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                   About 

 
 
 
 

 

Conservation Futures  aims to bring about 
1

a transformation in conservation  by 
2

generating a groundswell of innovation in 
the relationships between conservation 
practice and the other areas of human 
endeavour on which conservation 
success depends. 

It will largely locate its action outside the 
conservation community, pursuing a dual 
purpose: first, to recruit a broad 
constituency of new actors to the 
conservation cause; and, second, to offer 
new ideas and approaches to the 
conservation community itself, enabling it 
to improve its positive impact. 

By focusing on sectors that are the 
‘intellectual engines’ of the economy, such 
as finance, law and technology, and 
targeting each sectors’ ‘keystone actors’ - 
those entities that have a 
disproportionate effect on the structure 
and functions of the sector in which they 
operate  - Conservation Futures will 

3

mobilize the most influential institutions 
in the most important sectors to drive 
efforts to curb biodiversity loss and 
stabilise ecosystems. 

  IN A NUTSHELL 
 

● The pace and scale of action to conserve 
biodiversity and ecosystems falls far short of what 
is needed to reverse present trends. 
  

● The conservation community – governmental and 
non-governmental, global, national and local – has 
to date proved unable to make adequate progress 
towards arresting biodiversity loss or stabilizing 
ecosystem use. Relying simply on the expansion of 
present approaches is unlikely to yield success. 
 

● Additional solutions to conservation problems are 
needed; these are most likely to come from 
outside the present world of conservation. 
 

● Conservation Futures will undertake a broad 
screening of new thinking on how change comes 
about at scale and identify those ideas that could 
significantly boost conservation success. 
 

● It will undertake a wide search for innovations in 
other fields that, if applied to conservation, could 
significantly enhance the positive impact and 
sustainability of conservation action. 
 

● Genuine progress can only come from large-scale 
mobilization of a broad community of new 
stakeholders behind conservation action at a large 
scale. 
 

● This mobilization must be driven by a new 
conservation narrative focused on building a sense 
of excitement at the opportunities to advance 
conservation values that are within our reach. 
 

● The Conservation Futures process will galvanize 
this mobilization and so complement and reinforce 
the complex web of conservation. 

 

 

1 Conservation Futures is an initiative established and supported through the design phase by UN Environment, the Luc Hoffmann Institute and the 
Oxford Martin School.  It has benefitted from support and input from the World Economic Forum’s Environmental System Initiative. 
 
2 The use of the term “conservation” in this paper is not limited to narrow approaches to preservation but to the broader goal of ecosystem 
sustainability, including sustainable use of natural resources and equitable sharing of benefits from such use.  Thus it addresses the three 
objectives of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and not simply the first. 

3 The term is taken from the academic paper by Österblom, Jouffray, Folke et al (2015), which builds on the keystone species concept developed 
by Paine (1969) to apply the concept to economic systems that interact with nature. 
http://keystonedialogues.earth/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Transnational-Corporations-as-Keystone_osterblom.pdf 
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What is Conservation Futures ? 

 
 

VISION 
A just and equitable world where all 
human activity values and conserves 
biodiversity, maintains critical 
ecosystem functions and provides a net 
benefit to the environment. 

MISSION 
To transform sectors that are critical to society and the 
economy from contributors to the degradation of 
biodiversity and ecosystems to sectors that drive efforts to 
reverse biodiversity loss and stabilise ecosystems. 

SCOPE 
Focused predominantly on land-use 
change Conservation Futures will work 
within the ‘intellectual engines’ of the 
economy, such as finance, law and 
technology 

 

TARGET 
The principal target for Conservation Futures consists  
of ‘keystone actors’ from outside the conservation world 
that have a disproportionate effect on the structure and 
functioning of the sector in which they operate and whose 
energy, skills, ideas and experience need to be harnessed 
to the task of improving the impact and sustainability of 
conservation action 

 

Conservation Futures aims to mobilize new stakeholders around the cause of conservation, to explore new thinking from a 
wide range of fields relevant to conservation, to identify solutions most amenable to being taken to scale, and to craft a new 
narrative that reflects the excitement inherent in the potential solutions that are within our reach. 

The factors that most affect nature currently lie outside the remit of conservation authorities and actors, both public and 
private 4 . They relate instead to economic policy, to finance, to consumption and production, to technology, to governance, 
and to many other fields of human endeavour. Those fields all offer untapped potential for improving and reinforcing 
conservation practice just as they all also represent an on-going threat. 
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Conservation Futures will locate the bulk of its action not in 
the traditional conservation approaches and communities 
– biological sciences, natural resource management, 
natural capital, etc. – but  at the meeting point between 
conservation and other fields with a potential to inform 
and improve conservation action.  It aims to supplement 
and reinforce conservation efforts, not replace them. 

While much of what is proposed under the Conservation 
Futures framework is similar to the action required to 
advance sustainable development more broadly, its focus 
is very solidly on the living environment – nature, natural 
resources and ecosystems. Thus, within each area of 
inquiry, the findings and insights will always be drawn 
back to the implications for conservation. 

Broadly speaking, three major factors threaten 
biodiversity – climate change, pollution, and land use 
change .  Though it still falls well short of what is needed, 4

action to combat climate change is now well-structured 
and has high-level political support in most countries.  Of 
particular significance is the rapid adoption of clean 
technology and renewable energy. 

Again, while action falls short of what is needed, 
combating pollution can in large part be addressed by 
technological change, shifts in patterns of production and 
consumption, and social mobilization.  Campaigns like the 
present one to save our marine environment from 
pollution by plastics, and strong measures to curb air 
pollution in some countries are examples of the political 
and popular response to the issue. 

The third – land-use change, is far more vexed and lies at 
the heart of the present conservation challenge.  It is 
closely tied to our food and mineral production systems, 
to social justice and to traditional rights, so that it is 
inherently more complex than the other two major factors 
behind the threat to biodiversity conservation.  It is the 
central focus of Conservation Futures. 

  We aim to draw into conservation the best of thinking and 
practice from the rapidly developing disciplines around 
technological development, ICT, social media, behavioural 
science, alternative finance mechanisms, and many others 
to improve mobilization around conservation priorities 
and greatly to expand the stakeholder community 
demanding and working for conservation. 

We aim to generate new ideas for conservation, new 
energy, and a new sense of purpose.  We aim to engage 
the most influential actors in each sector to build a 
powerful support base for conservation, working to a new 
and broadened agenda.  And through these keystone 
actors we aim to trigger a large-scale mobilization to 
reimagine, rethink and reframe conservation, and to 
generate the pace and scale needed for conservation 
success.   

 

WHY NOW ? 
 

The challenge of conservation has been with us for a long 
time, and initiatives to advance conservation values are 
launched every day. Why do we believe that the time is 
exactly right for an initiative with the purpose and 
ambition level of Conservation Futures? The three principal 
topic axes of the Conservation Futures focus – technology, 
finance and legal action – have seriously reshaped our 
economies and our societies and that the coming decade 
will be one of transformative change. It is clear that it is 
possible to harness these change processes to the needs 
of conservation and that the time to do this is precisely 
now. By entering the emerging culture of transformative 
change, and by using its dynamics, the resulting economic 
and social relations can embed essential conservation 
values and align both the economy and society to 
conservation needs. 

 
 

4 “land-use change” is here understood to include change in use patterns of marine and freshwater resources as well. 
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How will Conservation Futures work? 
 
The importance of conservation to the future of humanity requires that we 
consider approaches that offer the possibility of transformative change. This in 
turn requires a sharp focus on the way in which transformative change takes 
place in our society – what needs changing, how it needs to be changed and 
who is best placed to effect that change.  

Conservation Futures’ focus will pursue a dual purpose: first, to recruit the 
keystone actors in important constituencies to the conservation cause; and, 
second, to offer new ideas and approaches to the conservation community 
itself, enabling it to improve its impact. Following a series of partner meetings 
and extensive wider consultation (see appendix 4), the following components 
have been developed and comprise the Conservation Futures work process: 

 
Inquiry  

A. Discovery 
Conservation Futures will initially focus on a handful of promising topics or content areas (technology, finance, legal, systems, 
etc.) that have already been identified as holding significant promise of contributing to conservation success through new 
perspectives, innovative approaches or through adaptation to conservation practice of features or technologies of other 
fields.  The most promising have already been identified and scoped out.  

 
They are: 

● The promises and dangers of technological 
development 

● Financial incentives and disincentives 
● Legal recourse: harnessing the rule of law 

These initial topics are set out in more detail in Annex 2. 

Each topic will be established as a semi-autonomous 
initiative on the Conservation Futures platform.  Each will 
identify and recruit partners, establish its own governance 
mechanism, agree the scope, style and approach, and 
seek additional funding where needed.  Each will, 
however, report in to the overall Conservation Futures 
governance structures where cross-links with other work 
streams will be sought, where communications material 
and contributions to the developing narrative will be 
gathered. The intention is to identify and deploy a broad 
range of specific new ideas and approaches, generated in 
the “hothouse” of Conservation Futures and, cumulatively, 
supporting a mobilization behind a positive, “can-do” 
approach to conservation. 
 
Each Discovery topic will include: 

● A systematic scan of promising innovations from 
sectors that influence and impact conservation but 
where insights are rarely screened for relevance to 
improving conservation practice.  The premise is that 
a significant number of emerging innovations from 
other fields have relevance to the challenges of 
conservation and could be applied directly or 
following suitable adaptation.  For example a number 
of the specialized financial mechanisms developed to 
generate funding for climate priorities could be 
applied to addressing the challenges of conservation. 

   
 

● A strong focus on the change processes and 
models that can deliver the scale, pace and 
distribution to result in transformation.   
 

● A particular attention to the scale and targets for 
conservation intervention. For example, 
intervention related to land-use change may be 
more promising at the level of sub-national 
jurisdictions  (states, provinces, municipalities) than 
they are at the national or international levels. 
Similarly, strategic efforts to address greenhouse 
gas emissions yield better results at national and 
international levels than at local or regional. Deep 
understanding of the scale of intervention required 
will allow for optimal returns through supporting 
the right actors to engage at the right levels, 
whether this be in mobilizing citizen action, 
enabling new economy players, working with 
financial market actors, or in influencing 
government or multilateral action, though of 
course the situation is not black and white and all 
are needed. 
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Each Discovery team will: 

● Identify and map key developments and innovations 
in the topic area 

● Solicit expert input 
● Convene field leaders and hold wider conferences 
● If appropriate, establish purpose-built networks and 

operate targeted communications and outreach 
activities.  Each would likely be backed by one or 
several researchers and a logistical coordinator. 

While a handful of work streams is envisaged in the first 
year, the model allows for many more to be generated 
and run should partners, funding and interest be 
gathered.  Indeed, the Discovery mode should be seen 
as a platform on which systematic approaches to 
specific, large-scale and promising subjects may be 
organized and conducted. 
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B. Explore New Fields and Issues in Conservation 

Beyond the three initial Discovery topics noted above and described in Annex 2 many others wait in the wings and hold the 
potential to become important sectors in driving efforts to curb biodiversity loss and stabilise ecosystems. The “Discovery” 
model permits the launch – potentially – of many parallel work streams on the Conservation Futures platform. The challenge is 
to ensure that the design of these work streams, and their governance, allow them to identify promising options for 
conservation innovation and to feed into both the communications effort and the growing mobilization that this generates.   
Going forward the initiative will continue to identify and undertake initial exploration of new fields with the potential to 
contribute significantly to the transformation that Conservation Futures is seeking. It should be seen in many ways as a form of 
preparation for topics, some of which will at the appropriate stage and as resources allow be lifted onto the Discovery 
platform. 

 

 

 

This work approach will, for each major topic, adopt 
the following format: 

● Undertake research and facilitate related 
convenings to identify, map and understand key 
fields or topics with the potential to drive efforts 
to curb biodiversity loss and stabilise 
ecosystems 

● Commission a background essay which will be 
the basis for a two- to three-month moderated 
web-based consultation 

● Use this as input to an expert convening or 
online learning platform 

● Follow this up with publication of the paper and 
targeted outreach across the Conservation 
Futures stakeholder community. 

  The topics would be addressed at the rate of four to six 
per year.  Some of the topics addressed in this part of the 
initiative would “graduate” to the Discovery platform. 
Others would simply be a contribution to a better 
understanding of how conservation interacts with other 
topic areas and, of course, to the communications and 
storytelling strategy that will underpin all of the 
Conservation Futures initiative. 

The model is similar to the Great Transition Initiative - 
http://www.greattransition.org/ - run by the Tellus Institute
in Boston that has proved to be highly creative. A 
partnership with Tellus for this facet of Conservation 
Futures will be explored.  

Examples of topics within the Conservation Futures initiative
that are candidates for this sort of treatment are listed at 
Annex 3. 
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Strategic Communications 

C. Build New Narratives 
It is well known that a compelling narrative is the central underpinning of all change processes. While the current 
conservation narrative may be accurate and based on a solid analysis of present reality and trends, it is too often a narrative 
that drives people to discouragement or denial more than it mobilizes and inspires. 

From the first stages of work across each Discovery topic Conservation Futures will identify examples of narratives that have 
generated transformative change and, in particular, the characteristics that underpinned that success.  It will begin to sketch 
out the elements of a successful conservation narrative, to craft elements of it and to set these within the framework of 
comprehensive communications and digital strategies. 

New narratives are needed; indeed, they are crucial to the success of Conservation Futures.  These narratives must – against a 
background of concern and urgency caused by present trends – generate a sense of excitement at the options emerging to 
deal with the conservation predicament and strongly pointing to the possibilities for positive action at all levels and by all 
stakeholders. They must be narratives that mobilize and connect. 
 

D. Communications, Digital Strategy and Engagement:  
Mobilizing Keystone Actors 

Conservation Futures aims to recruit new stakeholders and new communities to the shared search for a resilient planet.  The 
approach is not intended to replace the intergovernmental, national and private movements towards innovation and reform 
within the broad conservation movement.  Instead, it will focus on identifying and advancing game changers through a strong 
focus on how keystone actors can use the change models, change processes and change actors needed to achieve success.   
We wish to generate new insights, new perspectives and new options for effective conservation. In short, we wish to 
introduce positive disruption where it is required to break or reverse present negative trends.  What emerges from 
Conservation Futures must be a substantially broadened stakeholder constituency for conservation, with a prominent focus on 
the private sector. 

A scientific paper published in 2015 by Österblom, Jouffray, Folke et al. illustrates that the largest companies in a given 
industry can operate in ways similar to keystone species in ecological communities, meaning that they can have a 
disproportionate effect on the structure and function of the system in which they operate. The thesis they test in the paper, 
and in the subsequent Soneva and Keystone Dialogues, proposes that transformations in practice by these keystone actors 
working across the seafood sector “could result in cascading effects throughout the [field] and enable a critical transition [to 
sustainability].  5

Conservation Futures proposes to take this concept and extend it beyond an analysis of companies’ power in seafood supply 
chains to all actors (companies, government, multi-laterals, NGOs, etc.) and across sectors that are the engines of the 
economy (and so of humanity’s impact on the planet). 
It will do this through a comprehensive and concerted suite of activities covering communications, digital strategy and 
engagement: 
 

5 http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0127533  
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COMMUNICATIONS 
 
The central purpose of Conservation 
Futures is to mobilize an ever-growing set 
of stakeholders behind the conservation 
cause and to generate an overwhelming 
demand for genuine, lasting, and 
equitable conservation action. 
Communications, therefore, must be a 
central pillar of Conservation Futures from 
the outset, building the profile of the 
initiative, reaching out to new 
stakeholders, telling stories and helping 
to craft the narrative that will carry the 
mobilization.  

The communications plan will be 
ambitious and varied. The work on 
narratives will generate a steady stream 
of stories that illustrate the range of 
possibilities and build a sense of 
excitement about what can be done. The 
plan will carefully identify priority 
keystone actors with the capabilities and 
position to cascade these narratives 
across their fields. For example, in 
addition to the intergovernmental 
forums for conservation (CBD, CITES, 
CMS, etc.) Conservation Futures may 
engage with WEF Davos, UNEA, the 
annual Eco-Forum Global meeting in 
China and many others.  It will also seek 
out and communicate with similar 
change processes from related fields – 
for example the We Mean Business 
coalition in the climate field. 

DIGITAL STRATEGY 
 
A digital strategy is often 
characterized by the application of 
new technologies to existing business 
activity or a focus on the enabling of 
new digital capabilities to the 
business.  It is a discipline yet to be 6

meaningfully applied within 
conservation. 

Use of digital strategy will assist 
Conservation Futures in three distinct 
ways: 

● Amplifying existing 
conservation efforts to 
existing audiences, 
leveraging the position of 
keystone actors 

● Identifying and targeting 
new audiences, developing 
relevant content and 
messaging, and 

● Making the case for 
keystone actors in the digital 
strategy industry to engage 
with the field of 
conservation. 

In addition the digital strategy 
capacity that Conservation Futures 
develops will be used to increase the 
impact of its own activities, with 
bespoke digital strategies developed 
for each element of Conservation 
Futures, in particular to engage 
meaningfully with and bring on board 
the targeted keystone actors. 

ENGAGEMENT 

The success of Conservation Futures 
will also depend on understanding 
how the solutions it identifies and 
develops can most effectively 
influence policy and practice.  

To this end, once keystone actors have
been identified, a concerted 
programme of engagement that 
leverages identified areas of concern 
and opportunity will form the 
framework for deep one-to-one and 
small group engagements with 
targeted individuals and 
organisations. Proving the case for 
conservation to the targeted keystone 
actors will require a sophisticated 
understanding of how to ensure that 
issues travel across the science-policy 
interface and move not only to 
decisions but to implementation.   

We must leverage the growing but 
rarely applied body of knowledge on 
how this interface works – how best to 
prepare information such that policy 
makers might most readily use it. 

 

 

WHY WILL THIS APPROACH WORK ? 
 
Conservation Futures comes fresh on the heels of the UNEP Inquiry into the Design of a Sustainable 
Financial System, a four-year initiative that focused on the reforms needed to permit financial and capital 
markets to align better with the needs of sustainable development.  Its success is now legendary – 
including securing a Green Finance Working Group in the Finance Stream of the G20 and changing the 
way the world views sustainable finance – moving it from boutique operations to mainstream or, better, 
setting it up as a “new” stream – a strategic opportunity for the financial community. 

Conservation Futures has been inspired to build strongly on this model – the high-quality research and 
analysis, the search for innovation, the global reach, etc. – but also on what might have been better. 
Conservation Futures, for example, proposes to take a more strategic approach to communications, so 
that it is not principally profile-building but mobilizing.  And it will focus centrally on articulating and 
promoting the adoption of new narratives. 

 
  

6 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_strategy 
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Setting geographic and land-use priorities  
 

 

 

Loss of biodiversity  
and ecosystem 
services is a global 
issue and, like climate 
change, threatens the 
entire planet, and 
much of the effort 
must be undertaken 
across the globe. 

 

 

At the same time, conservation challenges linked to 
changing land uses and to land use conflicts are more 
prevalent in the poorer countries, and the impacts on 
populations are more immediate.  Conservation Futures 
must operate in full awareness of where biodiversity loss 
bites most fiercely.  It cannot be an approach dominated 
by intellectual endeavour or innovative brilliance if these 
are divorced from the realities of the field. 

In all of its work, the teams that work on the many facets 
of the Conservation Futures work programme must reflect 
the geographical, gender and other forms of diversity that 
reflect the reality of our planet. 

Beyond that, Conservation Futures will develop pilots in 
different parts of the world, to bring the issues closer to 
the everyday realities of societies and economies. 

Conservation Futures will build on detailed analysis 
undertaken by conservation actors such as IUCN and 
UNEP’s World Conservation Monitoring Centre that 
identifies and prioritises species loss and related 
environmental degradation by geography and by land-use 
activity. Using tools such as the Human Development 
Index, transparency and corruption indices, etc. it will set 
these priorities within the context of what is politically and 
socially possible, thereby calibrating levels and type of 
activity by the ‘absorptive capacity’ of the constituency 
being targeted. 

  In this way Conservation Futures will focus in on the most 
critical geographies where change needs to occur, the 
land-use activities that are causing the most damage, all 
within a framework that takes into account on-the-ground 
realities to ensure efforts obtain traction.  Within each of 
the Discovery topics pilot initiatives will be organized in a 
handful of countries that emerge as critical from this 
analysis and that illustrate a range of geographies and 
situations.  For example, China has been a pioneer in 
developing and implementing a comprehensive strategy to
align its financial system with the needs of the transition to
an “Eco-Civilization”.  However, very little attention has 
been paid within that strategy to financial reforms that 
would advance the conservation agenda.  In this respect, 
China would be an excellent pilot under the Conservation 
Finance process on the Discovery platform. 
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How does Conservation Futures differ from other 
conservation reform initiatives? 
 

 

Many in the world of conservation share the diagnosis of 
conservation‘s present limitations, or the frustration with the slow 
pace of intergovernmental progress. And the conservation world is 
rife with initiatives aimed at improving the impact and sustainability 
of conservation action. Why not encourage and reinforce the efforts 
of the conservation leaders? And how does Conservation Futures 
differ from these? 

 

In respect of the former question, we believe that conservation has become too self-referential and inward-looking.  As a 
result, it is not adequately connected to the emerging cultures, perspectives, energy and experiences of those in these fields 
who have engineered disruption and are building on the space thereby created.  Our aim is to reinforce conservation by 
bringing to conservation the benefits of experience from the sectors that, as a result of transformative changes, have moved 
solidly ahead. 

In respect of the latter question, Conservation Futures is different from what is already  
out there in that: 

● It will focus on development of specific and practical options to improve the impact and sustainability of 
conservation efforts, building on the science/knowledge/data foundation for policy where the bulk of conservation 
reform concentrates 
 

● It will articulate a new narrative based on generating excitement around the genuine possibilities for enhanced 
conservation success, rather than on informing the general public of the urgency of the conservation predicament 
or the consequences of present trends 
 

● It aims to mobilize a wide range of new stakeholders – and in particular the keystone actors - who, today, are 
mostly unengaged, rather than relying on the active participation of key conservation players in government or civil 
society 
 

● It is solidly focused on innovation, and specifically on identifying new and emerging innovations in a wide range of 
fields essential to conservation but presently poorly connected to it, with a view to promoting a range that are 
either readily applicable to improving conservation practice or that could be with minor adaptation 
 

● It assumes that radically new and different approaches will be needed, and that these will tend to be disruptive and 
challenge both current assumptions and practice, and that nothing less will deliver the transformations that 
genuine conservation success. 

 

 

In the long-term, it is aimed at generating a mobilization 
that, if successful, will not only redefine how conservation 
is planned and implemented, but also shift the mind-set on 
how humanity relates to the planet of which we are a part. 
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How will Conservation Futures be governed ? 

 

An initiative of the ambition of CF will require – and can 
significantly benefit from – a structure that oversees and  
assists the initiative. 
The following governance and advisory structures will 
be put in place by the Founding Partners to guide the 
initiative: 
 

● An Advisory Group chosen because each 
member has unparalleled skills and experience 
in one or other of the topics covered by CF.  This 
group – perhaps 10-12 strong – would meet 
annually to assess progress, offer guidance and 
identify ways in which they might advance the 
interests of CF.  Its members would also be 
expected to assist CF on an individual basis in 
their area of professional focus or in their 
country or geographical region.  The possibility 
exists of committees to be set up under the 
overall group, focused for example on outreach 
and narrative, on fundraising, or on other 
aspects of the CF challenge. 
 

● A Steering Committee or Executive Board with a 
more hands-on responsibility to set strategic 
direction, monitor progress, and address issues 
that might arise in the course of CF’s progress. 
This group might number some 8-10 and be 
appointed initially by the founding partners, 
renewing membership thereafter through 
internal process within the Committee or Board. 

 

Content governance 
 
Conservation Futures will develop a series of work 
streams, each drawing together players with a particular 
focus or set of skills related to the topic of the work 
stream. The teams entrusted with the work streams will 
undoubtedly wish for guidance from a variety of sources. 
Each of the work streams on the Discovery platform will 
establish its own advisory or steering committee, built 
fully into the design of the work and funded from that 
work stream budget.  The form and makeup of these 
groups should be decided in the process of final design of 
the work stream.  Members should be appointed by the 
Secretariat.   

  Management 
 
An initiative of the ambition and complexity of 
Conservation Futures requires a strong and autonomous 
Secretariat, entrusted with the implementation of a 
strategy and work plan, with fundraising, and with the 
capacity to ensure the success of the initiative without 
having to depend for success or timely progress on a 
cumbersome consensus-building process. 

The team assembled in the Secretariat must be of 
sufficient size and comprise an adequate array of skills 
and responsibilities to operate as an effective platform for 
the wide range of activities envisaged under the CF work 
programme.  While elements can be subcontracted to 
partners or set up as self-managed units, overall 
coordination, monitoring and quality-control will need to 
be provided by the Secretariat. 

This is not to say that the members of the Secretariat must 
necessarily all be in one place or that each of the members
will need to offer a full-time engagement.  However, the 
Secretariat must match the size and ambition level of the 
work programme. 

The head of the Secretariat shall report to the Executive 
Board/Steering Committee and to be fully accountable for 
the work of the Secretariat.  The Secretariat will need to be 
vested with clear delegated authority from the founding 
partners, including a clear understanding of the extent 
and limits of its decision-making authority.  And it must 
conduct its business under a set of operating principles 
that mirror the initiative’s overall vision and mission. It is 
essential that the Secretariat be empowered to move 
swiftly and decisively to develop the initiative, without 
being constrained by undue need for non-executive 
authorisation.   
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Appendices 

APPENDIX 1 
The Backstory to Conservation Futures 
 

 

 
The relationship between humanity and nature has undergone profound changes in the past decades as our civilization 
becomes ever more urbanized and globalized and the Anthropocene – an increasingly human-crafted planet - takes hold. 
Our demand for natural resources and ecosystem services has grown to a point where we are now seriously out of balance 
with the natural systems and resources on which our prosperity and prospects depend.  And this exceeding of the limits may 
be triggering irreversible change; recent news about the massive reduction in flying insect numbers in Europe, for example, 
suggests we could be on dangerous ground. 

In response, conservation actors worldwide have ramped up their response and achieved many successes.  Governments and 
intergovernmental agencies and processes, civil society organizations from the global to the local level, corporations and 
communities are multiplying their efforts to implement the strategies and realize the goals set for biodiversity conservation. 
And yet the scale and pace of the response is still far from adequate.  We must not only intensify existing efforts and rally 
support for them but imagine new ways to take conservation to a pace and scale that ensures lasting success. It seems highly 
unlikely that a mere reinforcement and acceleration of present efforts will prove sufficient to secure a healthy future for 
nature and natural systems.  We need to think in terms of transformation - of positive disruption – to secure a healthy future 
for nature and people. A deep reframing of the role of conservation in supporting the interdependent relationship between 
people and our planet is needed. 

The adoption of the 2030 Agenda and its Sustainable Development Goals enshrines the importance of integrated approaches 
to sustainability.  This agenda – with its associated goals and targets – now represents the central framework for the 
transition to sustainable development, one to which all member States of the UN have publicly committed.  We must ensure 
that the commitments to conservation – explicit or implied – remain front and centre and are not marginalized as they were 
in the earlier Millennium Development Goals. 

The Paris climate agreement shows that, with sound science, strong mobilization, and a compelling narrative, it is possible to 
reach a global agreement on a crucial issue and begin to move towards a genuine global response on a scale and – we hope – 
at a pace that allows genuinely sustainable solutions to be deployed.  The different trajectories followed, respectively, by the 
climate change and biodiversity communities is worthy of serious reflection, given that both were launched together at the 
Earth Summit in 1992. 

2020 is the next big reckoning point for the SDGs, for climate and for biodiversity.  For biodiversity, it marks the end of the 
period set for the achievement of the Aichi Biodiversity Targets, the convening of major intergovernmental meetings including 
the CBD COP in Beijing, and the launch of a new framework strategy, goals and targets.  We cannot afford further 
disappointed ambitions and empty promises.  The planet would not forgive us.  
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In what ways are present approaches to conservation 
inadequate? 

Human use of the planet’s natural resources is locked into 
a situation of persistent unsustainability.  We need to break
this pattern and reverse the direction in which we are 
headed.  At present, even the mainstream of the 
sustainable development movement is poorly attuned to 
the needs of conservation – indeed, as currently crafted, 
implementation of several of the SDGs could place 
additional pressure on nature and natural resources unless
the trade-offs are clearly articulated and addressed. 
Sustainable development must be redesigned to value 
nature. 

However, conservation worldwide is largely focused on 
stemming and, if possible, reversing the loss of biodiversity 
and the erosion of ecosystems and ecosystem services. 
Action is directed both at immediate conservation action 
and at the drivers of biodiversity loss and ecosystem 
impoverishment. 

Despite many local successes, the global conservation 
effort is failing to slow the loss of biodiversity significantly, 
much less reverse it.  Certainly the pace and scale of 
conservation efforts are inadequate given the dimensions 
of the problem.  Conservation is being tripped up by many 
factors.   

 
These include: 

● A narrative based on underlying the dangers of 
present trends that fails to present viable and exciting 
alternatives. 
 

● An overemphasis on the science/research end of the 
science-policy-politics-action continuum. 
 

● A consequent over-reliance on the biological 
sciences among conservation professionals, leading to 
a silo mentality and a limited ability to relate effectively 
to other skill-sets necessary for conservation success. 
Too much of past and current conservation effort 
operates on the false assumption that conservation 
problems are susceptible to solutions arising from the 
biological sciences.  Simply put, the solutions to 
conservation problems lie outside the base skills readily
available to most conservation organisations. 

  ● Significant failure to engage successfully with key 
communities whose impact on conservation is 
primordial, e.g. the financial and capital markets, 
agribusiness concerns, urban planners, etc., in 
particular in reforming the perverse incentives that 
reward behaviour incompatible with conservation. 
 

● An over-reliance on national governments and 
intergovernmental process in securing conservation 
progress and a consequent neglect of other actors 
and other levels of action, with the partial exception of
local communities. National governments tend to be 
locked into incumbency models and tied into a 
path-dependency, especially those in rich countries; 
they follow rather than lead.  Further, they are locked 
into a pace (e.g. the rhythm of CBD Conferences of 
the Parties) that renders adequate progress 
impossible. 
 

● Inadequate attention to articulating the importance 
of conservation to the achievement of wider 
societal goals such as health, security and 
employment. 

Given present trends and the dangers they represent, 
conservation requires a substantial rethinking and 
redefinition, not simply an acceleration of present 
approaches.  Indeed, it will require a series of 
transformational changes in the way it is conceived, 
articulated, planned and implemented.  This in turn will 
require openness to new approaches, new targets, and 
new stakeholders, all driven by a substantially different 
narrative. 
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APPENDIX 2 

Discovery Topics 
 

The promises and dangers of technological 
development 
 
Much of current accelerated technological development 
that we are witnessing holds promise for conservation in at 
least four broad areas. Conservation Futures will map out 
current activities in each of these and use its reach to 
connect technology developments with conservation.  
 
First, we will work with partners to understand how 
biotechnology, including bio-mimicry, bio-engineering, etc. 
can contribute to conservation efforts and biodiversity.  
 
Second, Conservation Futures will map out how such 
opportunities as Artificial Intelligence, Big Data, fintech, 
blockchain, robotics, etc. can best be harnessed to 
conservation while avoiding potential dangers. 
 
Third, developments in mobile technology, the 
democratization of communications, and the explosion of 
social media present an important area of opportunity for 
conservation. 
 
And, finally, there is a wide range of new technological 
development around remote sensing, tracking, DNA 
fingerprinting, citizen science, drone applications, and 
others that can be harnessed for conservation and both 
improve our real-time understanding of how nature and 
human activities are changing, and influence those 
changes. 

 

Financial incentives and disincentives 
 
While the attention to “greening” finance has grown rapidly 
over the past few years, much of this attention has been 
focused on finance for climate action.  Conservation 
Futures aims to fill the gap of identifying the financial 
reforms needed to advance conservation and the 
innovations that might be implemented. These include new 
thinking on cost internalization and on valuation and 
management of environmental risk at the sovereign and 
corporate levels.  We need to identify and implement 
reforms to the “rules of the game” governing financial and 
capital markets to align them with the needs of 
conservation and sustainable development.  

  Legal recourse: creating a field of conservation 
interest law 
 
Use of the law as a tool for environmental change is 
increasing. However, activity is currently confined to 
relatively few players, and is largely focused on climate 
risk linked to greenhouse gas emissions, with more than 
1,000 climate change-related litigation claims currently in 
the courts globally. Conservation Futures aims to 
accelerate the use of law as a tool for the advancement of 
conservation, building on existing inspirations, methods, 
case law, funding and infrastructure developed to move 
fields such as climate litigation, customary rights and civil 
rights.  
 
There is an opportunity to map out options for legal 
recourse, internationally and jurisdiction-by-jurisdiction, 
and document the processes required to gather the 
necessary evidence and assess the viability of cases. With 
appropriate resources, there is also potential to create a 
coordinating architecture and, more important, channel 
the financial resources required to maintain protracted 
and complex legal cases. 

 

 
   

15 

 

http://climatecasechart.com/


CONSERVATION FUTURES  Purpose and Design | June 2018 V2.3 

APPENDIX 3 
New Fields and Issues topics 
 
 

Demographics and Conservation 
While the growing world population has always been at the 
centre of conservation concern, less attention has been 
paid to the changing nature of the world's demographic 
make-up and the implications of this for conservation. The 
demographics of Africa, for example, will have a massive 
impact on present and future conservation worldwide, 
either expanding or contracting opportunities for 
conservation depending on how it evolves.  So too will the 
evolution of the age pyramid in different countries and 
regions – and how quickly the bulge of young people 
evolves towards a stabilization of population. From the 
present perspective, it is clear that the weight of influence 
on the future of the world will shift south and east, to 
urban centres, to young people, and to technologically 
savvy people; and human migration will be hugely 
influential. The implications for conservation need to be 
spelled out and addressed in conservation planning and 
practice. 
 
The Dark Side – facing up to illegal and illicit behaviour 
It is no doubt true that most people wish to labour for the 
greater good and that they will contribute to it by living and 
operating within the law and within the social and cultural 
rules set by society.  At the same time, we know that there 
is a significant part of society for whom this is not true. 
Conservation cannot succeed without addressing 
corruption, money laundering, shadow banking, 
anonymous or opaque corporate structures, tax evasion, 
the drug and arms trade, human trafficking, internet fraud 
and the many other elements of what makes up the “dark 
side” of human relationships.  Conservation Futures will seek 
to understand the dimensions of the problem and its 
impact on the prospects for conservation in the future.  It 
will catalogue the many efforts in other sectors to come to 
grips with the worst manifestations of illegal behaviour and 
suggest positive actions to address the challenge. 

  Addressing the problem of specific vs. general and 
short- vs. long-term 
A fundamental challenge with conservation – and with 
sustainability more broadly - has been the classic 
dilemma relating to individual choice against broader 
impact (individual benefit with the cost incurred by 
others), and to the issue of short-term benefit versus 
long-term damage and cost.  Conservation suffers in 
particular from these dilemmas.  Societies, corporations 
and individuals are too often driven by the promise of 
short-term gain and tend to discount long-term 
consequences.  And individuals, too, often give greater 
value to immediate benefit even if the cumulative 
consequences of such individual choices can be 
disastrous.  Behavioural science, behavioural economics, 
social physics, evolutionary psychology, and other fields 
are examining these issues and designing new ways to 
understand and influence consumer decisions.  And there 
is learning to be harvested from many fields, e.g. the 
nudge approach, social marketing, insights from 
advertising and public health – all aimed at working out 
how to change human decisions from short-term and 
self-centred to more mutualistic and longer term.  A key 
part of this is experience on how to influence political and 
corporate decision-makers to give more weight to the 
long-term consequences of their choices.  Conservation 
Futures will explore the state of play in these areas and 
distil lessons that might improve conservation success. 
 
New approaches to work, coalitions, networks and 
business models 
The SDGs insist on a transformative change in the way we 
work, breaking down silos and approaching problems in 
new and different ways.  This requires attention both to 
the nature of work in a sustainable society – flexible or 
portfolio employment, new configurations of work and 
leisure, the balance of types of labour, etc. - and 
approaches to working together.  The notion of working 
in flexible, changing configurations, with innovation built 
into work methods, is a burgeoning field of study.  The 
current rigid lines between governments, civil society and 
business need to be broken down and replaced with 
creative new configurations that allow co-creation and 
genuine collaboration in the design and deployment of 
conservation solutions.  Conservation Futures must tap 
into this rapidly-developing world and apply its best 
lessons.  

 

 

APPENDIX 4 
List of organisations and individuals engaged with / consulted 
with during the design phase 
 

[To be added] 
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