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Introduction

The role of healthy ecosystems in supporting climate-resilient communities is well established
through the framing of Nature-based Solutions (NbS). Ecosystems can provide buffers against
climate shocks and support climate-resilient livelihoods in communities. NbS is therefore a
highly context-specific endeavour, which relies on local knowledge and resources to deliver
people-focused outcomes while also providing benefits to the local biodiversity. Due to its
contextual relevance, NbS is well aligned to work hand-in-hand with a Community-based
Adaptation (CBA) approach. An expert panel was gathered during [IUCN’s World Conservation
Congress in Abu Dhabi, to discuss the opportunities and challenges for delivering nature-based
CBA. This report outlines a few key learnings from that discussion.

Box 1. What are NbS & CBA?

Nature-based Solutions (NbS) are actions aimed at protecting, conserving, restoring,
and sustainably managing natural or modified terrestrial, freshwater, coastal, and
marine ecosystems, which address social, economic and environmental challenges
effectively and adaptively, while simultaneously providing human well-being, ecosystem
services, resilience and biodiversity benefits (UNEA 5.2).

Community-based adaptation (CBA) is a participatory approach that puts local
people front and centre in climate and development action. Key features of CBA
include the involvement of communities in decision-making processes to ensure
adaptation strategies reflect their needs and priorities, combining local/traditional
knowledge with scientific data to develop comprehensive adaptation solutions, and
strengthening communities’ ability to anticipate, plan for and respond to climate-
related challenges (IIED).

Key learnings on nature-based CBA

1.Investing in nature and communities together pays off

Investing in Nature-based Solutions (NbS) is cost-effective in both the short and long term,
especially in regions with high natural resource dependency, such as Southern Africa. NbS
leverages local knowledge, labour and materials, rather than costly external inputs, keeping
capital and operational expenditures low. This economic efficiency is especially well-suited for

CBA, which relies on community-driven actions.

Combining NbS with a participatory CBA approach strengthens community ownership and
long-term outcomes. Building on existing knowledge ensures that the skills needed for long-
term management remain within the community, while minimising operational costs.



https://iucn.org/news/202510/investing-nature-long-term-community-resilience
https://iucn.org/news/202510/investing-nature-long-term-community-resilience
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959378021001473#:~:text=Abstract,human%20development%20alongside%20environmental%20benefits.
https://www.unep.org/topics/nature-action/nature-based-solutions/overview-nature-based-solutions
https://www.iied.org/introduction-community-based-adaptation-climate-change#:~:text=Community%2Dbased%20adaptation%20(CBA),respond%20to%20climate%2Drelated%20challenges.
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NbS also offers resilience to political or socio-economic disruptions - risks that pose a greater
threat to grey infrastructure or social support systems, which can often demand higher capital
and operational costs.

“Governments come and go, but people and ecosystems remain. If we want to reduce societal
risks, we must invest in people and nature” - Dr Myrna Semaan, Friends of Nature.

In addition to climate resilience, NbS deliver co-benefits such as improved livelihoods and
biodiversity gains. These outcomes amplify impact across global sustainability agendas,
including the Paris Agreement and the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework.

2. Participatory approaches are necessary for ownership,
but come with their own climate challenges

Participatory approaches, such as the Community Adaptation Action Plans (CAAPs)
implemented in the CBAScale+ project, have proven to be popular, as they incorporate a wide
range of viewpoints from communities. This approach’s strength is in how it empowers feelings
of ownership and thus enhances long-term stewardship of actions from communities. However,
when operating in regions facing frequent climate shocks and pressures, participatory
processes must be paired with crisis-responsive programming to ensure continuity and
effectiveness.

A prime example of the impact of climate shocks was experienced by the CBAScale+ project
during the Southern Africa 2024 El Nino-driven drought. The drought caused widespread food
insecurity and hunger, which disrupted participatory activities, undermining the inclusive
processes needed to develop strong CAAPs. As a result, the project worked with the donor (the
International Climate Initiative - IKI) to build in a crisis modifier, allowing for activities to respond
to short-term community needs to enable the continuation of the programme for the good of
the long-term objectives.

Crisis Modifier: a flexible financing mechanism that allows implementers to adapt or shift
resources to respond to sudden shocks without needing to redesign or halt the programme.

The risk of climate shocks disrupting activities increases with every additional increment of
warming, and therefore, adaptive measures, such as crisis modifiers, must be built into future
projects in vulnerable contexts. Lessons can be taken from other fragile contexts, such as those
shared during the panel discussions from the Levant region (Jordan, Syria, Lebanon). The
programmatic response to conflict-related shocks in this region is well established and
institutionalised in development actors. For example, partners delivering the Ecosystem-Based

Agriculture Resilience in the Levant through Agroforestry project were able to nimbly switch

between planned programming and crisis modifier implementation during recent conflicts. By
maintaining strong communication with the communities throughout, they ensured activities
could resume quickly once the crisis subsided. Long-standing experience with conflict-
responsive programming offers valuable insights for designing adaptive initiatives in regions
facing exacerbating climate hazards.



https://iucn.org/our-work/climate-change/global-climate-change-and-energy-transition-team/community-based-adaptation
https://iucn.org/our-work/climate-change/global-climate-change-and-energy-transition-team/community-based-adaptation
https://reliefweb.int/report/mozambique/southern-africa-regional-drought-fact-sheet-2-fiscal-year-fy-2024-september-30-2024#:~:text=Southern%20Africa%20experienced%20its%20most,other%20parts%20of%20the%20region.
https://www.international-climate-initiative.com/
https://globalebafund.org/project/ecosystem-based-agriculture-resilience-in-the-levant-through-agroforestry-implemented-by-friends-of-nature/
https://globalebafund.org/project/ecosystem-based-agriculture-resilience-in-the-levant-through-agroforestry-implemented-by-friends-of-nature/
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3. Gaps in the enabling environment stifle action

While gaining political momentum internationally, the policy landscape for nature-based CBA
remains restrictive across governance levels, hampering climate action in communities that
need it most.

In particular, policy frameworks and subsequent policy institutionalisation are critical barriers.
Few national frameworks explicitly reference CBA or NbS. An analysis by the CBAScale+ project
team found that just 6% of climate-related policy documents across countries in Southern Africa
(Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Zambia) mention the term Community-based Adaptation. Elsewhere,
it was found that many officials at the sub-national level often lack awareness of the
commitments embedded within their own country’s Nationally Determined Contributions
(NDCs), National Adaptation Plans (NAPs) and National Biodiversity Strategies and Action Plans
(NBSAPs). Such capacity gaps along the policy stream are particularly obstructive to locally led
adaptation and limit community engagement in policy processes.

Communication barriers further exacerbate these institutional challenges. The value of NbS as a
cost-effective solution that can bridge synergies across challenges at the local level has not

been effectively articulated to policymakers, donors or the communities they serve. As a result,
the donor base remains limited, strategies fragmented, and climate and biodiversity objectives
pursued in isolation rather than through integrated strategies.

This also extends to the current landscape of finance being provided, which is often poorly
aligned to the needs of locally led, nature-based adaptation. Rigid donor requirements and
complex co-financing stipulations limit the accessibility of funds to local organizations, and
creates funding which reduces the ability to respond to shocks through adaptive management.
At the same time, opportunities for local resource mobilization remain largely untapped. As
highlighted by panellists from Southern Africa, communities cannot afford to wait for external
funding to address their adaptation priorities, and the opportunities to mainstream these
priorities within local plans are there. Leveraging local resources can foster greater ownership,
enhance resilience, and reduce long-term dependency on external donors.

4.There's a knowledge gap in NbS effectiveness in arid,
drought prone regions

Arid and semi-arid drought-prone regions face distinct climate pressures and require a tailored
and context-specific response to be addressed. The current evidence base for the effectiveness
of NbS in these regions is lacking data, as identified in the literature (Vicarelli et al., 2024) and
reflected in the experiences of the expert panellists. This gap hampers both the design of
interventions and the ability to attract sustained investment in nature-based Community-based
Adaptation (CBA).

Examples from the Levant region further corroborated this, showing that cross-regional learning
can provide valuable insights on such thematic topics.

Work to gather data on this topic, such as is being done through the CBAScale+ project’s

innovative Participatory Evaluation, Reflection and Learning (PERL) approach as well as in
relation to the Ecosystem-Based Agriculture Resilience in the Levant through Agroforestry, are
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therefore highly valuable for contributing to this research need. Addressing this knowledge gap
will be essential for improving practice, informing policy and unlocking climate finance for
nature-based CBA in drought-affected regions in the future.

Conclusion & Next Steps

The discussions at [IUCN World Conservation Congress 2025 underscore that advancing nature-
based CBA is both an environmental and social imperative. By investing in both ecosystems and
the people who steward them, we can unlock cost-effective, sustainable, and locally owned
adaptation pathways. However, persistent gaps in finance, policy, and knowledge continue to
limit the scale and impact of these approaches, particularly in drought-prone regions. Deeper

analysis of the potential of nature-based CBA is vital to continue growing our understanding of
how to deliver this agenda effectively for the good of community and ecosystem resilience.

As global attention now turns to COP30 in Belém, the negotiations on the Global Goal on
Adaptation (GGA) provide an opportunity to ensure that locally led, ecosystem-based
approaches are fully recognized as integral to achieving global adaptation targets. Embedding
NbS and CBA within the GGA indicators will help measure and value the real contributions of
community-driven, nature-based actions at the national and global levels. In response to the
outcomes of the negotiations, CBA practice will need to adjust, to ensure community-level
contributions are rightly captured.

Expert panellists

e Dr. Myrna Semaan, Secretary General, Friends of Nature

e Alec Crawford, Director of Nature for Resilience, International Institute for Sustainable
Development

e Julio Jo&o, Provincial Director of Agriculture and Fisheries of Inhambane, Mozambique
e Helene Hoffmann, Project Manager Marine Biodiversity, IKI
e Carla Manjate Rombe, Programme Manager, IUCN Mozambique

e Simba Mandota, Team Leader, CBAScale+, IUCN Zimbabwe



https://iucncongress2025.org/

