
KEY MESSAGES
 ■ Confronting climate change requires governance at the 

landscape level where actions are taken that support 

natural resource management for adaptation and 

mitigation. Landscape-level governance can foster a 

shared vision and coordinated actions among people 

with diverse livelihoods, resource uses, and interests. 

 ■ Integrated, landscape-level coordination and incentive 

structures must actively involve multiple communities, 

government, and the private sector. Different 

geographic and time scales require different formal and 

informal institutions for governance — from local user 

groups to state institutions to nationally determined 

property rights.

 ■ Integrated landscape approaches are still being 

developed, with much to be learned. Treating 

these pilots as “learning labs” can help to build 

knowledge quickly.

 ■ Human and social capital, such as leadership and trust, 

are important assets for landscape management that 

should be fostered to increase stakeholder engagement. 

Addressing power inequities among landscape-level 

stakeholders is essential for knowledge-sharing, 

cooperation, and participation.

 ■ Multistakeholder platforms (MSPs) can facilitate 

coordination and engagement in knowledge exchange 

and decision-making for landscape governance. 

Policy priorities should include:

 ■ Develop MSPs to build collective action on climate 

change. Effective MSPs require investment of time and 

resources to build a shared vision among actors, as well 

as to strengthen community and government capacity 

for cooperative landscape management.
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Confronting climate change requires action at all lev-

els, from the individual to the global. While there are 

campaigns to change individuals’ behavior and calls 

for global and national government action, more 

attention is needed to governance at the landscape 

level. The natural resources and ecosystem services 

that meet the material and nonmaterial needs of com-

munities and form the basis of our agrifood systems, 

as well as the various types of land users and stake-

holders with different land ownership and use rights, 

are intertwined in landscapes (Box 1). Much of the 

debate and policymaking around the interconnected 

challenges to agrifood systems — climate change, bio-

diversity loss, environmental degradation, and food 

insecurity — happen at the global and national scales. 

However, integrated landscape approaches offer great 

promise for helping countries to meet their Nationally 

Determined Contributions to greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions reductions by managing resources to reap 

multiple benefits and balance economic, social, and 

environmental goals.1 In the case of climate change, 

decisions on how and where to reduce GHG emis-

sions and how to adapt in ways that can address 

 ■ Strengthen resource rights to support 

long-term investments. Tenure security, 

including both individual rights and 

collective rights over shared resources 

such as forests and irrigation systems, 

is essential to create incentives for 

long-term investments.

 ■ Devolve resource rights and management 

responsibilities. Shifting rights and 

responsibilities to communities can promote 

locally appropriate actions on climate 

change and encourage governments to 

collaborate across sectoral divisions and with 

communities and the private sector to help 

address climate change and other goals.
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other critical goals, including food and livelihood 

security, must take place at the landscape level. The 

real outcomes will be determined by the cumulative 

actions of many local stakeholders within particular 

landscapes, with differing, but potentially comple-

mentary interests that can support sustainable use 

of resources within their specific environmental, cul-

tural, and socioeconomic contexts.2 In this chapter we 

present a framework that highlights the importance 

of coordinated action and then look in more detail at 

approaches to strengthening this coordination for inte-

grated landscape approaches, particularly polycentric 

governance systems and multistakeholder platforms.  

Numerous initiatives are recognizing that the land-

scape scale is appropriate for coordinating the actions 

of people with diverse livelihoods and interests.3 For 

example, water storage is key to reducing both floods 

and droughts, but increasing storage requires identi-

fying sites in a watershed that are technically suitable 

and will meet the needs of different groups, and ensur-

ing that the storage is not only constructed but also 

maintained over time (see Chapter 9 regarding loca-

tion of clean energy projects). Integrated systems 

thinking can bring stakeholders together for more 

effective and equitable climate change responses 

that could achieve major increases in carbon storage 

in forests and soils and support scaling-up of other 

nature-positive solutions for food systems. While iden-

tifying effective actions and technologies to address 

climate change is essential, identifying appropri-

ate governance structures and policies to promote 

inclusive, effective landscape management for mitiga-

tion and adaptation is likewise critical.  

Reaching climate change adaptation and mitigation 

goals will require governance that fosters coopera-

tion and capacity among the range of actors driving 

resource use and farming practices at the landscape 

level. Such local institutional arrangements, supported 

by an enabling state policy framework, must account 

for both the spatial and time scales of each response. 

Figure 1 provides examples of several common strate-

gies involving natural resource management practices, 

with those primarily related to adaptation in orange 

and those more relevant to mitigation in green; the rel-

ative roles of state and collective action are illustrated 

by the triangles on the right-hand side. 

The spatial scale ranges from the individual farm 

to the global scale. Actions at the farm level, such as 

planting a drought-resistant crop or adopting agro-

forestry and similar plot-level climate-smart practices, 

generally require little institutional coordination. 

However, coordination may be needed at higher lev-

els to support climate-smart practices, for example, 

to produce the new crop varieties and develop seed 

systems to distribute them and extension programs to 

promote them.  

At the group or community level, climate change 

response options — such as constructing a small res-

ervoir for irrigation to promote resilience to droughts 

and floods or landscape restoration and diversifica-

tion to increase biodiversity, carbon sequestration, 

and other ecosystem services — all require some form 

of coordination. At this local level, collective action 

Box 1 WHAT ARE LANDSCAPE APPROACHES?

The interconnected nature of natural resources has drawn attention to the importance of coordination of actors across physical 
landscapes. Recognition of the complexity of sociotechnical interactions within landscapes has given rise to integrated landscape 
approaches (ILAs). Yet neither landscapes as a scale for action nor ILAs have a precise definition,a and the concept remains open to 
interpretation despite, or perhaps in part due to, the wealth of literature on the topic.b It is generally agreed that ILA is an umbrella 
term for integrated strategies that seek to address “wicked” problems at the landscape level, where complex challenges such as food 
security, climate change mitigation and adaptation, sustainable resource management, and poverty alleviation often intersect, and 
that ILAs attempt to bridge disciplinary, sectoral, and governance divides to better balance and ideally improve landscape-level social 
and environmental decision-making and outcomes.c
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institutions such as water user associations or forest 

user groups are often the most appropriate gover-

nance mechanisms. Some state institutions may also 

be relevant. Examples of roles for state institutions 

include providing technical advice to farmers’ groups 

on constructing or operating an irrigation system and 

incentivizing other actors in the value chain, such as 

operators of food storage and processing enterprises 

to deliver co-benefits to mitigation, for example by 

reducing postharvest food loss. 

Moving up the spatial scale, government agen-

cies become increasingly important for coordination, 

although collective action institutions may still be rele-

vant. In Nepal, for example, the National Federation of 

Forest User Groups coordinates between local forest 

user groups and the government.  When the relevant 

scale for policies or action is the global level, then 

international institutions are usually required for coor-

dination, either through existing international bodies 

such as UN agencies or new institutions created for the 

purpose, such as carbon credit exchanges. However, 

even for climate change programs with a national or 

international scope, much of the actual action takes 

place at the landscape level, between the commu-

nity and the (sub)national levels, where coordination 

of investments with local land use and resource use 

planning calls for interaction between the state and a 

variety of formal and informal groups. Experience has 

shown that sustainable action at these levels cannot 

be achieved by fiat; rather, it requires engaging a wide 

range of stakeholders.4 Multistakeholder platforms, 

discussed below, offer a promising structure for inclu-

sive landscape management.

The timeframe for actions also affects the nature 

of institutional arrangements needed, particularly the 

strengthening of rights to land and resources required 

to foster action. While climate change response 

schemes are urgent, some will show results in the short 

Figure 1 Role of coordination institutions and property rights in climate change mitigation and adaptation responses

Source: Adapted from R. Meinzen-Dick, Q. Bernier, and E. Haglund, “The Six “Ins” of Climate-Smart Agriculture: Inclusive Institutions for Information, 

Innovation, Investment, and Insurance,” CAPRi Working Paper No. 114 (IFPRI, Washington, DC, 2013).
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term (a year or two), others in two to ten years, and 

some have a much longer time horizon. Compared to 

planting an annual crop, for example, planting trees is 

a long-term investment. The longer the time span, the 

more difficult it will be to gain and maintain support 

for action and to monitor progress, unless benefits are 

clearly apparent. Among the investments shown in the 

figure, many with longer time horizons require atten-

tion to property rights. To ensure that the individuals 

or communities making the investments (such as plant-

ing trees or protecting forests) have the incentives and 

authority to make and protect these investments, we 

must consider whether individual farmers have tenure 

security or if forest and water user groups are recog-

nized as custodians of these resources. In addition, 

some actions will be intermittent, such as responses to 

crises like drought or flooding. Crises call for institu-

tional structures designed for preparedness and quick 

responses, but these do not need to operate all the 

time. 

KEY ELEMENTS OF INTEGRATED 
LANDSCAPE APPROACHES 

With the growing urgency of climate change, inte-

grated landscape approaches (ILAs) have gained 

increasing traction among funders of aid programs, 

conservation organizations, and researchers,5 as well 

as credibility and legitimacy as an emerging discourse 

at the UNFCCC.6 Broadly speaking, ILAs are land-

scape approaches that consider how interconnected 

components of the landscape can be managed to 

reap multiple benefits and balance economic, social, 

and environmental goals. Recognition of the poten-

tial of ILAs has sparked a proliferation of initiatives to 

address sustainable development issues at a land-

scape scale,7 but many of these initiatives have not 

achieved their goals.8 Researchers have developed 

principles and drawn lessons to guide the design and 

implementation of ILAs,9 but much uncertainty still 

remains about how to successfully operate an ILA and 

how to measure its outcomes and impacts.10 However, 

the expanding work on polycentric governance, learn-

ing labs, and new modes of knowledge co-production 

provide useful guidance on approaches.  

POLYCENTRIC GOVERNANCE SYSTEMS
The governance systems of successful ILAs provide the 

means of integrating decision-making and manage-

ment across sectors.11 Since administrative boundaries 

are seldom aligned with landscape boundaries and 

landscapes most often display a mosaic of natural 

resources (such as forests, streams, and grazing lands), 

polycentric governance — governance with multiple 

actors and centers of authority working at different 

scales, both hierarchical and overlapping12 — offers 

a potentially powerful solution to scale mismatches 

and effective landscape governance.13 For instance, 

in India, natural resources are under the jurisdiction of 

different state agencies (including the forest and reve-

nue departments), as well as local government.14 They 

are also collectively managed by such state agencies 

on different administrative levels, various local user 

groups (like water committees and forest communities 

at the village level), and joint programs such as forest 

management and watershed management programs. 

In practice, the different organizations and groups 

have substantial autonomy, each working to mobilize 

resources for governance of natural resources, though 

coordination is not always sufficient. Polycentric 

governance, complemented by practices of joint delib-

eration among different actors, can build a knowledge 

base that draws on different perspectives and exper-

tise, while enhancing the levels of trust and credibility 

among the actors involved.15  

LEARNING LABS
For decision-makers and stakeholders, the poten-

tial advantages of ILAs make them an appealing way 

to introduce landscape thinking into planning and 

management approaches.16 However, there will be 

no single recipe for effective implementation of ILAs. 

Experiences from one place or context may not be 

directly transferable to another, and management 

responses will need to continually evolve as climate 

change and other challenges continue to unfold.17 To 

address this need for context-specific approaches, 

landscapes should be considered as “learning lab-

oratories,” where the impacts of climate and other 

environmental as well as socioeconomic changes 

will be felt and the responses tested.18 ILA initia-

tives can learn from recent approaches such as “living 

labs.”19 These are a form of collective governance and 
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experimentation with growing applications to address 

sustainability challenges and opportunities created 

by urbanization in European cities.20 In ILA initiatives, 

living labs can serve as stepping-stones to catalyze 

system transformation by involving various stakehold-

ers in co-designing and testing integrated social and 

technical innovations.21

KNOWLEDGE AND LEARNING
These design and implementation considerations 

require new modes of knowledge production and 

collaborative learning22 to ensure local ownership of 

initiatives and integration of indigenous knowledge, 

improve governance systems, and bridge the science–

practice–policy gaps.23 There is a need to invest in 

human and social capital (such as leadership, trust, and 

collective vision) as assets of the landscapes, includ-

ing strengthening the capacity of local stakeholders 

for effective and equitable participation in the design 

and implementation of ILAs. Participatory engage-

ment approaches, such as multistakeholder platforms, 

that enable engagement of representatives from the 

relevant stakeholder groups can provide the space for 

collaboration, learning, and joint decision-making.24 

Building such institutional capacity does not hap-

pen overnight nor through blueprint approaches, but 

requires time and adaptive approaches. 

MULTISTAKEHOLDER PLATFORMS 

Coordination among actors is essential and may 

require interventions for facilitation. Multistakeholder 

platforms (MSPs), dialogues, and processes are gain-

ing prominence as a means of achieving ILAs.25 MSPs 

are sustained, intentionally created spaces to pro-

mote dialogue, deliberation, and collaborative action 

among stakeholders — including civil society (espe-

cially communities), government, private sector, 

and other relevant groups and organizations — who 

stand to be meaningfully affected by landscape pol-

icies, or changes to resources or resource access.26 

Through MSPs, stakeholders can take part in collab-

orations, negotiations, knowledge exchange, and 

decision-making regarding the uses and governance 

of landscapes. This space is especially import-

ant in contexts of high diversity of user groups and 

common-pool resources within a landscape27 — for 

example, where the more privileged groups can dom-

inate, or in landscapes where forest users, watershed 

users, pastoralists, and farmers may compete over 

resources and land use. Effective MSPs recognize the 

interests and contributions of diverse actors, includ-

ing local communities, and provide coordination and 

space for social learning. By creating this structure for 

cooperation, MSPs foster information-sharing and col-

laboration among diverse stakeholders to influence 

climate change policies and actions across multiple 

governance levels.28 A recent study reports on six MSP 

cases where landscape initiatives to protect ecosys-

tem functions resulted in restoration improvements.29 

More broadly, MSPs can help build an enabling policy 

environment for climate change adaptation and miti-

gation policy.

DESIGN FOR INCLUSION
MSPs are not panaceas, however, and need to be 

appropriately and effectively designed and imple-

mented to support the coordination needed for 

integrated landscape management. For local commu-

nities, the importance and likelihood of participation 

in MSPs for resource management increases with their 

dependence on the resources for their livelihoods.30 

Too often, key groups are either excluded or not 

interested in engaging, which can stymie an MSP.31 

Stakeholders may not be willing to participate when 

trust is lacking among the actors, or when they do not 

perceive benefits to participation.32 Power inequali-

ties can affect voice and participation. For example, a 

water catchment MSP in Zimbabwe initially included 

only large commercial farmers who were involved 

in water policy reform processes; when smallhold-

ers from communal areas were finally invited, they 

were surprised to find that they were now expected 

to pay for water, and were not equipped with the skills 

to negotiate. Recognizing and addressing power 

inequalities and barriers to inclusion is key for effective 

knowledge-sharing and dialogue.33 

Procedural rules and facilitation strategies can 

be set up to increase engagement and help mediate 

power relations, such as consensus or rotational lead-

ership of MSPs to empower all stakeholders through 

the process.34 The “action resources” that actors 

can utilize for participation and negotiation matter 

in enabling effective participation. Action resources 
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include information, technical knowledge, negotiation 

skills, social networks and capital, money, author-

ity, and the ability to form alliances, all of which give 

actors agency and help strengthen their claims in 

stakeholder engagement processes.35 Strengthening 

communities’ capacity to participate by building on 

their action resources is key for effective engagement. 

For example, using communities’ customary ecolog-

ical knowledge for planning, instead of relying only 

on so-called “scientific” knowledge and models for 

decision-making, can lead to greater equity in par-

ticipation. It is also important to temper the role of 

government actors, so that they provide legitimacy 

and enable follow-up action without controlling the 

process. 

POLICY PRIORITIES

Climate change cannot be addressed by government 

alone, or by individuals. Achieving the coordination 

and incentive structure needed for widespread adop-

tion of many mitigation and adaptation strategies such 

as reducing deforestation, increasing vegetative cover, 

and improving water availability requires integrated, 

Box 2 MSP BENEFITS TO COMMUNITY AND SOCIETY: 
BUILDING COLLABORATION IN INDIA

The Foundation for Ecological Security (FES), an Indian NGO, works with rural communities to restore common lands and improve 
livelihoods through establishing and strengthening local institutions. FES also helps establish subdistrict-level multistakeholder 
platforms (MSPs) to support effective landscape governance. These MSPs provide a space for intercommunity collaboration, 
strengthening local voices, and building trust among stakeholders. 

In Angul district in Odisha state, for example, forests provide village communities with ecosystem services that mitigate climate 
change impacts and help communities adapt. These ecosystem services include food, fodder, and firewood, provision of inputs for 
making agricultural tools and farm fences, soil and moisture retention, and regulation of hydrological and nutrient flows. Over the past 
few decades, however, rapid industrialization and land fragmentation have caused biodiversity losses and acute water scarcity, with 
severe impacts on the agriculture-based livelihoods of communities. Forest fires exacerbated by rising temperatures and irregular 
rainfall have further increased the vulnerability of the region’s small and marginal farmers. 

FES worked with village institutions in Angul to initiate the Krushak Mela (Farmers’ Fair) in 2005 as a multistakeholder platform to 
promote dialogue among diverse stakeholders around the issues of conservation and livelihood improvement. Around 3,000 people 
participate, including village communities, local leaders, government officials from different departments, civil society organizations, 
political representatives from the region, ecologists, agriculture specialists, and microfinance institutions. Community members 
showcase traditional seeds and crop varieties, new and climate-smart practices in agriculture, and other innovations. Government 
representatives share information on programs available to farmers; and NGOs share information on best practices in land use 
management and soil and moisture conservation. 

Multiple benefits have emerged from this MSP. Collective initiatives were undertaken to strengthen local markets, thus improving 
economic opportunities for the village communities. The MSP helped revive traditional adaptation practices such as seed exchanges. 
Community members evolved rules to regulate open grazing, with a positive impact on biomass. The MSP also provided a platform for 
cross-learning among farming communities, as well as opportunities to engage with external actors including government agencies 
and the private sector for diversifying their livelihoods, and improved their access to entitlements, services, and government programs. 

Over the years, the MSP has helped to bridge the communications and trust gap between community and government actors. 
It also sparked conservation action plans across villages at a landscape level. This has addressed landscape-level challenges larger 
than a single community, but still allows for sufficient interaction and connectedness to realities on the ground, and avoids high-level 
“detached” planning.a FES is now taking into account the lessons from Angul and other MSPs throughout India in places where they 
are working to scale up such initiatives, both working directly and through other NGOs or government programs.
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landscape-level approaches that actively involve mul-

tiple communities along with the government and 

private sector. Investments need to be made not only 

in physical infrastructure, but also in governance to 

coordinate and incentivize people’s actions over the 

long term.  

develop mSpS To Build collecTive acTion on cli-
maTe change. Generally, collective action is easier 

and more effective within the social boundaries of 

small villages. But the natural boundaries of resources 

like forests and watersheds go beyond these social 

and administrative boundaries, and management 

on the larger landscape level is needed for natu-

ral resources that have interconnected biophysical 

aspects and face interlinked socioeconomic pres-

sures.36 While there is no single prescription to achieve 

such collaboration, growing experience with MSPs 

indicates that they can instigate conservation and gov-

ernance action plans at a landscape level — clustered 

around watersheds, forest patches, or rangelands.37 

Developing effective MSPs often requires an invest-

ment of time and resources in facilitation to build 

trust and a shared vision among actors, as well as in 

strengthening community and government capacity 

to engage meaningfully in landscape management. 

Government policies can help provide the enabling 

conditions for stakeholder engagement in landscape 

management and promote landscape-level adoption 

of climate-smart change. 

STrengThen reSource righTS To SupporT 
long-Term inveSTmenTS. Secure tenure is vital to 

provide incentives for individuals, households, and 

communities to invest in sustaining or improving 

natural resources and ecosystem services. Policies 

that strengthen recognition of these rights can thus 

improve incentives for investment in sustainability. For 

example, tenure reforms in Ethiopia and Rwanda have 

been shown to increase local investment in tree plant-

ing and soil conservation,38 and a systematic review 

of studies finds strong evidence of positive effects 

from land tenure security on such environmentally 

beneficial agricultural investments.39 But tenure pol-

icies need to be implemented in a socially inclusive 

and equitable manner so that all social groups, includ-

ing women as well as men, have incentives to invest.40 

Moreover, increasing tenure security must include not 

only individual rights but also collective rights over the 

commons — shared natural resources such as forests, 

rangelands, wetlands, and irrigation systems. 

devolve reSource righTS and managemenT 
reSponSiBiliTieS. Policies that devolve natural 

resource rights and management responsibilities from 

states to communities are particularly important in this 

regard — by explicitly recognizing community rights 

over such common resources, devolution can increase 

tenure security. By shifting rights and responsibilities, 

devolution policies can also encourage government 

agencies to engage with communities in better ways; 

instead of seeing the state as the “owner” or “cus-

todian” of resources, devolution should encourage 

government agencies to collaborate across sectoral 

divisions and with communities as well as private 

sector actors. However, this will require longer-term 

processes to change mindsets and ways of working. 

Faster action and more transformative changes are 

needed for the achievement of SDGs and to confront 

climate change. Engaging stakeholders through inte-

grated landscape management has been shown to be 

a key ingredient to the solutions and warrants greater 

attention and investment by the development and con-

servation communities. It is time to shift the mindset 

from technology-oriented solutions to people-centric 

transformative changes.
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