

capacities of community-based territorial authorities in 
seven sites, and share lessons to inform decentralized 
management approaches in five West African 
countries.

Strengthening the role of underrepresented groups 
in policy and/or land-use and natural resource 
decision-making 

This category is identified based on project descriptions 
showing a primary focus on promoting the inclusion of un-
derrepresented groups in natural resource policy or land 
use decision-making. This category differs from the one 
below in that inclusion of these groups is the project’s pri-
mary focus. Many projects of this type focus at a policy level 
(national and/or international), while others have a more de-
fined geographical focus at the scale of landscapes or sites. 
Projects often include a component of capacity building, 
both for underrepresented groups – to increase their abil-
ity to access decision-making spaces and articulate their 
concerns - and for government or international policy de-
cision-making institutions – in increase their openness and 
responsiveness to inclusive decision-making.

Examples of projects and initiatives from the survey include:

•	 A project in East Africa to strengthen the engagement 
and coordination of pastoral associations in local 
and national policy processes, in order to promote 
inclusive, accountable and transparent policy 
formulation and implementation of ecosystem-based 
approaches to food security.

•	 Global Forest and Climate Change Programme 
support for the Forest and Farm Facility (managed 
by FAO), which provides institutional and policy 
support to smallholder, women, community and 
indigenous peoples’ producer organizations for policy 
engagement, as well as for business and livelihoods 
development. 

Enhancing conservation and sustainable use, 
including through increased engagement of 
underrepresented groups and/or attention to social 
concerns

This category is identified based on projects describing a 
primary focus on conservation or sustainable land use ob-
jectives that, as part of this work, seek to engage broader 
groups of stakeholders in decision-making and/or promote 
increased attention to social concerns. This category in-
cludes both policy and field-oriented projects. Examples of 
relevant projects include:

•	 A Global Drylands Initiative project to increase 
sustainable management in the Sahel through 
increased investment, inter-sectoral coordination and 
engagement of marginalized groups.
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•	 An IUCN Centre for Mediterranean Cooperation 
project considering governance elements in its work 
on mitigating negative effects of climate change on 
the ecosystem services provided by protected areas 
to local people.

Building institutional capacities, knowledge and/or 
coordination for conservation 

Another type of approach focuses on building institutions, 
knowledge and/or coordination for conservation and sus-
tainable use. It differs from the previous categories in that 
the primary focus tends to be on government or other pow-
erful actors, with less attention to underrepresented groups 
or rights issues. These initiatives often deal with complex 
settings requiring coordination, coherence and/or new in-
stitutions across multiple jurisdictions (e.g., transboundary 
settings) or with conservation issues considered to require 
increased political support. For example:

•	 The IUCN Sur initiative on building cooperation 
frameworks for transboundary watershed 
management, in collaboration with the Global Water 
Programme (BRIDGE project). Primary aims of the 
project are to build more effective water governance 
institutions for cooperation in transboundary river 
basins. 

•	 The Forest Landscape Restoration initiative – with 
the objective to stimulate attention and commitment 
to landscape-scale ecosystem restoration among 
government decision-makers and investors, increased 
political support, national and sub-national plans, and 
international policy interventions

Business accountability

A final type of approach pursued by some projects is to 
increase the social and environmental accountability of 

business. The two main projects with a primary focus on 
business accountability reported in survey results are:

•	 A Business and Biodiversity Programme project on 
promoting accountability in the aluminum value chain

•	 A PACO project to develop the capacity of civil 
society, communities and government and influence 
public policy regarding extractive industries with a 
particular focus on mining

Discussion

From the perspective of the particular mandate and orienta-
tion of NRGF to promote rights-based approaches to con-
servation, the governance related work reported by IUCN 
programmes and Commissions can be seen as spanning a 
spectrum of approaches – from initiatives that take rights-
based governance as their primary focus, to those focused 
on integrating key elements of equitable governance (such 
as increased participation and/or accountability) in broader 
conservation initiatives, to those focused primarily on in-
creasing natural resource management capacities or coor-
dination among powerful actors, with limited focus on rights 
or equity dimensions (see Figure 1).

4.	T echnical tools and capacities 

The NRGF questionnaire asked about governance-related 
standards, methodologies and tools, to identify whether 
particular approaches are already in widespread use within 
IUCN, and also to identify governance methods and tools 
that NRGF could further support or draw on in its work.

In addition to more general responses on methodologi-
cal approaches (such as through workshops, case stud-
ies, research, networking), governance-related standards, 
methods or tools cited by at least two or more respondents 
include:

Figure 1: Spectrum of approaches 

Main focus on rights-
based governance  

Focus on inclusion 
and/or accountability 

in conservation 
projects/programs/pol

icies 

Focus on conservation 
objectives with some 
elements of inclusion 
or increased attention 

to social concerns 

Increased 
conservation 
awareness, 

coordination or 
capacity of powerful 

actors. 
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•	 The Forest Poverty Toolkit: This toolkit, developed 
by PROFOR and IUCN, supports data collection 
and analysis on the contributions of forests to local 
livelihoods, and builds the evidence base for how 
forests sustain the poor. Since the importance of 
forests to livelihoods is often overlooked in national 
policy processes such as poverty reduction strategies 
due to inadequate information, the toolkit also 
includes strategies for communication and policy 
engagement.

•	 Action learning/Action Research: An approach 
increasingly adopted within IUCN and applied to 
projects, which aims to iteratively improve projects or 
initiatives through collaborative learning and periodic 
analysis and revision of project activities.

•	 Free, Prior, Informed, Consent (FPIC): IUCN, as 
part of its ESMS, requires that FPIC be obtained 
for any intervention that takes place on the lands, 
waters, or territories of indigenous peoples; may have 
negative economic, social, cultural or environmental 
impacts on their rights, resources or livelihoods; 
involves the use of their traditional knowledge; or 
promotes the development and generation of social 
or economic benefits from cultural heritage sites 
or resources to which they have legal (including 
customary) rights.

•	 IUCN Standard on Indigenous Peoples: This 
Standard, which is also part of the ESMS, requires 
that IUCN projects:

•	 anticipate and avoid negative economic, cultural, 
social and environmental impacts on indigenous 
peoples or, if avoidance is not possible, minimise 
and/or compensate for impacts; 

•	 take specific conditions, rights and needs of in-
digenous peoples – including their social, eco-
nomic and cultural rights – fully into account in 
project planning and implementation and ensure 
that their social and cultural identity, customs, tra-
ditions and institutions are fully respected, includ-
ing their cultural and spiritual values and perspec-
tives on the environment;

•	 optimise opportunities for providing culturally ap-
propriate and gender inclusive benefits to indige-
nous peoples as agreed with them.

•	 The Restoration Opportunities Assessment 
Methodology (ROAM), produced by IUCN and 
the World Resources Institute (WRI), provides a 
framework for countries to rapidly identify areas 
suitable for forest landscape restoration (FLR). 

Other more general methodologies, or tools highlighted 
by one or two respondents include: legal analysis; gender 

analysis and mainstreaming, and the IUCN Environment 
Gender Information (EGI) platform; rights-based approach-
es; participatory mapping; the IUCN Protected Area Stan-
dards; the IUCN Resilience Framework; CEESP Sharing 
Power resources and tools; the Forest Carbon Partnership 
Facility technical guidance on developing a Consultation 
and Participation Plan, and the UN-REDD Guidelines on 
Stakeholder Engagement in REDD+ Readiness.

With regard to expertise and/or training of project staff, ap-
proximately (just over) half of the responses provided informa-
tion about specific relevant areas of expertise, including: legal 
expertise, gender expertise (particularly from the IUCN GGO), 
advanced degrees in social science (particularly for the RFGI 
project), participatory approaches, CBNRM, FPIC, practical 
expertise (e.g., from ORMACC, 5-10 years experience work-
ing on governance projects with indigenous peoples and 
local communities), rights-based approaches, international 
water law, pro-poor approaches and rural sociology. Approx-
imately (just under) half of the surveys gave no response, or 
the expertise cited was not clearly governance related.

To the question regarding whether external expertise was 
tapped, many of the responses responded generally that 
both internal/project staff expertise and external expertise 
contributed to the project. Where sources of external exper-
tise were specified, these generally fell into three categories:

•	 Local experts in countries of implementation – such as 
legal, gender, ESMS and indigenous experts

•	 IUCN specialists located in Secretariat global 
programmes – such as the Gender Advisor, Social 
Policy Advisor, and staff of the Global Forest and 
Climate Change Programme

•	 Commission expertise – particularly from CEESP and 
the Commission on Ecosystem Management

Regarding safeguards, the majority of responses either stat-
ed that they did not apply specific safeguard standards, did 
not respond on this point, or provided responses that were 
not specific enough to identify a standard. Specific safe-
guard standards that were cited by respondents include:

•	 The IUCN Environmental and Social Management 
System 

•	 IUCN’s Standard on Indigenous Peoples 

•	 World Bank or other donor safeguards 

•	 Gender, REDD+, IUCN Protected Area Governance 
Principles and/or environmental safeguards (each 
mentioned by 1-2 respondents)

Discussion

These responses indicate that some specific gover-
nance-related methodologies are in use in IUCN, though 

https://www.iucn.org/content/profor-iucn-poverty-forest-tool-kit
https://www.iucn.org/sites/dev/files/iucn_esms_standard_indigenous_peoples.pdf
https://portals.iucn.org/library/node/44852
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not a consistent focus on any particular ones. While of 
course different methods and tools are needed for different 
types of work, the responses indicate a potential niche for 
NRGF in bringing greater coherence to methods related to 
governance. They also show that there are useful and rel-
evant materials developed and/or already in use by IUCN 
programs that NRGF can build on. 

The responses also indicate a need to increase the explicit 
use of safeguards. Given that IUCN’s updated Environmen-
tal and Social Management System has just been rolled out, 
this is likely to increase, though may also be an area for 
NRGF to highlight in awareness and/or training activities.

Comments on the report further highlighted the increase, 
over the last 3-5 years, in collaborations between IUCN 
global and regional initiatives and the GESSP and CEESP 
Commission to address governance issues. Examples in-
clude collaborative work to strengthen the rights-based 
approaches in the World Heritage Programme, gender inte-
gration in the work of the Global Forest and Climate Change 
Programme, and increased attention to indigenous and 
gender rights in the Global Drylands Initiative.

5.	 Results and Products 

The survey inquired about results achieved through IUCN 
governance-related projects and initiatives, including spe-
cific knowledge products. While a number of respondents 
noted that it was too early in project implementation to re-
port results, others provided information on a range of out-
comes. This section briefly characterizes the types of results 
reported, with some examples of each. 

One type of result reported by projects and programmes 
was strengthened capacities and institutions. For exam-
ple, among global thematic programmes, the Global Gen-
der Office highlighted the increased capacity of women’s 
organizations and networks to engage in climate policy 
making, programming and projects, establishment of the 
Global Gender and Climate Alliance (GGCA), and increased 
capacity of the UNFCCC Secretariat to address gender 
concerns. Results reported from IUCN support to the For-
est and Farm Facility include strengthened capacity of major 
regional and global forest and farm producer organizations 
- including the International Family Forestry Alliance (IFFA), 
REFACOF (le Reseau des Femmes Africaines pour la Ges-
tion Communautaire des Forêts), the Asian Farmers Associ-
ation for Sustainable Rural Development, the Global Alliance 
for Community Forestry (GACF), the Mesoamerican Alliance 
of Peoples and Forests (AMPB), and the International Alli-
ance of Indigenous and Tribal Peoples of the Tropical Forest 
(IAITPTF) - and the construction of regional policy agendas 
to defend the rights of forest and farm producers, devel-
oped through local, national and regional consultations over 
the course of two years. From the Responsive Governance 

of Forests Initiative, results include improved understanding 
of natural resource governance by over 34 researchers, and 
increased knowledge of complex governance and account-
ability issues among IUCN practitioners.  

Regional programmes further highlight new institutions 
and increased capacities and at regional, country and local 
levels. IUCN SUR, from its work on transboundary water 
governance, noted that new cooperation mechanisms for 
transboundary water governance have been established, 
along with new multi-stakeholder platforms, and that trust 
among stakeholders has increased. In the Pacific, Environ-
mental Law Associations have been established and action 
plans developed in SI, Fiji, PNG, Vanuatu, while community 
members have increased their capacities mangrove nursery 
establishment, growth and rehabilitation through training 
activities.

Another prominent type of result reported is increased 
participation in decision-making regarding natural re-
sources by multiple stakeholders at multiple levels. For 
example, the Global Drylands Initiative reports increased 
engagement of civil society, private sector and marginalized 
groups in implementation of the Great Green Wall result-
ing from its work in the Sahel.  With support from the FFF, 
forest and farm producer organizations are participating in 
the decision-making platform for the Bolivian governments’ 
Joint Mechanism for Mitigation and Adaptation to Climate 
Change. The Pro-Poor REDD+ global project and regional 
offices managing implementation at national levels highlight-
ed results around the establishment of national participatory 
platforms for REDD+ strategy development, and increased 
civil society engagement and influence.

As an example of International policy results reported by 
programmes, more than 50 UNFCCC decisions integrate 
gender concerns, and a unique programme (the Lima Work 
Programme on Gender) was established. More frequent-
ly, projects report efforts to influence national policies or 
programmes. Examples of national results reported by 
programmes include the signing of 77 community forestry 
management agreements with the government in Gambia, 
as a result of forest and farm producer platforms advocat-
ing for community forestry, enactment of new laws and up-
dates to forest codes stemming from the Forest Law En-
forcement and Governance project in Eastern Europe, the 
development of gender-responsive climate change actions 
plans (ccGAPs) in 20 countries, and formal deliberations on 
a new participation scheme for protected areas in Morocco. 

At site and landscape levels, a large number of projects 
reported results related to establishment of local communi-
ty-based or co-management governance structures and/or 
plans – including from Bangladesh, West and Central Afri-
ca, Asia (Mangroves for the Future project), East Africa (in 
Kenya/Uganda), and Central America (for example, see Box 
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1 below, from one survey returned from Central America). 
In some cases, related land and resource tenure outcomes 
were also reported; for example, a project in Honduras 
highlighted the titling of indigenous lands in the Mosquitia 
as one culmination of project actions. 

Programmes also shared information on a wide range of 
knowledge products generated from their work. A limited 
number of products highly relevant to the work of NRGF are 
listed here.

Highly relevant knowledge products from global thematic 
programmes include:

•	 The WCEL/ELC Law for Sustainability methodology

•	 The IUCN Protected Area Governance Best Practice 
Guidelines 

•	 Global Gender Office publications on gender and 
climate change including: 

•	 Training Manual on Gender and Climate Change 

•	 Roots for the Future: The Landscape and Ways 
Forward on Gender and Climate Change 

•	 The 33 working papers and two handbooks produced 
by the Responsible Governance of Forests Initiative – 

available on the RGFI site. 

•	 A Forest Dialogue Series, co-sponsored by IUCN, on 
REDD+ benefit-sharing. 

•	 Forest and Farm Facility publications on forest 
producer organizations and markets on the FAO site.

•	 Forest 2 (FLEG): www.enpi-fleg.org - comparative 
governance study, 9 case studies completed by 
University of Michigan graduate students.

•	 Global Drylands Initiative monitoring and assessment 
method, including a holistic and practical framework 
of global indicators, for monitoring LD and SLM, 
assessing multiple benefits and monitoring trends of 
ecosystem services in pastoral areas comprising of 
grasslands and rangelands.

•	 Toolkits produced as part of the Water and Nature 
Initiative such as Negotiate, Rule and Share. 

Highly relevant knowledge products reported from Regional 
Office Programmes include:

•	 ORMACC Guidance Publications on FPIC & benefit-
sharing.

Box 1:  Results cited from the ORMACC project on development of indigenous and community 
co-management of protected areas in Central America.

•	 Indigenous networks, groups and communities have a set of tools and platforms to promote rights 
with respect to sustainable co-management.

•	 Indigenous people have capacities to use tools or mechanisms to inform decisions on sustainable 
manage of territories (e.g. for drafting development plans and guides for setting up and facilitating 
difference governance structures.)

•	 Two communities in Guatemala (BosquesEl Rosario and San Luis) signed an agreement with 
the local government for community management of forests (96 hectares). This agreement gives 
access to forestry conservation incentives (PINPEP).

•	 Three indigenous territories (Karata, Prinzu Ahuya and Tawira) signed an inter-territorial agreement 
to co-manage Cayos Miskitos Biological Reserve. The process to reach agreement involved 
capacity building, analysis of main environmental and sustainable management issues at inter-
territorial level and negotiation with subnational and indigenous government. This built a good 
relationship between co-management parties (indigenous territory government, subnational 
government, national government institutions) and also built awareness and understanding of the 
shared environmental and social challenges.

•	 Development and use of guidelines that promote good practices and cost effective co-
management of protected areas by indigenous people.

•	 Use of maps as tools to ppromote equitable and sustainable governance systems in indigenous 
lands with respect of rights, traditions and good practices, recognizing the contribution of 
indigenous people in managing and conserving natural resources.

www.lawforsustainability.org/content/framework
cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/governance_of_protected_areas___from_understanding_to_action.pdf
cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/governance_of_protected_areas___from_understanding_to_action.pdf
https://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/eng_version_web_final_1.pdf
http://genderandenvironment.org/roots-for-the-future/
https://www.iucn.org/theme/forests/our-work/locally-controlled-forests/responsive-forest-governance-initiative
http://www.enpi-fleg.org/
www.fao.org/partnerships/forest-farm-facility/85484/en/
https://www.iucn.org/theme/water/resources/wani-toolkits
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•	 ORMACC Central America map on the overlaps 
among Indigenous territories, protected areas, and 
natural ecosystems. 

•	 ORMACC case studies and guidelines on co-
management arrangements between indigenous 
peoples and protected area authorities in overlap 
areas. 

•	 SUR Documents on the roles of indigenous peoples in 
forest conservation in two landscapes, costs/benefits 
of protected areas to indigenous peoples and 4 case 
studies of good governance practice.

6.	C hallenges and Lessons 

The survey requested information on challenges and les-
sons from IUCN’s work on natural resource governance. 
In this section, the responses are organized to show some 
of the main types of challenges encountered, and lessons 
emerging from them, mostly in the words of the respon-
dents (in italics).

Challenges

Several programmes highlighted challenges stemming from 
fundamental issues of power dynamics and rights – en-
trenched interests and power dynamics, lack of recognized 
land and resource rights, distrust and violence.

•	 The alarming rate of criminalization of Indigenous 
Peoples trying to defend their rights, and extent of 
violence against them. 

•	 Getting government support for the project despite 
dealing with issues (e.g. modalities of forest tenure 
and the rights of Indigenous People) that are difficult 
for the government to confront. 

•	 Strong opposition to opening participation and 
decision making to local stakeholders, where 
management of protected areas has been in the 
hands of the public administration. 

•	 Increasing the power and responsibility of local 
community organizations without a law and policy 
supporting the devolution or decentralization of natural 
resources management and governance

•	 Maintaining women’s engagement as stakeholders 
and promoting their agency in forest land restoration, 
in the face of limitations due to their lack of land and 
resource tenure/rights.

•	 The customary land tenure system gives less 
consideration for women, requiring consistent 
engagement to change the perception.

•	 Conflicts over land.

•	 Lack of confidence of local communities towards 
government initiatives and commitment to co-
management.

•	 Internal conflicts within indigenous territories and past 
difficulties between their leaders and government 
officials, meant that governance mechanisms for 
REDD+ were delayed and lacked support. 

Other challenges related to political shifts or instability

•	 Political shifts (e.g. changes in government/election 
cycles) have been an ongoing challenge throughout 
the project at both global and national level, but IUCN 
has made every effort to anticipate these and prepare 
mitigative actions.

•	 Political interventions especially during the campaign 
and election period where the discussions and targets 
within the governance platforms are diverted.

•	 The political and security crisis in Mali during the 
period of implementation of the project.

•	 Political instability at national or local scale.

•	 Turnover of local elected representatives. 

•	 Political disturbances and frequent changes in 
government level hinder collaboration and have a 
negative impact on the efforts for transparency in the 
management of mineral resources

Challenges related to promoting or facilitating multi-stake-
holder dialogues and collaborations (bridging agendas 
and interests across multiple stakeholders) were also fre-
quently cited:

•	 Challenges of encouraging partnerships among social 
NGOs and community groups and big NGOs.

•	 Governance of the project across very diverse 
organizational interests. The Alliance is made up of 
UN agencies, IGOs and NGOs from various levels; the 
varying needs and capacities of these organizations 
do not always naturally align.

•	 Ongoing tensions between pure conservation and 
accessing forest for livelihood purposes as well, 
including tensions among community organizations 
over concerns with market access versus concerns 
that markets provide the greatest incentive for forest 
destruction.

•	 Bringing on board diverse institutions and resource 
users to agree on integrated approach of resource 
planning and management.

•	 Harmonizing and influencing the approach of the 
different government agencies, communities and 
NGOs needs time and technical skills.

•	 Having mutual respect amongst researchers and 
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practitioners during project development, and 
ensuring trust when practitioners use research results.

Challenges related to the capacity and coordination of gov-
ernments and other actors

•	 Limited transfer of financial and human resources to 
decentralized authorities. 

•	 Institutional inertia at the regional level and poor 
capacity in the local administration.

•	 Lack of alignment between federal and jurisdictional 
priorities, thus affecting large scale investments in 
landscape restoration that require a strong political 
support and coordinated strategic planning from both 
central and local governments.

•	 Linking local voices to global policy forums is still 
tricky and representativeness of their constituency by 
apex organizations is not always strong. 

•	 National forest and farm organizations often do 
not know global/regional organizations defending 
the same causes and do not feel that international 
policy and decisions are really relevant to them, nor 
impacting them.  

•	 The programme is largely implemented through grant 
projects awarded to partner organizations in country. 
The capacity of the implementing organizations 
determines the quality of the outcome of the projects 
to a large extent. 

•	 i) weak institutional enabling environment on benefit 
sharing and participatory management ii) disorganized 
CBOs iii) absence of credible local representatives 
iv) overall weak governance structures v) limited 
knowledge and capacities of vulnerable groups. 

Practical challenges of community-based work

•	 Maintaining a presence on the ground and constant 
communication with local communities and opinion 
leaders/decision makers has been a big challenge. 

•	 Working in indigenous territories demands much time 
and budget.

•	 24/7 patrolling needed in peak illegal fishing season, 
IUCN had to serve as resource mechanism when 
local authorities failed to act.

•	 Hard to attribute increased fish stocks to project given 
confounding factors.

•	 The planned activities designed to generate forestry 
business models were adversely affected by structural 
problems of markets, along with lack of support by 
the government, which the project could not replace.

Challenges related to knowledge and learning

•	 While there is a high value in engaging with the 
research community to advance research and build 
the evidence base for practical work in the field, 
much of the research remains in inaccessible journals 
and is not applied to the field or co-developed with 
practitioners.

•	 Consultations and FPIC are topics with very few 
references in Central America, in general, indigenous 
peoples, local communities, and national government 
authorities don´t know about FPIC international and 
national law, so it is necessary to spend a lot of time in 
training and dialogue.

•	 Cross-learning and learning consolidation and 
communication.

•	 Translation of lessons, experiences and outcomes into 
global knowledge and tools.

•	 Simplifying complex governance concepts for 
application in the field, in multiple languages.

•	 Communicating simply and succinctly the value and 
components of good environmental governance 
across all levels from communities to national 
governments. 

•	 For bio-ecologists to work with economists, 
understand each other’s language and concepts, and 
discuss each other’s’ doubts.

Lessons

Along with challenges, IUCN staff offered many reflections 
on lessons to take from their experiences, that could be 
useful for others pursuing similar work. 

One persistent theme in the lessons shared was the impor-
tance of engaging and working with existing institutions. For 
example, it was noted that, Traditional and cultural institu-
tions still play a critical role in making social and economic 
decisions at the community level and for some communi-
ties, any governance work must recognize and directly build 
on them. More generally, respondents highlighted the im-
portance of identifying and building on existing community 
organizations, civil society organizations and/or multi-stake-
holder platforms, and the need to engage relevant govern-
ment officials and agencies from the outset. Some respon-
dents reflected that their projects should have engaged 
more actively with partners from the beginning, while one 
noted that to know key actors and the relations between 
them is important to obtain the right alliances. Overall ad-
vice included that: A key to success is initiating and building 
good relationships with all stakeholders, being humble and 
listening as your default position.

A second key theme running through the lessons was the 
need for up-front analysis to understand the governance 
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Box 2: Challenges case example – Work of the Forest and Farm Facility in Myanmar

“One of the most useful roles for FFF to date has been providing a space for community members, NGO 
staff, and Forest Department members to talk about community forestry, including ways that the imple-
menting rules and regulations and the community forestry instruction should be revised. Government is 
usually treated with suspicion, so opportunities to talk with government and get support from officials is 
unusual for community members. 

CF is seen in some ethnic minority areas by civil society as a tool to undermine customary land use prac-
tices and restrict the amount of land that communities can claim under customary tenure by granting 
official claims to small, degraded forest areas and strengthening forest department legal claims to the 
rest. Many in the Forest Department would likely agree, and not see any problem with this – the forest 
belongs to the state, and communities should have sedentarized agriculture and only as much forest as 
they can “appropriately” manage. This issue has not been addressed in FFF’s programme, but if it begins 
to work more in upland areas, as it proposes for LIFT, the partners it works with should be carefully se-
lected and the programme carefully designed so as not to undercut customary tenure claims just before 
perhaps the best chance that communities will have to assert those claims, as the new National Land 
Use Policy will recognize some aspects of customary tenure. The risks are higher in some areas than 
others, depending on relationships with the union government.

context of an area or project. For example, respondents 
highlighted the need to understand the context and needs 
of people with whom the project wants to work, the national 
political, social and legal context, the role of women in gov-
ernance systems, local capacities, and (in the case of work 
on rural livelihoods) the needs of forest markets (demand) 
and the capacity of companies to supply them.

A third theme explored in the lessons was the need to 
build opportunities for partnerships to grow and for diverse 
stakeholders to share their perspectives and priorities for 
collaboration. In some cases, respondents reflected on how 
projects had facilitated or provided a catalyst for connec-
tions between government officials and communities. It was 
noted that: It is rewarding to gather government depart-
ments or agencies, NGOs and local communities around 
a common vision and objectives. Each entity benefits from 
diversity and complementarity.

Another theme running through the lessons was the im-
portance of capacity building and support to development 
of local governance structures. Respondents advised on 
working with local actors to identifying capacity gaps and 
tailor capacity building as required throughout the life of the 
project. Capacity of local implementing partners was also a 
focus of lessons, including the need to ensure that partners 
are technically strong, have good networks in the area of 
implementation, and have capacity for conflict before em-
barking on work involving sensitive issues of governance 
and rights.

In relation to policy advocacy, a key lesson concerned the 
need to ensure that advocacy efforts are conducted with 
the direct engagement and commitment of local stakehold-
ers. Policy efforts also depend on national momentum and 
openings, significant experience, and active networks. It 
was noted that community exchanges can foster aware-
ness and engagement in advocacy efforts.

Regarding timeframes, respondents noted that gover-
nance related processes and the associated relationships 
and trust take time, and must be flexible and responsive to 
opportunities. Projects should be designed for a minimum 
of 4-5 years, and even the technical expertise required for 
governance work takes time to develop. Tangible, measur-
able results may only come years after the initiation of a 
project. As a parting word: Be patient – it pays off.

7.	 Institutional Support 

The survey concluded with requests for recommendations 
regarding types of institutional support that IUCN could pro-
vide to strengthen and enhance work on natural resource 
governance.

One main type of support requested by programmes was 
to do more to foster social learning on governance issues in 
IUCN, including through sharing of experiences and lessons 
and capacity building. For example, comments related to 
this point include:

•	 It would be extremely useful to have a basic 
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training available to IUCN staff on natural resource 
governance concepts.  We conducted 2 workshops 
to train IUCN project staff on the concepts of 
accountability, participation, and local democracy, and 
realized that it takes a high level of expertise to do this 
well.

•	 Learning from other IUCN units on what has worked 
in governance would be also extremely useful.

•	 More networking with other IUCN programmes and 
Commissions.

•	 Sharing tools and best practices. 

•	 Share similar experiences to learn from their 
successes and failures.

•	 Lessons learnt from similar projects.

•	 Provide support across the Union (and partners) for a 
like-minded vision of gender-responsive FLR.

•	 Hands on training of what the Voluntary Guidelines 
on Governance of Tenure (VGGTs) and access and 
benefit sharing mean in the field, with concrete 
examples.

Related to this, a number of respondents requested addi-
tional technical support, through materials as well as advice 
– i.e.:

•	 Technical advice and input from IUCN global network 
– also Commissions.

•	 Connecting with CEESP re community awareness 
and capacity building.

•	 It would be useful to provide direction to future 
grantees engaging with these issues by highlighting 
some IUCN publications / tools that can help them in 
their project implementation.

•	 Methods to incorporate gender focus on natural 
resource governance would be useful for future work.

•	 Market development support for women who 
engaged in Kai fishery.

•	 Conceptual and technical approaches help us to 
focus the work (papers, guides, manuals).

•	 Bibliography of reference.

The need for increased communication was also highlight-
ed in some responses:

•	 Improving the way that projects communicate their 
findings, with advance tools, user friendly and linked 
with social media networks, would also yield great 
results.

•	 Some communication tools and video could be useful 
to share also.

Finally, some programmes requested increased budget 
support for governance-related work. While some focused 
on financial support for specific projects or activities, others 
called for approaches to budgeting that disaggregate sup-
port for governance aspects of IUCN’s work – e.g.,: 

•	 Gender-responsive budgeting—i.e. allocating 
resources specifically to women and women’s 
organizations and to meaningfully and intentionally 
advance gender equality as a powerful co-benefit 
to climate change adaptation and mitigation, but 
also to budget for the gender support needed (e.g. 
gender analysis, gender training, technical support, 
participation of women, etc.).

8.	C onclusion

Reflections on the survey results

The following points of reflection have been drawn from this 
synthesis of survey responses:

•	 The survey received a relatively high level of response 
for an email survey, with most IUCN programmes 
returning multiple project surveys. This level of 
response indicates that many programmes see their 
work as concerned with governance in some way, 
and are interested to engage and contribute on 
governance issues.

•	 Survey responses indicate significant bodies of work 
on governance. In some areas, IUCN is playing a 
prominent role in advancing understanding and 
attention to governance issues (for example, in 
relation to protected areas, rights-based approaches 
to conservation, gender, and environmental law), even 
if much more remains to be done to mainstream such 
rights and social concerns in IUCN’s work and in 
conservation more broadly.

•	 Survey responses indicate a wide range of 
approaches and implied understandings of natural 
resource governance. While not surprising, including 
because of the inherent complexity and diversity 
of governance issues, this does validate one of 
the objectives of establishing and maintaining the 
NRGF – i.e., to build more coherent and consistent 
approaches to governance in IUCN.

•	 Looking in particular at the objective to consolidate 
IUCN’s work and approaches on rights-based 
approaches and social equity, the survey indicates 
that this rights and equity basis is not yet fully 
mainstreamed. There is a spectrum of approaches, 
some of which put rights and social equity dimensions 
front and center, and others which do not significantly 
engage with them.
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•	 Projects and programmes often operate in 
challenging governance contexts and deal with a 
range of sensitive issues; concerted effort as well as 
considerable expertise is needed to improve natural 
resource governance in these contexts. 

•	 IUCN programmes indicate strong interests to engage 
in more shared learning around natural resource 
governance, and to have more opportunities for 
training as well as increased technical support and 
resources. 

Implications for the work of the NRGF 

The results of this survey point to several implications and 
future directions for NRGF, in keeping with the aims of the 
survey to identify how NRGF can build links and synergies 
with existing work in IUCN, identify key gaps and needs that 
NRGF can help to address, and identify colleagues and op-
portunities for dialogue and engagement.

The NRGF developed a new strategy in 2016, comprised 
of four main lines of work. The definition of these four strat-
egies was informed by the initial results emerging from this 
survey, and ongoing work to implement the strategies will 
continue to draw on survey results. Some specific implica-
tions and next steps are outlined in relation to each of the 
four strategies below. 

1.  Developing standards, methods and tools to 
assess natural resources governance and promote its 
improvement

This strategy responds to the core mandate for NRGF to 
create a robust set of principles, standards and tools for 
assessing natural resource governance and promoting its 
improvement. Specific actions under this strategy are to 
develop an integrative framework distilling key elements of 
effective and equitable natural resource governance, con-
ceptual papers elucidating key elements of the framework, 
and a guide to support assessments using the framework. 
Implications from this survey include a need, on the one 
hand, to draw on and engage with IUCN’s existing bodies of 
work on natural resource governance – to avoid “reinventing 
the wheel” – while, on the other, to build a more consistent, 
rights-based approach to governance across and beyond 
the Union and facilitate the development of relevant tools, re-
sources and technical support. As a first step, results of this 
survey were used to identify programmes and colleagues to 
engage in the NRGF Knowledge Hub workshop at the World 
Conservation Congress in September 2016, which gathered 
inputs from IUCN programmes and Members to the NRG 
framework and guide, and to regional scoping activities.

2.  Building a body of knowledge on governance of natural 
resources 

A key role of the NRGF knowledge basket is to build up 

a body of knowledge on natural resource governance. 
New work in the current phase is focusing on regional 
scoping activities, to identify and assess natural resource 
governance issues, challenges and opportunities in the 
Mesoamerica, Asia and East and Southern Africa regions. 
Regional scoping activities are building on the challenges 
and lessons shared through this survey by engaging IUCN 
Regional Offices, Members and partners in their regions. 
In addition, existing IUCN resources shared through this 
survey will contribute to a repository of knowledge resourc-
es on natural resource governance. Information on existing 
knowledge-building initiatives in IUCN also provides a basis 
for further discussions between NRGF and relevant IUCN 
programmes on synergies and/or issues on which addition-
al focus may be unnecessary or duplicative. 

3. Serving as a platform to promote linkages, share 
experience, and mobilize concerted action to improve 
natural resource governance

The inclusion of this NRGF strategy on promoting linkag-
es directly reflects interests expressed through this survey 
and related discussions, such as the NRGF workshop with 
IUCN Secretariat programmes held in January 2016. Re-
gional scoping activities are already gathering information 
on relevant initiatives and engaging with other actors con-
cerned with natural resource governance issues in their re-
gions. At the global level, this report constitutes a key first 
step in sharing experiences and promoting linkages on nat-
ural resource governance, and contributes to development 
of a platform by validating interests and needs and consoli-
dating information on who is doing what in IUCN.

4.  Promoting and supporting improved action on natural 
resource governance in IUCN projects and programmes

Work to promote and support improved action on gover-
nance in IUCN projects and programmes is proceeding at 
two levels, both of which will be informed by the results of 
this survey. At one level, NRGF is supporting the develop-
ment and application of tools and approaches to ensure 
greater coherence in how governance challenges are ad-
dressed across all IUCN projects. In addition, the NRGF 
initiative will draw on the information provided through this 
survey, as well as results of regional scoping activities, to 
identify opportunities for high-impact projects focused on 
improving natural resource governance in particular con-
texts, as work moves into its next phase under the 2017-
2020 IUCN Programme.
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