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Biocultural Approaches: Opportunities for Building More Inclusive
Environmental Governance

J. Marina Apgar

Summary

A significant portion of the world’s remaining biodiversity and agrobiodiversity is in the hands
of local and indigenous communities who tend to be politically marginalised and thus
excluded from formal environmental governance schemes. In spite of the growth of
interactional approaches to environmental governance, experiences of indigenous and local
communities suggest that challenges remain in shifting mindsets and practices away from
structured and formal mechanisms to understand and support local environmental
governance models that are already delivering significant global environmental outcomes.

This paper explores biocultural approaches to environmental governance and conservation
through analysing two cases: (i) Indigenous Biocultural Territories and their emphasis on in-
situ conservation of biocultural heritage; and (ii) Indigenous and Community Conserved
Areas, based on community and activist work on biodiversity conservation across the world.
They show that it is possible to create space for locally driven environmental governance
while at the same time pursuing interactional and inclusive approaches within national
contexts. This is achieved through beginning from what works locally and using that as the
grounding for interacting across scales. This in turn requires that in situations where formal
processes continue to marginalise some groups, we must reorient ourselves as governance
scholars and practitioners to look beyond the formal to focus on what sits behind them.
Finally, in situations where interactions between locally grounded models and formal models
show promise for creating more inclusion, we must be cognisant that it is the quality of the
interactions that in large part defines the quality of the outcome.

Keywords: biocultural, indigenous, inclusive, informal, territory, environmental governance.
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Practice summary

A significant portion of the world’s remaining biodiversity and agrobiodiversity is in the hands
of local and indigenous communities who tend to be politically marginalised and are often
excluded from formal environmental governance. Protecting this remaining biodiversity
requires that we embrace use of interactional approaches to environmental governance,
such as adaptive co-management and cross-scale governance. Given that environmental
problems are often characterised by uncertainty and manifest across scales, affecting
multiple stakeholders, interactional approaches to environmental governance are gaining
ground. Their promise is that by creating opportunities for multi-stakeholder processes that
are rooted in local realities, they can support local (and often informal) environmental
governance models that are already delivering significant global environmental outcomes,
while linking them to governance across scales and thereby engaging multiple stakeholders.

This paper reviews biocultural approaches to environmental governance and conservation
that aim to do just that. These bottom-up interactional approaches are built through the
recognition that there is an inextricable link between traditional knowledge, the cultural and
linguistic systems they are embedded in, and conservation of biodiversity in situ, which
requires governance models to conserve all the interconnected parts of people in
ecosystems. Two case studies are used to explore existing practice: (i) Indigenous
Biocultural Territories work that focuses on in situ territorial conservation of biocultural
heritage, using the specific example of the Potato Park in the high Andes in Peru; and

(i) indigenous and community conserved areas (ICCAs) work, which is based on community
and activist-led biodiversity conservation happening across the world.

Four lessons for those funding and supporting more inclusive governance can be drawn
from this growing field of practice:

1. The case studies provide evidence that environmental and social outcomes may be
enabled when existing ways of knowing, engaging with and nurturing biocultural
diversity are respected. In the exploration of which governance models exist in context,
it is important not to be limited to a thematic or sectoral lens (our expert lenses) but to
start broad and build a picture of how the parts of the system (social, environmental,
institutional, economic, etc.) are connected and interacting on the ground.

2. Once there is understanding of what exists both formally and informally in situ, it then
becomes possible to engage with the space in between. Creating hybrid governance
structures and identifying mechanisms to meaningfully mediate between local and
other spaces (national or international) can help build cross-scale governance while
nurturing local wellbeing.

3.  What matters most for quality outcomes is how interactions are mediated between
stakeholders. This calls for attention to facilitation skills, which are not always
recognised as important in the environmental sector. Skilful mediation requires
reflection on power dynamics and how they may need to be challenged or negotiated.

4.  Experience shows that the complexity of working across scales to build interactions
that can support meaningful inclusion and bridge local to global logics is not amenable
to quick fixes. Successful biocultural approaches stem from long-term partnerships
that build trust over time. Systemic approaches to planning, monitoring and evaluating
interventions can help such interactional governance innovations to be adaptive and
learn through time and can even become a powerful tool to build more inclusive
interventions.



1 Introduction

It is impossible to deny that humans are drastically altering conditions for all life on the
planet. Living in the Anthropocene (Crutzen 2006) has heightened concern for
environmental sustainability. Unprecedented species loss (Dirzo and Raven 2003) and
related threats to crop genetic diversity (Esquinas-Alcdzar 2005), the dual recognition of
environmental crisis and rising inequality (ISSC, IDS and UNESCO 2016) and their links to
other global crises such as migration (Greiner and Sakdapolrak 2016; Rice 2016) raise not
just technical, but political and ethical challenges for environmental conservation today.
Consequently, we are moving away from the discourse and practice of environmental
management towards environmental governance (Borrini-Feyerabend and Hill 2015). Put
simply, ‘management is about what is done in pursuit of given objectives while governance
is about who decides what is to be done and how those decisions are taken’ (Borrini-
Feyerabend et al. 2014: 3). Moving from management to governance means engaging
beyond the instrumental and technical in relation to the natural environment, and grappling
with decision-making processes, power relations that influence them, and issues around
authority, accountability and rights.

A major challenge for global environmental governance is that a significant portion of the
world’s remaining biodiversity and agrobiodiversity is today in the hands of local
communities and indigenous peoples who tend to be marginalised from environmental
decision-making. Approximately 22 per cent of the world’s land surface, and within that

11 per cent of the world’s forests, are estimated to remain under customary ownership of
indigenous peoples who account for just 5 per cent of the world’s population (Maffi 2005;
Maffi and Woodley 2012). Molnar, Scherr and Khare (2004) estimated that the 370 million
hectares of global forest area that is under some form of community conservation is as
significant as the area conserved through government-managed protected areas. Similarly,
Kothari (2006) argued that areas conserved by communities may encompass as much land
as government-managed protected areas in total. Additionally, much of the world’s
agrobiodiversity is in the hands of peasants who produce a large proportion of the world’s
food through agro-ecological practices that provide a broad array of social and
environmental benefits (IAASTD 2009; Altieri and Toledo 2011). More inclusive approaches
are needed to ensure that these dwindling global environmental resources are not protected
at the expense of the livelihoods of some of the world’s most marginalised people.

Recognition of the importance of indigenous and local communities to conservation of
biodiversity is not new. Environmental anthropologists and activists supporting traditional
knowledge and indigenous movements (e.g. Bryan 2009; Turnbull 2009) have highlighted
the important role it plays historically. They have also shown that local and indigenous
knowledge of biodiversity is embedded within institutions and social practices, is fluid, and
constantly engaging with processes of representation and power (Raffles 2003; Agrawal
1995, 2002). This interactional view of local environmental knowledge and how it is
marginalised has fuelled advocacy for the recognition of the value of indigenous and local
knowledge in global environmental and agricultural policy. For example, article 8j of the
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) calls for protection of the knowledge, innovations
and practices of indigenous and local communities relevant for the conservation and
sustainable use of biodiversity. The contribution made by local and indigenous communities
to conservation and development of plant genetic resources is also recognised in the Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO)’s International Treaty on Plant
Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture (ITPGRFA).

Yet, in spite of an increasingly progressive international policy framework that supports
rights of local communities and indigenous peoples over land and associated knowledge



and practices,! many remain politically marginalised within nation states (Coates 2003).
Further, their territories are threatened by neoliberal extractive policies often supported by
national governments in much of the world (Ulrich, Dietz and Lang 2016; Chomsky 2016).
Within national contexts, their exclusion from environmental decision-making means that
they struggle to legally defend and thus conserve their territories, exposing crucial
biodiversity hotspots to further loss. The slow response of national policies to protect rights
and knowledge remains a major barrier for supporting indigenous and local community
governance mechanisms that we know deliver important global environmental outcomes.

One of the central challenges is the disconnect between state-led market-based approaches
to land as a resource to be managed through individual titles, and the collective approaches
to nurturing land commonly used by local and indigenous communities. As illustrated by
Shankland et al. (2016) in the case of Brazil, the central logic of national property law often
fails to provide space for collective ownership by communities. This is a common story
across the world. Similarly, an impediment to agrobiodiversity regeneration is the common
bias against in situ agricultural knowledge associated with distinct ontological relationships
with land and plants. Many international agricultural policies and practices, therefore, remain
rooted in Western scientific paradigms and ignore local knowledge (Graddy 2013). These
subtle yet pervasive epistemological biases that underpin national policies stem from
colonial interactions and continue to obscure and marginalise the epistemologies and
ontologies that are the foundation of the way local communities and indigenous peoples
govern their land and conserve biodiversity (Smith 1999).

The challenge also stems from the way governance is conceptualised and pursued by most
scholars. In spite of increased recognition that formal institutional structures in practice
coexist and work with informal governance processes (e.g. Clunan and Trinkunas 2010;
Hooghe and Marks 2003), most research still remains focused on the formal (Khan
Mohmand 2016). ‘Good’ and ‘inclusive governance’ scholars continue, in the main, to focus
on legitimacy in the way formal governance structures are created and leaders are chosen,
the confidence people have in them and how accountable they are (e.g. Plumptre and
Graham 1999; Westbury 2002). Inclusivity, therefore, tends to be framed as a process of
creating space for the informal to be recognised by the formal. This bias towards the formal
implicitly delegitimises and renders invisible other existing governance systems.

Environmental governance has more readily embraced interactive approaches given that
environmental problems are often characterised by uncertainty and manifest across scales,
affecting multiple stakeholders. Proponents argue that addressing multiple knowledge
systems through participatory approaches should improve transparency and equity in
decision-making (Reed 2008; de Vente et al. 2016). Yet, these seemingly participatory
interactions continue to be framed as starting from the formal (and powerful) entities of
governance which are responsible for making an effort to reach out to ‘other’ (less powerful)
stakeholders. Without being cognisant of the power imbalances and engaging directly with
them, this form of participation may, in fact, be subversive rather than empowering for local
peoples.

The starting premise for this paper is that protecting the critical global biodiversity that
remains in the hands of local and indigenous communities across the world requires that we
first overcome the bias of governance scholarship to the formal in order to create
opportunities to include existent local environmental governance approaches that are
delivering global environmental outcomes. In this paper, | aim to contribute to this endeavour
through engaging with the field and practice of biocultural approaches to territorial and
environmental governance. Developed through a combination of research and activism with

t For example, the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and the FAO Voluntary Guidelines
on the Responsible Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National Food Security, among others.



strong indigenous leadership, these approaches take as their point of departure the in situ
lived experience of local, traditional and indigenous communities and their relationship to the
natural environment. | situate the review of biocultural approaches by first identifying the
broad trends in the literature on environmental management, governance and conservation
to illustrate the theoretical space for alternative approaches that could embrace in situ
conservation models. | then provide an overview of the emergent field of ‘biocultural
approaches’ before focusing on two case studies to understand if and how they provide
opportunity for more inclusive environmental governance.

2 Creating space for interactional
environmental governance

In the post-colonial era of the 1980s and 1990s, the development industry embraced more
democratic approaches to government, and within them, environmental governance began
its journey towards decentralisation (e.g. Wunsch and Olowu 1997; Weber 2000; Johnson
and Forsyth 2002). Supported by international donors, it was underpinned by three main
arguments: (i) that higher efficiency would result from greater competition at sub-national
levels; (i) that it would lead to greater inclusivity of and accountability to local stakeholders in
decision-making; and (iii) that greater effectiveness would be achieved through working
directly with local environmental knowledge. While some reforms did lead to improved
interaction between central and local government, decentralisation has also been critiqued
as leading simply to powerful state actors enhancing their own political positions. Evidence
exists that in the worst cases, decentralisation led to measures that proved even more
suffocating than previous centralised and top-down environmental governance (Lemos and
de Oliveira 2004; Prud’homme 1995).

Within this overarching trend of moving away from centralised models, Lemos and Agrawal
(2006) describe ‘hybrid’ environmental governance models. They include interactions
between, states, markets and communities creating three potential forms: co-management is
governance that comes from interaction between states and communities; public-private
partnerships emerge through states engaging with the private sector; and, private-social
partnerships are the result of communitiies sharing governance with private entities. Such
hybrid forms of environmental governance are based largely on the recognition that no
single agent possesses the capabilities to address the multiple facets, interdependencies
and scales of environmental problems. They are, therefore, recognised as inherently cross-
scalar and complex, and requiring greater interaction between multiple actors.

The theoretical and practical space for moving towards what Lemos and Agrawal call
co-management between community and state actors came from a strong rejection of the
centralised approaches of the 1970s and 1980s. In particular, Ostrom (1990) inspired many
with her advocacy for self-governing approaches to collectively owned resources based on
local institutions and practices that use place-specific knowledge embodied in communities.
This first generation of ‘collaborative environmental governance’ approaches were both
normative and descriptive (e.g. Brunner et al. 2002; Weber 2000). A number of scholars
examining lessons learned from these early experiences note the importance of the
organisational, institutional and social dimensions — such as trust between different
stakeholders — to achieving desirable environmental outcomes (e.g. Born and Genskow
2000; Chess, Hance and Gibson 2000; Mullen and Allison 1999; Leach and Sabatier 2005;
Leach and Pelkey 2001). Thus, even after just the early years of collaborative environmental
governance, there was already recognition that implementation challenges lay less in the
technical aspects of managing resources and more in the social realms of collaboration,
power and equity.



More recently, environmental governance has been influenced by dynamic approaches
focused on ‘social-ecological systems’ (Berkes 2012), in which the social and cultural
dynamics are seen as linked with environmental dynamics, creating complex interacting
wholes. From the interactional emphasis inherent in these systems approaches came
greater recognition of the important role played by those who rely on and are embedded
within them in adjusting to ongoing change (Pomeroy 1995; Berkes 2009). Adaptive co-
management (Armitage, Marschke and Plummer 2008) and co-governance (Kooiman et al.
2008) both embrace this sentiment and advocate for interactional approaches. Kooiman and
colleagues (ibid.: 17) define what is needed as focusing on ‘the whole of interactions taken
to solve societal problems and to create societal opportunities; including the formulation and
application of principles guiding those interactions and care for institutions that enable and
control them’. In this practically oriented view, multi-stakeholder platforms are common
vehicles for deliberation and decision-making that move beyond just management of
resources to link to broader societal problem-solving and dimensions of decision-making and
power relations in governance. Multi-stakeholder processes rooted in local realities are
thought to be well-suited to governing dynamic and constantly changing social-ecological
systems.

Scholars working with indigenous knowledge have argued for a long time that it is the
intimate knowledge of ecosystems resulting from co-evolution of people and place that gives
them the capacity to learn, adapt and thus nurture diversity in their ecosystems (Posey
2002; Berkes 2012). Within the broad co-governance field of theory and practice is a
particular field of indigenous co-governance which has been experimenting with sharing
responsibility of resources located in the territories of indigenous and local communities
(e.g. Berkes 2012). This has been the case particularly in Western settings such as North
America, Australia and New Zealand, where most of the documented indigenous co-
governance experience comes from. The evidence of their success in terms of supporting
improved environmental governance by indigenous peoples, however, is mixed. A major
hurdle faced is that their framing continues to emphasise formal recognition of indigenous
knowledge into Western governance mechanisms. For example, Nadasdy (2003) argued
that in the case of the Kluane First Nation in Canada, the formalisation of their knowledge
into joint governance mechanisms with the government had, in fact, led to co-option and
assimilation. At the heart of the challenge of shifting to approaches that can embrace
indigenous and local communities’ knowledge is the unequal power relations between
communities and external agents of co-governance (be they government officials or well-
meaning researchers) (e.g. Cinner et al. 2012). In poorer contexts, evidence suggests that
this challenge is even harder to overcome, and may do more harm than good by reinforcing
existing inequalities (Ribot 1999; Béné and Neiland 2004; Wilson et al. 2006).

Thus, while there is growing recognition in sustainability approaches overall that linking
across different epistemologies should be understood as embedded within institutional and
societal dynamics (e.g. van Kerkhoff and Lebel 2015; Polk 2015), in practice, it tends to be
the formal and Western epistemologies that drive the processes and reach out to ‘others’.
Buz Holling, an early proponent of interactional and adaptive environmental management
models, wrote in a seminal article more than 20 years ago of the ‘pathology’ of command
and control or centralised approaches that lead to loss of diversity and resilience (Holling
and Meffe 1996). And while much progress has been made conceptually, a recent review of
links between theory and practice of resilience (Plummer 2016) indicates that the pathology
of government-driven and controlled management is still pervasive in many contexts, and
relinquishing control to local levels and broader stakeholder groups remains unusual.

In the field of conservation there is a similar acknowledgement now of a need to balance
biodiversity conservation and human wellbeing (McShane et al. 2011; Borrini-Feyerband and
Hill 2015). Yet paradoxically, we also see today a resurgence of state-driven approaches.
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The ‘new conservation science’ approach argues that with such limited biodiversity
remaining intact in the planet, we should return to a protectionist approach to better control
the benefits humans can derive from the environment (Doak et al. 2014). Decades of critique
of the ‘protectionist’ people-free models of conservation (and the creation of national
protected areas) have highlighted that they disempower local and indigenous communities,
threaten their food security and consequently give rise to increased levels of poverty

(e.g. Shiva 2001; Rosset 2003). Yet the debate between the people-centred and
protectionist approaches seems to be still alive, and at times continues to obstruct
approaches that support local community rights (Wilshusen et al. 2002).

This brief review has shown that theories and models of environmental governance and
conservation have moved away from centralised modes to espouse more interactional
approaches. Experience from practice over several decades, and with indigenous and local
communities specifically, suggests that both opportunities and challenges remain in shifting
mindsets and practices. Creating space for the ontologies and rights of indigenous peoples
and communities as drivers of interactional governance models remains an emergent field of
inquiry and practice.

3 Emerging biocultural approaches

Biocultural approaches to conservation, governance and development all stem from the
concept of biocultural diversity. The concept was built through the recognition of an
inextricable link between traditional knowledge, the cultural and linguistic systems that
knowledge is embedded in, and conservation of biodiversity (e.g. Posey 2002). Biocultural
diversity was first used as a metric to document, compare and analyse the links between
linguistic, cultural and biological diversity (Maffi 2001, 2005; Maffi and Woodley 2012).
Through its early use, the unprecedented loss of biodiversity the planet is facing was shown
to map directly onto the loss of cultures and linguistic groups (Woodley 2010). An imperative
to conserve both brought together scholarship, action and advocacy in diverse programmes
that share the goal of conserving the world’s biocultural diversity. Davidson-Hunt et al.
(2012: 36) summarise four themes that underpin the resulting agenda: (i) exploring the
interactions between cultural, linguistic and biocultural diversity; (ii) identifying common
threats to biocultural diversity and the impacts of its loss; (iii) developing approaches for
conservation and revitalisation; and (iv) establishing rights associated with conservation of
biocultural diversity.

For more than ten years, multiple research and activist initiatives have been exploring this
agenda, some focused at the level of international policy and others focused on direct
interventions in partnership with indigenous and local communities. Syntheses of the
conceptualisation of biocultural approaches, and synthetic learning from and for practice, are
therefore now possible, which suggests a maturing into a field of biocultural diversity. As
shown in Figure 1, conceptually it is situated within broader systems approaches for
engagement with dynamic interactive social-ecological systems. This also builds on
evidence that indigenous knowledge systems implicitly (and, at times, explicitly) take a
complex systems view of interactions that nurture wellbeing (e.g. Apgar, Argumedo and
Allen 2009; Berkes and Berkes 2009). The field has developed processes that support
reflection and learning and use spiritual engagement with land as a driver of wellbeing,
leading to lessons that inform broader resilience-seeking initiatives (Allen et al. 2009; Apgar
et al. 2015).
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Figure 3.1 Conceptual foundations for biocultural approaches in social-ecological
systems approaches and specific fields such as co-management within them

Social-ecological
systems

Biocultural
conservation

Community 4
hased
L conservation 4

Source: Adapted from Gavin et al. (2015)

Key principles of biocultural approaches have been articulated recently (Gavin et al. 2015: 2)
and illustrate a natural alignment with the values and principles of interactional
environmental governance. They are holistic approaches; they acknowledge multiple
objectives and stakeholders; they require tailored approaches to the particular cultural,
social and ecological context; and are nesting across scales and transdisciplinary
methodologies that nurture relationships and interactions.

A relatively new thread within the field brings together innovation and design thinking.
Informed by Sen’s (1999) capabilities framework, it emphasises endogenous development
more directly than previous conceptualisations. As Davidson-Hunt et al. (2012) argued, the
capabilities and self-determination of indigenous and local communities drives innovation
and co-evolution of biocultural diversity. They suggest that a biocultural design approach is
an empowering avenue to create ‘new compositions of co-existence that work to extend the
real freedoms of individuals and groups of people’ (ibid.: 43). This move towards innovation
from below reiterates that interactions should be driven from the local contextual reality, yet
also create a space for hybrid approaches in collaboration with other stakeholders.

There is also a central work stream linked to international policy processes, building on
established legal frameworks to protect rights over land, knowledge and practices. The CBD
focuses on protecting the knowledge of local and indigenous communities that supports
conservation, and within this remit, the International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN)’s Commission on Environmental, Economic and Social Policy (CEESP) has played a
leading role in advocating for community-centred and biocultural approaches to development
and conservation. Further, the FAO’s International Treaty (ITPGRFA) focuses on the
knowledge and framing practices of indigenous and local communities that support
agrobiodiversity. Biocultural initiatives take a rights-based approach and therefore engage
with these frameworks to support translation of policy into practice within nation states.

While engaging with existing frameworks, they also provide critique and identify alternative
modes of engagement in the absence of political support. A notable example is the
development of community biocultural protocols. Bavikatte and Jonas (2009: 12), in a report
for Natural Justice, argued that the CBD regimes for access and benefit-sharing from use of
traditional knowledge used a narrow conception and focused mainly on commercial
application of traditional knowledge. This ignores the social-cultural systems, embedded
within ecosystems that stem from an indigenous worldview and way of engagement, and
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thus may pose a threat to their survival. They advocate for ‘local integrity’ — the ability of a
system to achieve its own goals. Biocultural community protocols (BCPs) are offered as a
means by which communities may respond to the gap of international and national regimes.
They emphasise the processes through which communities codify their intention to self-
determine their future in the production of their BCP. As the example shows, their biocultural
framing argues that environmental governance for resilience is best achieved through local,
endogenous development, which is rooted in the rights, knowledge and identities of those
who remain stewards of biodiversity and agrobiodiversity.

We know that biocultural approaches to territorial and environmental conservation are
conceptually aligned with interactional approaches, suggesting there is potential to build
more equitable and inclusive governance models through them. They suggest that hybrid
forms may emerge from the lived experience of knowledge and practice holders within
social-ecological systems. They acknowledge a need to bring multiple stakeholders
together. Yet the precarious nature of land titles and local people’s rights make engagement
risky at times. When the communities whose territories and livelihoods are at stake do not
even have a place at the negotiating table, opening up their governance models to create
‘hybrid’ spaces is not always safe. Consequently, biocultural advocacy to support rights-
based environmental governance at times focuses less on sharing power and more on
claiming space to protect what remains at threat. This means that the biocultural arguments
used in policy advocacy can, at times, fall into essentialism — such as advocating for local
integrity at the expense of cross-scale interactions — which builds a dichotomous and
somewhat naive view of the local versus the global, or the formal versus the informal. This
false dichotomy can not only obscure processes of marginalisation that occur not just
between the top and the bottom but also within homogeneously presented ‘communities’,
but may also become an unintended barrier to building interactional governance. In a time of
global change, where the local is necessarily engaging with the global, this may be
dangerous. A question remains, therefore, on the potential of biocultural approaches to
create space for existent locally driven environmental governance while at the same time
pursuing more interactional and inclusive approaches within national contexts.

4 Case studies

| selected the two case studies based on my own research experience with global
indigenous networks (see, for example, Apgar 2010), availability of documentation of the
experiences, and the availability of initiative implementers to provide reflections and learning
through in-depth interviews to supplement the document review. The two cases are
interlinked in practice, particularly in their policy-influencing strategies focused primarily on
the global CBD agenda, yet also sufficiently different to be analysed as such. They illustrate
the diverse ways in which biocultural approaches have been implemented. The first is based
on comparative action research projects in different locations implemented with a central
interest of protecting agrobiodiversity, while the second is based on grassroots and activist
work in a large number of locations across the world focused on conservation of biodiversity.
For each, | discuss how informal and formal governance processes intersect and what
hybrid forms of knowledge and practice emerge to identify their potential for pursuing more
interactional and inclusive environmental and territorial governance.

4.1 Indigenous biocultural heritage territories

The International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) supports a stream of
work on indigenous biocultural heritage that sits across their programmatic areas of natural
resource management, biodiversity and agriculture. The institutional cross-cutting nature of
the work stream in and of itself says something of the interdisciplinary and holistic

13



institutional arrangements required when using biocultural approaches. Through a rights-
based approach, the central aim is to highlight and support the role of traditional knowledge
for in situ biodiversity conservation. The logic of in situ conservation, rooted in place, culture
and local ontologies, does not subscribe to linear thematic or disciplinary boundaries nor to
the logic of government structures or thematic agendas. The scope of implementation
bridges working directly with communities in context through an action research modality, to
feed findings in to international policy spaces such as the CBD’s work on access and
benefit-sharing and their working group on article 8;. It is, thus, inherently a cross-scale
endeavour.

The concept of indigenous biocultural heritage (IBCH), according to Argumedo and Pimbert
(2008), builds on concepts from multiple disciplines and policy spaces that describe the
social-ecological reality of indigenous peoples. It was developed endogenously through
linking the lived realities of communities to existing scholarly and policy frameworks. It was
first defined in May 2005 during a planning workshop for the Protecting Community Rights
over Traditional Knowledge: Implications of Customary Laws and Practices project, which
aimed to assist indigenous and local communities to protect their rights over traditional
knowledge of biodiversity based on their customary laws. The emerging understanding was
then used as a conceptual framework to develop cases of protecting community rights over
traditional knowledge in India, China, Kenya, Panama and Peru. IBCH is a ‘complex system
of interdependent parts centred on the reciprocal relationship between indigenous peoples
and their natural environment’ (ibid.: 6). It was deemed appropriate to guide work in each
site ‘because it recognizes the inter-linkages between traditional knowledge, biodiversity,
landscapes, cultural values, and customary law, and the need to protect traditional
knowledge systems as a whole’ (IIlED 2007). This concept can be understood as appropriate
for mediating between contextual in situ understandings and cross-case and broader themes
that can be drawn from them in order to feed in to policy processes across scales.

Through use of IBCH as their guiding approach in five distinct localities, IIED found it to be
useful analytically to engage with the interconnectedness of the parts of customary systems.
For example, when analysing the biocultural heritage found in the traditional rice cultivation
systems of the Eastern Himalayas, spiritual values associated with production were
uncovered, while in the Peruvian Andes it broadened understanding of ‘laws’ to the more
natural legal systems that exist in communities (IIED 2007). The concept was also useful in
the development of tools to protect local traditional knowledge — for example, in Panama, the
Kuna used it to frame a community protocol to manage engagement with external agents
through their own appreciation of their interconnected knowledge system. This provides a
concrete example of how strengthening understanding of the endogenous territorial system
can support better interaction with research or development interventions, opening up
potential for hybrid knowledge systems without putting local knowledge and wisdom at risk.

The IBCH case studies draw out key findings that describe the world views that underpin
how indigenous and local communities conserve biodiversity. They provide evidence that
these systems are holistic and based on spiritual beliefs with central principles that guide
interactions, such as reciprocity, equilibrium and duality (Swiderska et al. 2009). Of particular
interest are their findings on key drivers of intergenerational transmission and renewal of
traditional knowledge systems, which are particularly relevant given the threats they face.
They found that transmission is based on everyday practice of families and communities that
relate to both wild and domesticated species and require access to sacred areas and local
institutions to uphold customary law (ibid.). The action research process has provided a rich
understanding of central elements of local systems of governance.
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4.1.1 The Potato Park

The international IBCH partnership has since moved towards developing explicit hybrid
governance models called IBCH Territories (IBCHT). A good example of this in practice is
the Potato Park, in Cusco, Peru. The Potato Park is an IBCHT encompassing some 9,000
hectares of land managed collectively by six Quechua communities. The national setting for
this globally recognised innovative model of community conservation is one of colonial and
post-colonial land tenure systems that have displaced many indigenous communities from
fertile lands. The six communities that today are governed through a collective system based
on their customary laws were previously in conflict as they separately fought for land titles in
the post-colonial tenure system. The Peruvian governments of the 1990s pursued neoliberal
economic reforms that are known to benefit urban centres and consumption at the expense
of rural livelihoods (Crabtree 2002; Bentley, Tripp and de la Flor 2001). With this agenda has
come the promotion of biotechnologies, based on a perception of traditional agriculture as
‘backwards’, leading to further threats to the continuation of agrobiodiversity and associated
germplasm. Yet it has been precisely the ability of the Quechua to protect agrobiodiversity
that has enabled the Potato Park to produce a unique interactional approach to territorial
governance.

As the name suggests, its central goal is to conserve the diversity of native potato species
and varieties, understood as embedded within the traditional knowledge systems and social-
cultural practices of the communities. Yet these systems are continuously evolving, and the
potato is still important to the local economy through sale and bartering in local and regional
markets. It is located in the southern Peruvian Andes, between 3,000 and 5,000 metres
above sea level near Pisagq, in the sacred valley of the Cusco region, a micro-centre of origin
of the potato and centre of diversity of other Andean crops including quinoa — a Vavilov
Center of World Origin (Brush 2000). The park’s mountain landscape includes several agro-
ecological zones managed through traditional farming and gathering practices. Potatoes
have been farmed in the region for more than 7,000 years and today some 600 varieties
(and according to traditional knowledge classification, 1,344 different varieties) are still
cultivated by the communities of the Potato Park (ANDES 2016).

The co-creation process and production of hybrid knowledge is the result of creating space
for the communities of the Potato Park to protect their IBCH through strengthening and
adapting an ancient approach to governance — the ayllu system. The ayllu was established
in pre-Incan times as an economic, political, social and ecological governance approach
(Rangifo Vasquez 1998). According to Argumedo and Wong (2010), the objective is to attain
wellbeing, defined as Sumaq Qausay — the ideal that is sought after by men and women,
which translates into social, economic and political wellbeing through a ‘full life’. This idea of
buen vivir (Spanish translation) as an alternative development model has gained ground in
Latin America, based on this ancient concept of wellbeing that is holistic and interactional
(Walsh 2010).

During Incan times, the ayllu was defined based on parentage and included three
organisational levels: the family level, the group of families that shared the territory, and the
overall territorial level. In high mountainous ecosystems, verticality, and establishment of
agro-ecological zones contributing different agricultural produce at different elevations, is
also an important organising feature that continues to be used today. The Potato Park was
established through forming an agreement between the six communities that collectively
govern the territory that comprises their ayllu, creating an Association of Communities of the
Potato Park — this itself is a hybrid governance structure as the association formally gives
them ability to engage with external actors as a collective. Each village elects a chairperson
to coordinate the work of the association in their village. Within each, the family unit remains
the productive unit, and distribution of land and crop rotation in the mosaic landscape of the
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Potato Park is coordinated through village-level committees that are linked to the territorial
governance through the association.

The IBCHT framing of the Potato Park experience has helped to make explicit and revive the
underlying principles that have historically guided engagement between people and the
mountain landscape. The most important principle that relates to management not just of the
social world, but also the ecosystems, is the Andean concept of ayni. Translated as
‘reciprocity’, ayni is understood through mutuality and compensation with all living beings
beyond just humans, and is central to how equilibrium is established (Walsh and Argumedo
2016) within the ayllu. This principle plays out in practice in decisions that are made around
how to rotate crops as well as rituals used to continue to give back and engage with the
natural and spiritual worlds. These practices have been revived through the Potato Park
structures and procedures, thus making a direct link between these hidden and ‘informal’
ways of organising to more structured and formally recognised governance mechanisms.

The Association of Communities engages directly with external actors in building inclusive
and effective environmental governance models. A concrete example of this is the
establishment of a repatriation agreement with the International Potato Center (CIP), in
which potato varieties that had been lost from the communities and stored in CIP’s gene
bank were returned. This is a unique global example, as the repatriation agreement did not
just enable scientists to collaborate with local knowledge-holders, but in repatriating the
varieties it also returned the rights over the knowledge and genetic material back to the local
communities. The agrobiodiversity of the Potato Park makes it an extremely valuable in situ
repository of wild and cultivated germplasm for the world. An ongoing collaboration between
scientists from CIP and local experts has led to co-creation of knowledge and practice that
ensures this agrobiodiversity will not be lost to commercial purposes. The Potato Park has
made a contribution of potato varieties to the Svalbard global seed vault — a gesture that
illustrates their identity as guardians of global agrobiodiversity.

The opportunity for interactional governance is mediated through a supporting external
agent, the indigenous organisation Asociacion ANDES from Cusco. ANDES’ mission is ‘to
create local capacities and strategic responses to confront socio-economic, cultural,
ecological and political effects of globalization on local Andean communities’ (Argumedo and
Stenner 2008). It has worked over the years with a number of international partners and
donors on developing the IBCHT concept and its application, and its members are active in
international debates and policy-making spheres, inherently crossing local informal spaces
and national and international formal spaces of governance. The facilitating role that ANDES
has played in bringing together the six communities in this cooperative form of landscape
management continues to be instrumental. It has bridged scales and power relations — at
times taking the ‘voice’ of communities to the international sphere where they do not
otherwise have a voice, and at other times, more directly facilitating local voices to be heard
within national policy processes. The space of mediation is necessarily messy and
challenging to navigate. Collaboration does not mean consensus and conflict resolution
through a mediator may sometimes be needed — a role that ANDES has had to play on
occasion in order to evolve the Potato Park hybrid governance mechanisms.

ANDES works through local technicians from the communities who play an important daily
role of facilitating the IBCHT model in practice. The creation of economic collectives
(including a seed repatriation and conservation collective, a gastronomy collective, a
women’s video collective, a craft collective, a collective of guides and a medicinal plant
collective) are intended to create opportunities to build local economy that is based on their
valued biocultural resources. Taking advantage of its location in a major tourist destination
(the sacred valley) has opened up other opportunities for interactional governance through
an ecotourism project that links the park’s ecosystems and economic collectives to a source
of income. Yet, it is true also that the Potato Park and its ayllu system of governance sits
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within the context of increasing pressures on rural agricultural-based livelihoods. There are
strong incentives for people, especially young people, to migrate for temporary or permanent
work opportunities, suggesting that any hybrid system in today’s hyperconnected world
needs to ensure it is reflexively understanding the direction it takes so as to be relevant and
effective — and, indeed, to provide an ongoing avenue for Sumaq Qausay.

The case of IBCH and ICBHT work led by IIED, and the Potato Park as one example in a
particular context, illustrate the potential for biocultural approaches to contribute from an
‘informal’ governance space, and to build hybrid approaches. The next generation of this
stream of work is now moving towards supporting innovation as the driver of IBCH. The
Smallholder Innovation for Resilience (SIFOR) project builds on the initial case studies and
extends the work through documenting ‘biocultural innovations’. A baseline study conducted
in the Potato Park recently recorded 31 such biocultural innovations; 18 technological,

4 market, and 9 institutional (Asociacion ANDES 2016: 8). This work is still maturing and
hopes to bring to light the rich potential these models have for supporting adaptation to
climate change and building more resilient and cross-scale governance, fuelled from the
lived realities of marginalised communities who are interacting with an ever-changing and
complex world.

4.1.2 Indigenous and community conserved areas (ICCAS)

The Indigenous and Community Conserved Areas (ICCA) Consortium is a relatively young
organisation in a formal sense — it has been a registered Swiss non-profit for just seven
years. It builds on work done by a large and growing number of local organisations that have
historically focused on supporting biodiversity conservation through indigenous and
community models. It currently has 99 member organisations and 220 honorary members
(ICCA website, undated). This network of local, regional and global organisations has spent
more than 20 years highlighting and building evidence for the role that indigenous peoples
and communities play in nurturing and conserving biocultural diversity, striving to influence
international and national policy.

As the Consortium’s global coordinator, Grazia Borrini-Feyerabend, explains, the terms CCA
or ICCA? are much more than acronyms; they refer to a synthetic concept that includes a
diversity of approaches to territorial and biodiversity governance, each understood within
context. Generically, community conserved areas are defined as ‘natural and modified
ecosystems with significant biodiversity, ecological and related cultural values, voluntarily
conserved by indigenous peoples and local communities through customary laws or other
effective means’ (Kothari 2006: 3). In each locality, locally appropriate names are used — for
example, comunas in Spain or tierras colectivas and comarcas in Panama. Years of work
across locations has enabled the distillation of three essential features of all ICCAs: (i) a
bond that one or more communities has with the ecosystems and/or species because of
cultural or livelihood ties; (ii) management decisions made by the community leads to
conservation of habitats, species, ecological benefits, whether that is its main objective or
not; and (iii) some form of community governance mechanism exists enabling communities
to play an important role in decision-making.

The rich diversity of experiences that are encompassed under the ICCA banner is
increasingly visible as documented and shared through a global ICCA registry and also
some national registries, which are enabling nationally focused work on ICCAs to progress
(e.g. Pathak Broome and Dash 2012). The 48 experiences documented and shared through
Borrini-Feyerabend et al.’s (2010) companion document to IUCN/CEESP Briefing Note No.
10 on ICCAs are but a small sample. They range from experiences in Northern contexts,
such as community orchards in the UK and comunales in Spain, to coastal, inland water,

2 The consortium often uses the two interchangeably as the term community is used to include indigenous people for the
sake of convenience while recognizing the special status of indigenous peoples (Kothari 2006).
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mountain, forest and arid conservation areas across lower-income countries. What emerges
from this picture of diversity is the incredible potential there is to harness local endogenous
models for both conservation and development outcomes.

Crystallising the concept of ICCAs and much of the work to support them has emerged out
of a research, policy and activist space fostered through the IUCN CEESP and its theme of
people-centred conservation. Over time, greater diversity in governance models for
supporting biodiversity conservation has been accepted by the IUCN and the CBD, now
distinguishing between four types, based on who makes conservation decisions: type A
(government); type B (rights-holders and stakeholders together); type C (private individuals
and organizations); and type D (indigenous peoples or local communities) (Borrini-
Feyerabend et al. 2014).

From the years of experience with many ICCAs, the Consortium has distilled a number of
lessons. The first and probably most important lesson is that ‘the strength and integrity of the
concerned communities are essential to the existence and thriving of the ICCA’ (Borrini-
Feyerabend et al. 2010: 28). The resilience of local biocultural systems is linked to their
capacity to govern through use of their traditional and now hybrid institutions, leadership and
connection to their land. This lesson echoes the main thrust of much of the IBCHT work.
One of the main advocacy arguments supporting ICCAs, building on this, is that instead of
being considered ‘informal’ and therefore less important than formally protected areas, they
should be recognised as de facto conserved areas based on the conservation outcomes
they are already producing. As such, it is argued that they should be given a higher standing
within national systems of conservation. As Kothari (2016: 10) notes, ‘what is needed is a
shift in thought paradigms — so that those focused on wildlife conservation need to expand
their minds to respect the world’s oldest conservationists — indigenous peoples and local
communities’. This argument remains highly relevant in contexts where political and
economic marginalisation, and neoliberal extractive agendas, continue to be real threats to
the integrity of ICCAs that remain invisible in conservation systems.

The Global Forest Coalition, a member of the ICCA Consortium and itself a large network of
organisations defending social justice and the rights of forest peoples, has responded to this
particular threat through an initiative that aims to support the resilience of community
conservation. Currently working with 60 forest communities in more than 20 countries, it
conducts participatory assessments to understand the basis of community conservation
resilience and identify demand-driven support mechanisms (Community Conservation
Resilience Initiative 2015). In eastern Paraguay, for example, the participatory assessments
brought to light that the conservation practices of peasant communities (which are
themselves hybrid systems of traditional and agro-ecological practices) are severely
undermined by the expansion of agro-industrial practices triggered by large-scale agro-
industrial meat production that is used to frame national agricultural policy. This co-
constructed evidence can now feed into policy advocacy to support peasant communities
that currently have no land tenure rights (Apgar et al. 2017). These experiences underpin
another lesson from across ICCAs that ‘friends and allies from civil society can and do play
crucial supporting roles’ (Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2010: 29) and ‘external support to ICCAS
is particularly helpful in: enforcing rules and providing fair and coherent judgement and
retribution to violators; developing local capacities to respond to threats and manage
conflicts; providing opportunities for joint learning; and fostering good governance at all
levels’ (ibid.: 38). The point to be made here is that there are many players interacting to
support a bottom-up conservation agenda that respects local processes first and foremost.
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This advocacy agenda is successfully influencing international policy in important ways. For
example, at the recent CBD Conference of the Parties in December 2016, several decisions®
were taken that have opened up more space for ICCAs to be recognised within national
conservation regimes as already contributing to conservation outcomes. This shift is, in turn,
moving the ICCA work from advocating for recognition to engaging more with the reality of
being part of nested and overlapping governance systems (Borrini-Feyerabend and Hill
2015). The questions now are around how to ensure that community conservation may be
strengthened within the evolving complex hybrid reality that poses both challenges and
opportunities for building more inclusive governance.

Greater decentralisation of governance in many parts of the world is creating hybrid local
governance systems. The experience with some ICCAs is that decentralisation leads to a
rise in party politics ruling at the local level (seen, for example, in Cameroon, Senegal and
Mali). Given that local integrity for conservation of biocultural diversity rests in large part on
local leadership, the influx of party politics could undermine the ability to maintain a resilient
system of conservation. This is not to suggest that local leadership is somehow free of
power and manipulation, but rather, there is evidence that traditional decision-making
mechanisms — based on their embedded relationship with the natural systems — tend to be
better at supporting collective environmental goals. Downward accountability tends to be
easier in systems that start from an in situ conservation logic where people can connect
around territory. Yet on the other hand, in situations where powerful local leadership has
historically marginalised sectors of the population, more hybrid forms of decentralised
governance can help to dissipate this power and build more inclusivity.

There is an increasingly recognised need to further explore these questions of how the
informal and formal mesh in ICCA contexts, to engage with them with a more nuanced
appreciation of power dynamics not just across scales but also within scales, to better
understand an interface that is becoming more prevalent. As the biocultural approach
underpinning the ICCA work is applied in very different contexts, there is opportunity for
future work to harness cross-context learning to further contribute practical experiences for
managing the tensions that come with hybrid models of governance.

5 Opportunities and challenges for
Interactional and inclusive environmental
governance

| established at the outset that the conceptual space for biocultural approaches to
environmental and territorial governance is situated within broader interactional approaches
that recognise a role for local spaces and knowledge. In spite of the slow shift towards
supporting more bottom-up and interactional approaches (Plummer 2016), there is now an
established precedent for inclusion of local knowledge and decision-making practices in
environmental governance in many parts of the world. Yet creating space for the ontologies
and rights of indigenous peoples and communities as drivers of interactional governance
models is a relatively new endeavour. The two cases of biocultural approaches that | have
explored started from the premise that inclusion of indigenous and other local communities

Decision XIlII/2 on progress towards the achievement of Aichi Biodiversity targets 11 and 12 in which
parties are invited to give consideration to areas that are managed under collective action by indigenous
peoples and local communities, and to develop voluntary guidance and best practice on identifying and
recognising ICCAs (Jonas, pers. comm.).
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should be built on understanding their in situ models. It is important to note that what is
understood in situ is not seen as static or historical, but as evolving and hybrid realities. The
political activist imperative of much of the advocacy work related to indigenous development
at times obscures this reality, and while the biocultural narratives can fall into this trap, their
conceptual grounding in complexity means they are more likely to embrace the ‘traditional’
as alive and evolving.

Recent progress at the CBD illustrates a global policy commitment to recognising
conservation efforts by communities that have historically been ignored in decision-making;
it appears, therefore, that the informal is now catching the policy-makers’ attention, at least
in the global sphere. The IBCHT case provides evidence that a different ontological reality
forms the foundation for the way communities engage with territory — in the case of the
Quechua of the Andes, their ayllu system embodies that ontology and organises life
systemically. The outcomes of this ongoing engagement are manifest in many realms or
disciplines — for example, the agrobiodiversity required to support food security and nutrition
and the cultural and natural heritage to support a local ecotourism economy; these are both
modern and evolving realities but are firmly rooted in ancient ontologies. Using a holistic
approach, such as IBCH, which attempts to understand the complex interactions in situ,
opens up the opportunity to see multiple outcomes as they are emerging. This ‘in-situ
political ecology of agricultural biodiversity’ (Graddy 2013) is, in and of itself, a significant
contribution. And practically, what is interesting in the Potato Park example in Peru, is that
this view of what works is precisely what helps it to engage and support more meaningful
and inclusive cross-scale interactions. The repatriation agreement with CIP is a collaboration
that continues to fuel co-creation of new knowledge, bringing science and traditional
knowledge together to better support environmental outcomes not just locally but globally,
through safeguarding valuable agrobiodiversity. Rooting today’s governance in the historical
ayllu system is, therefore, fuelling a contemporary and interactional approach.

A similar lesson emerges from the ICCA work, where across many different contexts
(including in Europe and other Northern settings), local experiences show that in spite of
conservation often not being the central premise for decision-making about natural
resources and territory, the ‘informal’ governance mechanisms are, in fact, better at
achieving and sustaining conservation goals than many formal conservation efforts. Both
cases, therefore, illustrate that creating space to value the integrity of the livelihoods,
conservation and governance systems in situ is a necessary first step to building more
interactional approaches. It is possible, with this approach, to create space for existent
locally driven environmental governance while at the same time pursuing more interactional
and inclusive approaches within national contexts. This is achieved through starting with rom
what works locally and seeing that as the grounding for how to interact across scales. The
grounding is what ensures the social justice outcomes for historically excluded people. The
discourse and advocacy arguments of proponents of biocultural approaches that are based
on this evidence — calling for a realignment of conservation towards rights and self-
determination — may well be normative political statements; however, they are also
evidenced calls for building more effective vehicles to achieving improved conservation and
development outcomes.

Interactional environmental governance approaches advocate for greater interaction
between different stakeholders, and biocultural approaches suggest more attention should
be placed on the interactions between the formal and the informal. Recent research on the
importance of ‘formalising’ local governance in Yugoslavia (see Khan Mohmand 2016: 22)
suggests that ‘bringing government closer to the people in the form of formalising of organic
local institutions appears to matter’ in terms of citizen participation and service delivery. Yet
the ways in which that interaction unfolds are particularly important in contexts of political
marginalisation. The ICCA experiences vary on this point. In some cases, ICCA proponents
seek formalisation into national conservation mechanisms because without recognition, they
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cannot support their desired goals. In other settings, particularly where decentralisation and
devolution is still young (such as in some African countries like Kenya), there is a risk that
party politics will corrupt local decision-making and further degrade the local processes that
are central to achieving environmental goals. This suggests that there is no ‘one size fits all’
for interactional governance; it is more important to pay attention to how the interactions play
out in different contexts.

Both the IBCHT and ICCA experiences provide evidence that social movements and
research and development organisations can be important ‘friends’ and ‘allies’ that facilitate
interactional approaches and linking out from local contexts. Yet these interactions are
complex and it would be naive to suggest that they are void of tensions or easily navigated.
As Shankland et al. (2016) caution from their experiences in Brazil, the claim-making and
dialogue between social movements that advocate for the rights of indigenous peoples and
their local governance mechanisms is not without challenges, as leadership must maintain
legitimacy with the grassroots while playing a cross-scale role. The mediating role and
capacity required to link across scales is a fundamental challenge for indigenous peoples
whose governance mechanisms are rooted within a bottom-up logic embedded in territory,
and who are now engaging with national and global processes that are built on
representative systems decoupled from scale (Apgar 2010). The skills required to navigate
the interactions stem back to traditional and continuously evolving leadership development
systems that build facilitating leaders who are able to mediate between worlds (ibid.). Thus,
the hybrid spaces that biocultural approaches seek and the interactions between the formal
and informal call for interactional leadership and facilitation skills. Without attention to the
guality of interaction, they may just as easily undermine the integrity of biocultural heritage
systems and thus exclude instead of include.

6 Conclusion: implications for supporting
Inclusive environmental governance

Adaptive co-management (Armitage et al. 2008) and co-governance (Kooiman et al. 2005)
models of environmental governance embrace interaction and open up opportunities to use
multi-stakeholder processes rooted in local realities to engage with complex and cross-scale
challenges. Donors and implementing agencies concerned with protecting the significant
portion of the world’s remaining biodiversity that is nurtured by indigenous peoples and local
communities can play a supporting role by:

i. Understanding what exists in context: biocultural approaches start from what exist in
situ. They provide concrete and compelling evidence that environmental and social
outcomes may be nurtured when existing ways of knowing, engaging with and
nurturing biocultural diversity are respected. These are not static but are evolving, and
take hybrid forms, and can only be understood in context. In the exploration of what
exists, it is important not to focus through a thematic or sectoral lens (our expert
lenses) only but to start broad and build a picture of how various spaces are connected
and interacting. The IBCHT work provides a framework that is based on social-
ecological systems theory to build holistic understanding of conservation, development
and territory as locally rooted and connected to national and global processes.

. Building understanding of how the informal interfaces with the formal: with a greater
understanding of what exists, both formally and informally, and the specific technical,
social and political challenges faced in a particular context, it is then possible to
explore in greater depth the space in between the formal and informal. This space is
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where opportunity for hybrid processes emerges, and addressing complex
environmental challenges becomes possible, yet it must be carefully negotiated. A
power analysis can help bring to light hidden and invisible power that may influence if
and how well-meaning attempts to create greater interaction or ‘formalisation’ of the
informal leads to opening up or closing down spaces for voice of the marginalised.

Building trust and partnership: the biocultural approaches came from initiatives that are
possible because of longstanding relationships between allies that have built trust. A
major challenge faced by many supporting processes that start from the local are the
short donor timelines that expect quick results (often with large targets at large scale)
and only want to fund new innovative programming at every cycle. The complexity of
working across scales to build interactions that can support real inclusion, with
systems of governance and leadership that bridge local to global logics, is not
amenable to quick fixes. IIED, for example, has built the IBCHT work over decades of
interaction with partners through an action research modality. More of these
partnerships are needed to support emergent processes of understanding and change.

Developing appropriate capacities to facilitate interactions: a key lesson from
experiences of implementing biocultural approaches is that what matters most, in
context, is how interactions are mediated between multiple stakeholders. Traditionally,
intervention or development leaders are rewarded for strengthening their own
programmes (or departments) and not for building links to others. Disconnected
interventions led by subject matter experts are common in environmental management
as in all fields. Yet integrative or systemic programming requires a shift to putting the
bigger vision before the immediate needs of any one programme or organisation. A
critical leadership attribute, therefore, is the ability to bridge different viewpoints and
help people develop and articulate a shared vision. Often undervalued in collaborative
programming, particularly in the realm of environmental management (which is
traditionally dominated by reductionist science), is the social process ‘expert’ whose
role is to see across scales and spaces and build new ways of communicating. Using
biocultural approaches requires careful consideration of these social process skillsets
and their associated mindsets.

Using systemic monitoring and evaluation (M&E) methods and tools: there is much
conceptual and methodological development in systemic approaches to planning,
monitoring and evaluating development interventions (for examples, see articles in the
2015 IDS Bulletin Towards Systemic Approaches to Evaluation and Impact, and a CDI
practice paper on Assessing Impact in Dynamic and Complex Environments). Yet
much of this progress still fails to influence the way in which M&E systems are built
and therefore how we measure success. Biocultural approaches and interventions are
not amenable to linear, indicator-driven measures of success because they seek social
change and work with emergent processes in complex settings. Using appropriate
mechanisms to plan, monitor, evaluate and learn from change processes as they
unfold can become a powerful tool in building more inclusive interventions.
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