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Conclusion and the way forward

Terry Sunderland, James Reed and Mirjam Ros-Tonen

Although the term “landscape approach” was initially coined by the conservation 
biologist Reed Noss in 1983, it was not until after the 1992 Rio Summit that the term 
gathered momentum in the conservation and development lexicon. The promise 
and potential of landscape approaches have been central tenets in the sustainable 
development discourse since then. Numerous institutions, including CIFOR, have 
integrated landscape approaches (ILA) within their research and development strategies. 
Moreover, the successful Global Landscapes Forum (GLF) has positioned the “landscape” 
centre stage politically, socially and environmentally, since it organized its first in a 
series of recurring events in parallel to the Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC in 
Warsaw in 2013. 

Scholars have made great progress in conceptual frameworks, theoretical approaches 
and broad philosophies related to spatial approaches to environmental governance 
and management, but how are we doing on implementation? In Chapter 2, we learnt 
that, in many respects, landscape approaches are well documented as a concept, 
but fall considerably short of actually providing clear and unambiguous examples 
of operationalization. To better understand the conditions under which landscape 
approaches function best, an element of trial and error is required. Yet, the poor record 
of reported case studies suggests there is currently limited learning from doing. The 
COLANDS initiative is an explicit attempt to address this gap by delivering robust 
monitoring and reporting of efforts in three tropical landscapes.
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One major concern in all three COLANDS landscapes is the loss of biodiversity 
(Chapter 3). Biodiversity is not only important for its intrinsic value, but also for the 
goods and services that it provides, particularly in complex, multi-functional landscapes 
(Grass et al. 2020). For example, the provision of ecosystem services is critical in 
supporting rural livelihoods and contributing to agricultural production (Reed et al. 
2017). As we have seen, landscape simplification can lead to catastrophic impacts in 
biodiversity conservation and rural livelihoods (Rasmussen et al. 2019). The importance 
of forested landscapes for the livelihoods of its inhabitants is well illustrated by Newton 
et al. (2020), who estimate that 1.6 billion people live within 5 km of a forest. It is these, 
often contested, mosaic landscapes that directly provide food, shelter, clean water, and 
other goods and services to around a fifth of humanity (WWF 2020) and, indirectly, to 
many millions of others more. 

Biodiversity loss is also slated as one of the main causes of zoonotic spill over, a 
highly pertinent issue at the current time of COVID-19 (Baudron and Liégeois 2020). 
Simplified landscapes do not have the environmental and economic resilience of more 
complex systems and, thus, exposure to zoonoses, and other environmental challenges, 
is increased. The origins of landscape approaches were rooted in the ecological and 
biological fields of scholarship (Lindenmayer et al. 2008), and it was the development 
of further principles to include more social issues that has given the framework a 
more developmental aspect (Sayer et al. 2013). However, landscape approaches today 
have arguably shifted away from the biophysical to an extent that we probably need to 
come full circle and bring back the element of biodiversity. Hence, the re-emphasis on 
measuring and monitoring biodiversity as described in Chapter 3.

The ‘wicked problems’ landscapes are facing clearly require multi-stakeholder dialogue. 
However, bringing stakeholders with different powers, capacities, needs and interests 
together inevitably brings challenges. Chapter 4 provides an evidence-based “toolkit” to 
overcome such challenges. Knowledge co-production, triple-loop learning and seeking 
consensus in multi-stakeholder platforms; promoting understanding of landscape 
dynamics through modeling, scenario building or joint development of a theory of 
change; and incentives for pro-conservation behaviour can all help to stimulate multi-
stakeholder engagement in landscape approaches. 

Another critical feature of operationalizing landscape approaches is a greater emphasis 
on monitoring and evaluation. Only then are we able to learn from the lessons of 
implementation. Chapter 5 highlights the importance of evaluation to assess the 
effectiveness and pathways to sustainable landscape approaches. It elaborates on the use 
of process analysis and impact evaluation to draw important lessons for the replication 
of landscape approaches in other contexts. It also argues for using theories of change 
to improve the quality and credibility of landscape approach evaluation and to decide 
on methods and data to be used. A theory of change has been developed for Zambia and 
we hope to complete those for the other two landscapes in the coming months. Further 
work will rely on the establishment of baselines using existing datasets, rather than 
undertaking resource-intensive primary research, thus allowing replicability elsewhere.

Over the past 10-15 years the research community has developed a suite of tools and 
methods to understand significant and more subtle changes in the socio-ecological 
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systems in rural landscapes. These range from modeling (Sandker et al. 2009) to more 
participatory-based approaches (e.g. Endamana et al. 2010; Langston et al. 2019; 
Asubonteng et al. 2020). Chapter 6 presents an overview of some of these methods that 
can be used in implementing landscape approaches and their alignment with the ten 
principles (Sayer et al. 2013). While historical timelines help uncover past landscape 
dynamics, baseline studies give insight into the present, while forecasting helps identify 
future trends. It is anticipated that the PhD candidates involved in the COLANDS 
initiative will adopt and modify these methods in their ongoing studies to identify 
potential needs, opportunities and challenges in the three country landscapes. 

The policy context in each of our three target countries is, without question, 
highly conducive for the implementation of landscape-scale initiatives. Chapter 7 
highlights how the policy arena provides a framework for more integrated landscape 
approaches, theoretically breaking down sectorial barriers between agriculture and 
forestry. The CREMA in Ghana (Chapter 8), the CBNRM forum in Zambia (Chapter 
9), and mushrooming community-based environment-development initiatives and 
discussion platforms in Indonesia (Chapter 10) provide promising entry points for 
the implementation of landscape approaches. However, the best policy framework, in 
common with landscape approaches, is only as good as its implementation, and we will 
continue to evaluate the policy context of the potential for sustainable landscapes for the 
duration of engagement by COLANDS. 

Many of the COLANDS landscapes are managed, albeit informally, in a way that provides 
goods and services over the long term, and it is often external agencies that drive drastic 
change, and often conflict, as also described in the three country chapters (Chapters 
8-10). Fundamentally, we can learn a great deal from those already living and working 
in mosaic landscapes and perhaps the “movement” aimed at supporting sustainable 
landscapes globally as aspired to by the GLF could, and should, be a more bottom-up 
process, building on the capacity and experience of local stakeholders, rather than one 
characterized by high-level panels and other putative talk-shops (Boedhihartono et 
al. 2018).

One early observation that is worth recording here is that we, as a team, have been 
frustrated by the lack of engagement by the private sector in our COLANDS initiative. 
Commercial farming plays an important role in the landscapes of both Zambia (cattle, 
maize) and Indonesia (oil palm), and private sector stakeholders have been repeatedly 
invited to stakeholder meetings and consultations, but rarely, if ever, show up. Donor 
agencies continue to advise that sustainable development is reliant on successful 
engagement with the private sector, but what recourse is there if they regard our 
initiatives as irrelevant (at best) or counter-productive to their own interests (at the 
very worst)? In this regard, in Ghana, where activities are delayed due to the change 
of country focus and subsequent lockdown, the situation seems to look somewhat 
more promising with the presence of the Savannah Fruits Company. This enterprise 
has 14 years of experience in collaborating with local cooperatives and civil society 
organizations to sustainably produce savannah fruits, while empowering women. 

There are also expectations of projects to bring economic development. In both Zambia 
and Indonesia, we encountered expectations regarding the traditional delivery of 
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development activities that local stakeholders perceive as a reward for engagement 
with our research. Building on the work of Sayer and Wells (2004), perhaps the reliance 
on external agencies for both biodiversity conservation and rural development has, in 
many instances, abrogated or minimalized the responsibility that national governments 
should have for such activities. It could be argued that by engaging as facilitators in our 
target landscapes, such roles and responsibilities would be more clearly defined. This 
would enhance a shift from project to process whereby engagement is continuous and 
not constrained by project funding cycles, donor intransigence and conservation and 
development fads (Redford et al. 2013). However, while we are aware that such a position 
is, from a purist research perspective, ideal, we also acknowledge that many of our 
stakeholders remain chronically poor and in need of support, particularly in the absence 
of government action. The issue of whether the COLANDS initiative should serve as an 
entry point for further rural development or more effective biodiversity conservation 
can be somewhat of a dilemma. However, the direction to go should be driven by the 
needs and aspirations of local stakeholders. This requires thinking “beyond the project” 
to such an extent that it represents a paradigm shift in the way we deliver “sustainable 
development”. Instead of an interventionist project approach, we should see landscape-
scale interventions as facilitation processes that ignite the latent structures and multi-
stakeholder platforms that are already in place.

But how do we manage trajectories of change? And whose responsibility is it to influence 
better outcomes in landscape governance and management? Decisions made in national 
capitals and beyond can have dramatic impacts on rural landscapes and livelihoods. 
Whether this involves the award of an oil-palm concession, a mining contract, or 
the gazettement of a new protected area, the benefits may be felt nationally, but the 
costs are often borne locally, with loss of access to land and resources. Again, local 
stakeholders have the most to lose from such changes.

There is evidence that landscape-scale implementation is considered widespread 
(e.g. Milder et al. 2014; Zanzanaini et al. 2017). Yet, the actions and objectives of such 
projects are diverse (Carmenta et al. 2020) and many projects that purport to work 
within the broader landscape are arguably more traditional Integrated Conservation and 
Development Projects (ICDPs), which have been found wanting in their ability to operate 
beyond the protected area. Reviewing 15 conservation projects in the Lower Mekong, 
Sunderland et al. (2013), for example, found that projects situated within landscapes 
do not necessarily work at the scale of the landscape. This might be inherent in the 
concept of “project” itself. Short-term engagement, a strong focus on law enforcement, 
the provision of alternative income-generating activities, and establishing parallel 
institutions outside of governmental structures characterize “the project” (Sayer and 
Wells, 2004). As such, it is no wonder that project approaches have had questionable 
outcomes. Sayer and Wells (2004) also refer to the “tyranny of the logframe”, causing 
projects to be hamstrung from the outset by a rigid management framework and its 
pre-defined outputs and outcomes rather than allowing a more organic, and adaptive, 
approach to management and implementation. 

Another major obstacle to long-term engagement that we have identified is the fact 
there are  often issues far beyond the control of a single research or development 
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initiative. When first proposing this project (as it was conceived in the first instance) to 
IKI, we had included Burkina Faso as a target country of interest primarily due to the 
long-term work by CIFOR and partners there over many years, as well as the expertise 
and experience of the research team (see Chapter 1). Unfortunately, the first year of 
implementation was hampered by increasing uncertainty surrounding the security 
situation in the country, driven primarily by increasingly militant anti-government 
militia. Finally, it was decided that it was not possible to safely work in Burkina Faso and 
hence, we were forced to identify an alternative site. Considering the biophysical as well 
as partial social similarity in both landscapes, the Western Wildlife Corridor in Northern 
Ghana was chosen (Chapter 8). This course of events shows that a process approach is 
fraught with unexpected turns and twists, and this calls for adaptability (principle 1) 
of an integrated landscape approach (Sayer et al. 2013; see also Chapters 1, 2 and 7) and 
moving beyond “lock-frames” (Gasper 1997).

And circumstances continue to change. Rapidly. At the time of writing (October 2020), 
the world is in an increasingly precipitous state. We are currently gripped by a pandemic 
that has, thus far, resulted in the deaths of over a million people and the concomitant 
lockdowns and social isolation have weakened the global economy to such as extent that 
the World Bank (2020) suggests we are entering a full-scale depression. The economic 
fall-out from the pandemic is predicted to affect developing and emerging economies 
more significantly than richer nations. As urban jobs are lost, there is often no other 
recourse for many, and in the absence of social welfare programs, people are returning 
to their rural homes. Many will be forced into itinerant agriculture and other forms 
of natural resource extraction. This will have a significant impact on rural landscapes 
demographically, with an influx of younger people back into the rural milieu, with 
both environmental and economic effects (Boillat and Zähringer 2020). As part of 
the COLANDS initiative, we will be monitoring these population dynamics and the 
resultant changes in our target landscapes. While the circumstances of such a research 
opportunity are indeed unfortunate, understanding such dynamics and resulting social 
and economic changes can inform the governance and management of rural landscapes 
under increasingly precarious and uncertain conditions, including the broader and more 
pervasive impacts of climate change. 

It is due to the uncertainties associated with landscape dynamics that throughout 
this book we refer to COLANDS as an “initiative” rather than a project and speak of 
landscape approaches in the three target countries as a “process”. We believe that 
successful landscape approaches should be thought of as a long-term commitment that 
focuses on a broader suite of issues than traditional sectorial projects, be it biodiversity 
conservation, human health, food security or rural development. As has been 
highlighted in this book, these are all inextricably interlinked and should be regarded as 
such (Diaz et al. 2019).

Unfortunately, the pandemic has limited our engagement in all three countries thus far 
and we would have hoped for more tangible, reportable “lessons learned” as we enter our 
third year of funding. However, we believe that this book represents a useful attempt 
at reporting our experiences of operationalizing landscape approaches in the three 
target countries.
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