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Foundational Element 3

Durable Outcomes  
for People and Nature

Knowledge, Evidence, And Practice

KEY POINTS

	E Conservation finance—which typically includes a combination 
of financial instruments—is needed in addition to sustainable 
livelihood opportunities to maintain the long-term financial 
sustainability of community-led conservation.

	E Key enabling features of successful conservation financing solutions 
are ongoing investment in long-term capacity building for Indigenous 
and local community organizations; Indigenous and local community ownership 
and leadership of conservation financing efforts; clarity of tenure; political support; 
ongoing fundraising efforts; diversification of financing sources; clearly distributed 
roles and responsibilities within the financing strategy; private sector partnerships for 
enterprise-based solutions; and flexible funding to respond to new opportunities. 

	E Successful local to global financing partnerships generally involve strong 
connection to Indigenous and local community priorities, strong contextual 
awareness in grant-making, strong partnerships with Indigenous and local 
community organizations implementing the projects, and the ability to 
enhance political enabling conditions for difficult projects. NGO intermediaries 
often serve important partnership roles in these processes.

	E Shifts in policy at the local, regional, and/or national level are often needed to provide 
the enabling conditions and avenues for Indigenous Peoples and local communities to 
formalize their rights over lands, waters, and resources, codify their authority in natural 
resource decision making, and participate in certain sustainable livelihood opportunities.

	E Rates and patterns of diffusion typically depend on the characteristics of the 
natural resource management practice, the communities themselves, and 
the context. Supporting community networks and inter-community learning 
exchange are important ways conservation organizations can use their convening 
skills to foster diffusion of community-led conservation and practices.
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KEY TERMS

Conservation Finance—mechanisms and strategies that generate, manage, 
and deploy financial resources and align incentives to achieve nature 
conservation outcomes.98 Conservation finance is aimed at funding the full 
costs of conservation and maintaining long-term financial sustainability.180

Diffusion—the process by which prior adoption of a practice in a 
population alters the probability of adoption for others.181 

Durability—the likelihood of positive outcomes for people and nature 
achieved via community-led conservation initiatives to persist throughout 
time. Key components of durability include long-term conservation finance, 
an enabling policy environment, and diffusion/scalability of initiatives.

Scaling—the speed, patterns of adoption, and spread of community-led 
conservation policies, programs, projects, and practices.182 Can include growth 
of a practice in one place and replication of a practice to other places.

Durability of community-led conservation initiatives refers to the likelihood that positive 
outcomes for people and nature achieved will persist over time. Durability interacts with 
the four pillars of the VCA Framework by providing a strong foundation and enabling 
environment for lasting outcomes—likewise, the pillars of the VCA Framework are required 
to achieve aspects of durability itself. Key components of durability include long-term 
conservation finance, an enabling policy environment, and diffusion/scalability of initiatives.

	 Conservation Finance

See “Tool 18: Conservation Finance Guide” for guidance on supporting the 
scoping, planning, and development of conservation finance solutions.

Conservation finance is the practice of generating, managing, and deploying financial 
resources and aligning incentives to achieve conservation outcomes, and is aimed at funding 
the full costs of conservation—which are usually not completely covered by sustainable 
livelihoods initiatives—and maintaining long-term financial sustainability. Sustainable 
livelihood opportunities and conservation finance work synergistically to support dual 
outcomes for people and nature. Sustainable livelihood opportunities provide people 
with income to meet their personal and household needs, which allows people to lead 
secure and dignified lives, incentivizes sustainable natural resource management, and 
reduces unsustainable development pressures. Conservation finance creates a long-term 
funding stream for communities to pay for the management of their lands, waters, and 
resources based on their own vision of stewardship and natural resource management. 

In most situations, a combination of financial instruments is leveraged (e.g., market incentives, 
fees, taxes, subsidies, public and private funding, investments/bonds) and this financing is 
disbursed via grants, performance-based payments, and microfinance. A recent report found 

https://www.conservationfinance.info/
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the key features of successful conservation financing solutions to be ongoing fundraising 
efforts; diversification of financing sources; clearly distributed roles and responsibilities 
within the financing strategy; private sector partnerships for enterprise-based solutions; 
and flexible funding to respond to new opportunities.180 Further, the report concluded that 
success of Indigenous and local community-led conservation initiatives relies on conservation 
financing designed to empower Indigenous Peoples and local communities as stewards, 
not just beneficiaries, where “stewardship” is not just responsibility for natural resource 
management, but is understood to encompass ownership, decision making authority, and 
conservation embedded in the full social, economic, and cultural fabric of the community.

Conservation finance is foundational for the long-term success of initiatives to secure rights, 
increase capacities, strengthen participation in dialogue and decision making, and support 
sustainable livelihood opportunities—just as these pillars of the VCA Framework are critical 
to securing and maintaining conservation finance. For example, not only is conservation 
finance important for securing rights (e.g., through enabling the creation of an Indigenous 
protected area) but secure rights are often a requirement for accessing finance such as 
bank loans. Further, long-term finance can enable the ability to protect community lands 
and waters from outsiders and support the transfer of management to communities. This 
was the case with The Great Bear Rainforest Agreement, which, catalyzed by many years 
of First Nation-led advocacy, designated a large area of high ecological value on the Pacific 
coast of Canada for protection and ecosystem-based management. Through this agreement, 
First Nations have a strong role in governance, decision making, and management. Making 
this agreement possible required a significant financial commitment, which was secured 
through a conservation financing agreement called “Coast Funds.” This endowed trust fund 
will maintain long-term support for conservation efforts, and includes a fund to support 
sustainable enterprise. A significant outcome of this deal included formal and functional 
recognition of the community’s roles as owners and managers of the region’s resources. 

For conservation finance to be successful in the context of community-led conservation, it 
needs the long-term capacity of communities and local institutions to take on leadership 
roles in generating, managing, and distributing financing. Capacity is required with respect 
to management of internal relationships and relationships with outside parties; land and 
resource management; ability and comfort in interacting with business culture and government 
processes; and financial management without compromising value.180 The process of 
obtaining conservation finance often involves supporting communities in developing their 
own community and resource use plans, which leads to greater leadership and decision 
making authority over how resources are used and allocated. Donors and intermediary NGOs 
should prioritize support for such capacity building. Many conservation financing mechanisms 
explicitly integrate funding to support governance and capacity-building. For example, federal 
funds are available to support governance and capacity-building for traditional owners of the 
Warddeken Indigenous protected area in Australia (owned and managed by the Warddeken 
Land Management company). The institutions and structures created or strengthened as part 
of securing conservation finance, can ultimately become involved in other initiatives (e.g., health, 
livelihoods, education, conflict resolution), leveraging existing and built capacity over time and 
reinforcing the overall enabling context for successful outcomes for people and nature.180

A recent study found that donor rules and requirements are the most frequently cited barrier 
for Indigenous and local community organizations to effectively access funding for tenure 
formalization and forest management.183 In many cases, prohibitive donor rules and requirements 
pertain specifically to legal recognition of Indigenous and local community organizations and/
or resource-intensive project management and reporting stipulations. Many donors turn 
to intermediary organizations as a bridge, leveraging their legal standing as well as project 

https://coastfunds.ca/
https://www.warddeken.com/
https://www.warddeken.com/
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l. The Amazon Fund is a Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD+) mechanism created to raise 
donations for investments in efforts to prevent, monitor, and combat deforestation, as well as to promote the preservation 
and sustainable use of the Brazilian Amazon.

management and administrative capacities to broker funds between donors and Indigenous 
Peoples and local communities. For example, in response to struggles in channeling funding to 
Indigenous and local community organizations, the Amazon Fund (Fundo Amazônia)l has in some 
cases partnered with intermediary institutions to re-grant funds and support the project and 
reporting requirements of large institutions such as Brazilian Development Bank, the manager 
of the fund. To address challenges deploying funds and maintaining compliance with donor 
requirements, funds are sometimes directed through local intermediary organizations that meet 
fiduciary requirements and are trusted partners of recipient Indigenous and local community 
organizations. Those organizations with deep grassroots connections, especially those with 
Indigenous leadership or significant experience working with local communities, are found in this 
work to be the most responsive to Indigenous and local community needs and priorities and, in 
turn, to serve as more effective intermediaries for financing.183

More broadly, Indigenous and local community organizations generally regard NGO 
intermediaries and private foundations as more responsive to their priorities than other donors, 
and better at providing direct funding. Related advantages of various NGO intermediaries 
include strong contextual awareness in their grant-making, strong partnerships with the 
Indigenous and local community organizations implementing the projects, and the ability to 
enhance political enabling conditions for difficult projects. In some cases, NGO intermediaries 
have enhanced these advantages through the inclusion of Indigenous and local community 
representatives in their governance or advisory bodies.183 Further research is needed to 
support donor adaptation of processes and accountability requirements to enable more direct 
financing of Indigenous and local community organizations. However, the aforementioned 
NGO intermediary advantages suggest important areas for focus, alongside opportunities 
for donors to enhance coordination and targeting with trusted intermediaries; reduce 
bureaucratic requirements; adapt financial mechanism structuring to local contexts; and 
significantly increase total funding for Indigenous- and local community-led conservation.

For effective long-term financing solutions, initiatives that initially benefit from strong 
external non-governmental organization (NGO) involvement require that requisite local 
capacity be in place before the NGO exits. It is important for local governance and capacity 
to be ready to carry on after an NGO partnership concludes to avoid the community 
experiencing detrimental interruptions in natural resource management and financing 
streams. For example, Northern Rangelands Trust—a non-profit supporting the capacity of 
community conservancies in northern Kenya—is piloting a program to “graduate” some of the 
conservancies that it has supported for 15 years, shifting the relationship to one with greater 
conservancy autonomy and self-reliance, and providing training on leadership and financial 
capacity for the conservancies to apply for funding directly themselves. The investment 
required for transition, particularly in areas that begin with extremely limited capacity, should 
not be underestimated.180 The same considerations that are made for conservation finance 
around building community capacity to take over long-term finance once the NGO exits 
apply to natural resource governance in general. The goal is eventual transition of project 
management to communities (if not already the case), which requires an active and healthy 
leadership succession plan to maintain capacity when those in leadership roles transition.
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	 Policy

Community-led conservation often requires the coupling of policy change with natural 
resource management actions if the appropriate legal tools are not already in place.184 In 
this case, shifts in policy at the local, regional, and/or national level are needed to provide 
the enabling conditions for community-led conservation—specifically, for Indigenous 
Peoples and local communities to formalize their rights over lands, waters, and resources, 
and to codify their authority in natural resource decision making. Such policies could 
include formal recognition of Indigenous sovereignty and institutions by the national 
government, those that result in devolution of rights and management responsibilities 
to communities, those that create co-management arrangements between communities 
and the government, and those that establish bodies for meaningful Indigenous and 
local community participation in natural resource management decision making. 

For example, in Brazil, the country’s 1988 Constitution set the stage for recognition of 
the differentiated rights of Indigenous populations, as well as promoted the creation of 
Indigenous Lands and Conservation Units.185 The National Policy for Environmental and 
Territorial Management on Indigenous Lands (PNGATI) was passed in 2012 with the aim of 
strengthening territorial management so that Indigenous Peoples and their representative 
organizations could conserve, defend, manage, use, and govern their lands to maintain 
their conservation value and promote the collective well-being of their Peoples. Through 
this policy instrument, Territorial and Environmental Management Plans are developed 
by Indigenous Peoples and their representative institutions. This is completed via a 
participatory, multi-stakeholder process that maps and zones areas of environmental, socio-
cultural, and productive relevance for Indigenous Peoples, based on their knowledge. 

In another example, Kenya’s 2013 Wildlife Conservation Act created a framework that legally 
defined and formally promoted the establishment of conservancies—a recognized land use 
offering communities improved land and resource rights and access to incentives as they engage 
in wildlife protection and other sustainable practices—providing a clear legal structure for 
community-led conservation.186 This was paired with the establishment of the Kenya Wildlife 
Conservancies Association, a new association to represent conservancies in policy-making at 
the national level. The law was the culmination of over a decade of efforts to get comprehensive 
legislation in place and coordinate input of environmental civil society organizations, and was 
imperative to create a context favorable for community-led conservation in Kenya. In both the 
Brazil and Kenya examples, conservation organizations worked in partnership with Indigenous 
Peoples and local communities to advocate for the necessary policy changes, as well as to 
support Indigenous and local community leadership in the implementation of the policies.

Just as an enabling policy environment is necessary for securing rights and participation in 
decision making, it is also critical for many of the livelihood opportunities that communities 
might pursue. Payment for environmental services (PES) systems—carbon markets for 
example—require that property rights are reasonably well defined and permanent as a 
condition of entry. In addition to clear property rights, publicly-administered PES mechanisms 
require relatively sophisticated legislative and regulatory frameworks to be in place. Enabling 
legislation to allow parties to enter into transactions and a legal framework for enforcing 
agreements is a general prerequisite. Similarly, livelihood opportunities involving user fees 
require a claim to an area to charge others for use and may require legislation at the local or 
national level, as well as a legitimate body that can collect the fees and administer the funds.180 

Conservation practitioners partnering with Indigenous Peoples and local communities on 
shared human well-being and environmental goals should undertake a detailed review 
of local, Tribal, regional, and national policies in their situation analysis during strategy 
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development. This includes, but is not limited to, policies recognizing Indigenous sovereignty 
and differentiated rights; designating resource management and zoning jurisdiction; 
forming governance bodies, multi-stakeholder processes, and representative institutions; 
and establishing PES systems. With this knowledge, conservation practitioners are better 
positioned to determine whether the policy context is favorable for community-led conservation, 
and where advocacy might be required to strengthen these enabling conditions.

	 Scaling and Diffusion

A challenge commonly faced by conservation organizations is how community-led conservation 
can be supported beyond the local scale. Scaling and diffusion of community-led conservation 
are important because they: 1) enable self-organization of Indigenous Peoples and local 
communities into higher-level governance groups for participation in rule and decision 
making at regional and national levels, and 2) ensure that the scale of the governance group 
matches the scale of the natural resource management challenge.187 Self-organization starts 
at the local scale, and it is critical that the governance groups that emerge nest within those 
that develop at larger scales, building on the pre-existing trust that has been established 
and retaining their autonomy.70 In this way, they also can leverage the capacity of higher 
level governance groups to manage issues that can be intractable at the local level, such as 
cross-boundary management and inter-group conflict.187 Multi-stakeholder dialogue—which 
was covered in a previous section—is an important conduit for scaling and diffusion, as 
it offers opportunities for Indigenous Peoples and local communities to engage in higher-
level governance and decision making forums, share knowledge, and resolve conflict. 

Diffusion refers to the spread of community-led conservation from one group to another, 
impacting larger spatial scales. Much of the literature on diffusion pulls from “diffusion of 
innovation” theory. In short, information about a particular initiative disperses from successful 
adopters to potential adopters through learning exchange and influence. Early adoption 
rates are often sluggish, because the small number of initial adopters limits the diffusion of 
the information. Slow initial growth then changes to a rapid growth phase, as an increasing 
number of adopters share their experiences with a large pool of potential adopters. As 
time goes on, the rate of uptake slows again as the pool of potential and willing adopters 
declines. Eventually, a saturation point is reached where all individuals that have had 
exposure to the initiative have either adopted it, or have rejected the initiative in its current 
design.182 Nonetheless, it is difficult to predict how adoption will go and how strong uptake 
will be based on initial (slow) rates of uptake. In fact, a recent study of community-based 
conservation programs did not find any examples of initiatives that achieved both rapid uptake 
and large-scale adoption, revealing an apparent tradeoff between speed of uptake and the 
final proportion of adopters.182 This implies that broad uptake takes time, which aligns with 
what we know about the importance of and time it takes to build trust and relationships. 

Rates and patterns of diffusion typically depend on three key factors: 1) the characteristics of 
the natural resource management practice, 2) the communities themselves, and 3) the context.188 
For example, diffusion appears to occur more rapidly with simple practices that are consistent 
with communities’ values and beliefs systems, where they can be tested and adapted to fit 
local contexts, and where the relative advantage of the practice is substantial. Diffusion is also 
more likely where communities are already familiar with the practice, are well connected to 
the outside world and each other, and where there is competition to develop new practices. 
Finally, diffusion is more rapid where political enabling conditions exist to support the practice, 
and where the geographic and cultural context are well-aligned with the practice.69,188-189
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m. Note, some contextual characteristics cannot or should not be changed, so assessing the local ecological, cultural, and 
political conditions and applicability of the practices in those conditions during situation analysis is important.

Table 8: Examples of activities to support factors of diffusion.69

Key Factor for  
Diffusion

Example Activities

Natural resource 
management practice

Support design and implementation of practices in 
ways that are compatible with people’s values, needs, 
and lived experiences; Synthesize and mainstream 
information on practices in a way that is simple to 
understand and implement; En-hance visibility of or 
encourage communities to share information about 
practices and their results to facilitate social learning

Community Facilitate inter-community learning exchange on 
natural resource management op-portunities; 
Support the development of inter-community 
networks and communities of practice; Facilitate and 
build capacity for multi-stakeholder dialogue

Context Support the adoption of legislation which enables 
the implementation of community-led conservation; 
Where possible, support identification of 
compatibility between practices and contextm

Table 8 describes some of the actions that conservation practitioners might take to support 
scaling and diffusion of community-led conservation practices. Support of inter-community 
networks and learning exchange are worth highlighting, as they are important means 
of fostering scaling and diffusion that draw on the strong convening skills held by many 
conservation organizations. Thinking back to “diffusion of innovation” theory, investment in 
inter-community networks and learning exchange increases the odds that successful adopters 
come into contact with potential adopters and are able to share experiences, educate, and 
influence to ramp up the diffusion rate. This was the case in North America, where The 
Indigenous Peoples Burning Network (IPBN) began in 2015 with a single landscape in the 
combined ancestral territories of the Yurok, Hoopa, and Karuk Tribes of Northern California, 
and has since grown to include participants from multiple pueblos in New Mexico, land 
managers from the Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe in Minnesota, the Klamath Tribes in Oregon, 
and the Alabama-Coushatta Tribe in Texas. The IPBN is a support network among Native 
American communities that are revitalizing their traditional fire practices in a contemporary 
context. Activities include strategic planning for revitalization of fire culture, fire training 
including both federal qualifications and culturally-based controlled burning, and promoting 
intergenerational learning. First steps often include people from one tribe visiting another’s 
homeland. Others engage through events where cultural connections to fire are integrated 
into fire training. Rooted in self-determination, the IPBN leadership team is guiding network 
growth and adapting the network’s structure to welcome new tribal landscapes.
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Case Studies

	 Durable Conservation Through Political 
	 Commitments, Regional Coordination, and 
	 Sustainable Finance in Micronesia

The Micronesia Challenge spans 2.5 million square miles (1 million hectares) of ocean, an area 
nearly the size of the continental US, and supports an estimated 450,000 people across 2,000 
islands, 12 languages, and five jurisdictions. In 2006, the Chief Executives of five countries 
and territories in the region collectively committed to the Micronesia Challenge (MC), “to 
effectively conserve at least 30 percent of the near-shore marine resources and 20 percent 
of the terrestrial resources across Micronesia.” They marked 2020 as the target date to reach 
this collective goal, which has shaped regional conservation efforts over the past decade.

Regional Political Commitment 

High-level political commitment to the MC enabled these small, dispersed, and remote island 
nations to unite under an overarching, funded initiative that increased visibility globally, provided 
a political commitment to drive priorities, and facilitated collective (and competitive) efforts 
to achieve conservation gains. This commitment has endured multiple political transitions 
and enabled organizations and institutions to provide more effective technical and financial 
assistance regionally than to each individual jurisdiction. Three of the five jurisdictions have 
institutionalized the MC through Protected Areas Network (PAN) policies, laws, or regulations 
and PAN offices to sustain the efforts of the MC. The other two are US protectorates and have 
employed an integrated coastal management approach aligned with US laws and systems. 
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Sustainable Financing at Regional and Jurisdictional Level

Along with the political conservation commitments, an endowment was established, and the 
Micronesia Conservation Trust (MCT) was designated to manage the endowment. The regional 
approach enabled a reduced management fee to be negotiated, generated more diversified 
options for investment, helped sustain engagement and commitment among the chief executives, 
and secured immediate pledges by TNC and Conservation International (CI) that built credibility 
in the effort. Sustainable finance plans were then developed for each jurisdiction that identified 
existing and potential sources of funding as compared to the total start-up and management 
costs to achieve the MC goals. It was determined that the gap could be filled by investment 
interest from a $56 million endowment, to complement local sources to be developed or secured 
in each jurisdiction. As of December 2020, the total endowment fund grew to nearly $25 million. 

Each jurisdiction has pursued activities to secure additional funds. Palau has established 
a mechanism to disburse MC funds to PAN sites, typically managed by local communities, 
community-based organizations, or NGOs, if they meet certain criteria. Palau’s tourism Green Fee 
was also established to generate additional funding. A similar model is under development in the 
Federated States of Micronesia and Republic of the Marshall Islands. Across the region, additional 
community-level finance mechanisms have been developed in specific project areas, such as a 
conservation easement and endowment fund, and nine “One Reef” conservation agreements 
that provide participating communities with on-going financial support for management of near-
shore marine resources. 

Since the launch of the MC, conservative estimates show that supporting NGO partners (MCT and 
TNC) leveraged approximately $45 million in grant funds to support implementation of the MC 
across the region, and the jurisdictions leveraged approximately $17.5 million in grant funds as well.

Progress and Outcomes

An evaluation conducted in 2020 identified several opportunities to strengthen progress and 
implementation of the MC. For example, more substantial investments towards the infrastructure 
of the MC would improve regional level coordination, communication, and collaboration. This 
includes dedicated executive leadership for the coordination mechanism, clearly defined terms 
and roles, strengthened governance processes across the regional platforms, and a more 
formally coordinated approach or plan to accomplish the goals of the MC among jurisdictional 
agencies, organizations, and partners. Additionally, a more bottom-up planning approach 
could increase engagement of jurisdictional leaders—including legislative/cabinet, agency 
leadership, and traditional leaders—in initial design and launch, strengthen alignment with 
local and community priorities, and speed institutionalization of the MC across jurisdictions. 
Finally, a more robust and transparent reporting system and communications related to 
sustainable finance that provides each jurisdiction an annual review of their endowment, 
benefits derived, and other fundraising and capacity development activities could help address 
frustrations in not meeting the goals of the sustainable finance plans locally and regionally. 

Lessons learned for this case study are based on an evaluation of the Micronesia Challenge 
completed by lead author Meghan Gombos upon reaching the 2020 timeframe. The evaluation 
and summary document were funded by TNC and the Pacific Islands Managed and Protected 
Area Community, and are a product of the Micronesia Challenge Steering Committee. 
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Tools and Resources
TOOL 18: GUIDE—CONSERVATION FINANCE GUIDE

The Conservation Finance Alliance’s (CFA’s) Conservation Finance 
Guide offers detailed definitions of conservation finance mechanisms; 
detailed guidance on how to implement specific finance mechanisms, 
including strategic planning worksheet tools, feasibility assessment 
worksheet tools, financial mechanism design worksheet tools, and 
resource valuation information; case studies; and business planning 
guides, templates, and repositories. CFA’s tools should be used in 
conjunction with the VCA Framework and TNC’s Human Rights Guide.

TOOL 19: DIAGNOSTIC—KEY FEATURES AND ENABLING 
CONDITIONS FOR EFFECTIVE FINANCING

A number of enabling conditions as well as strategy and design 
features are key to effective Indigenous Peoples and local communities 
conservation finance. By producing responses to each item in the 
checklist, practitioners can use this tool to assess the presence of these 
key enabling conditions and features for effective financing. In turn 
this can support efforts to assess viability of financing opportunities, 
inform the design of financial strategies and mechanisms, and 
determine priorities to support appropriate capacity-building activities 
in partnership with Indigenous Peoples and local communities. 
This tool should be used in discussion and collaboration with the 
community, or its representative institutions, and relevant experts.

91A CONSERVATION PRACTITIONER’S GUIDE TO INDIGENOUS AND COMMUNITY-LED CONSERVATION

https://www.conservationfinance.info/
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