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SUMMARY 

Capacity to steward their lands and waters is an inherent right of Indigenous Peoples  and 
fundamental to the health and wellbeing of local communities , with action by Indigenous Peoples 
and Local Communities (IPLCs) critical to meeting global biodiversity and climate goals. However, 
long-term systemic exclusions and disenfranchisement have created capacity gaps for IPLCs to 
participate in environmental governance. Understanding how to better support capacities for 
Indigenous and locally-led governance is essential, growing in urgency and importance. 

Commissioned by Nature United, this report documents and shares learnings from effective and 
inspiring capacity strengthening initiatives (CSI) with Indigenous and local communities, groups, and 
organizations. The question that guides this work is: What factors contribute to the effectiveness of 
leading capacity strengthening initiatives with Indigenous and local communities , organizations, and 
groups? Selected for their degree of Indigenous and local community participation, scale, relevance 
to the Canadian context, novelty, and global geographic diversity, these twelve CSIs are the heart of 
the research. 

 

 

This report is the result of  1) analyzing the profiles of the twelve individual CSIs from outside of 
Canada using a common structure, 2) synthesizing information across CSIs about what works and 
in what contexts, and 3) integrating feedback from Nature United and external advisors on emerging 
findings.  Taken together, the twelve CSIs: 

¶ relate to environmental and natural resource stewardship and management, 
¶ reflect varied origins, including grassroots Indigenous -led efforts and initiatives initiated by non -

governmental organizations, 
¶ work at different levels (individual, organization, network, enabling environment),  
¶ use a range of capacity strengthening approaches and delivery methods to meet their goals, and 

1 ãInternational Rangers Federation

2ãTribal Air Monitoring Support Center

3ãKuaᾶaina Ulu Auamo (Kua)

4ãMaui Nui Makai (MNMN)

9 ãSea Women of Melanesia

10 ãMimal Land Management

11 ãLearning On Country

12 ãVision Matauranga

5 ãFundaci·n Pachamama

6 ãCentro para el Desarrollo del Ind²gena 

Amaz·nico (CEDIA)

7 ãMaliasili

8 ãThe Nature Conservancy-Mongolia



 
 

  ii  

ii 

¶ face shared constraints that limit the impact of their work , including the lack of sustainable 
funding and structural barriers like rural to urban migration  of youth that are beyond the scope 
of any one initiative to address, and, 

¶ help us imagine how CSIs operating at multiple levels are component parts of a dynamic, living 
system. 

Studying experiences of the twelve initiatives operating around the world  led to the following 
conclusion: capacity strengthening initiatives (CSIs) supporting conservation and stewardship by 
Indigenous and local communities are effective because of the values that guide their work, 
including the primacy of local ownership, and because of their attention to a mix of strategic, 
operational, and people-focused practices. Going further, we identified  ten key factors that shape 
the effectiveness of capacity strengthening, as summarized in the diagram below. 

Values are beliefs that people and groups use as standards to evaluate what is good and what is 
acceptable behavior, including how people should relate to each other and with their surroundings. 
Values core to effective capacity strengthening initiatives  are as follows: 

1. Local ownership.  When working with communities and local organizations, sustained success 
of capacity strengthening depends on local ownership. Ownership is important throughout the 
lifecycle of the initiative and how it is governed. Initiatives that support community deci sion-
making capacity, stronger institutions, and capacity for self -advocacy bridge the gap between 
the community  governance and external, statutory governance. 
 

2. Cultural suitability:  Culture is core to the success of capacity strengthening and has many 
layers. Broadly speaking, culture is the way of life, patterns, and norms for entire societies or 
groups within it. As a core value, capacity strengthening with Indigenous and native communities 
happens in relationship with and is guided by their distinct cultures, traditions, and customs. At 
a strategic level, tracking evolving social norms of western culture helps sei ze opportunities to 
gain traction on systemic ch ange, such as funding and partnerships, and anticipate challenges. 
At an operational level, cross-cultural dynamics that occur within the capacity strengthening 
initiative, where organizational norms meet community or local norms, require skillful navigati on. 

Strategy reflects  cp"qticpk|cvkqpҲu"qt"itqwrҲu"nqpi-term goals and how they plan on achieving them. 
What emerged as important for effective capacity strengthening initiatives is shown below:  

3. A long view. Capacity strengthening is a social process that is often funded through short -term 
projects. A vision for change, trusted relationships with communities, and strategic partnerships 
sustain momentum and deliver valued outcomes efficiently. A proven track record opens doors 
to opportunities that generate new  value and resources to reinvest in priority activities. 

 
4. Rights recognition:  Capacity strengthening supports individuals and communities assert their 

collective rights, land rights, right to live free from  discrimination . Capacity strengthening 
initiatives integrated rights -based approaches formally and informally and do it in diverse ways. 
A common thread is the work to strengthen the accountability of government and others 
responsible for recognizing and securing statut ory, inherent, and customary rights. 

 
5. Enabling laws and policy environment : Legal and policy frameworks influence why, what, how, 

and where capacity strengthening takes place. Building awareness of this context increases the 
odds of success. Policy development and implementation is one approach to capacity 
strengthening at a systems level. Dedicated funding, the creation of new structures, and policy 
stability are key to adding capacity to the enabling environment through policy development.  



 
 

  iii  

iii 

 

Operations encompass practices to support successful day -to-day implementation of an initiative, 
with the following explored more deeply:  

6. Funding: Organizations delivering capacity strengthening seek multi -year, unrestricted funding 
but face difficulties securing it, requiring persistence and strategic choices on funders to pursue. 
Demonstrating tangible results and effectiveness attracts funders. A dvocating for change, 
experimenting with funding streams, and contributing to the development of new funding 
mechanisms are strategies used to enhance locally-led action. 

 
7. Evaluation and learning: Evidence on effective capacity strengthening strategies, their 

contributions to on -the-ground outcomes like conservation, and the contexts in which they work 
best is sparse. Iterative learning, investing in tracking valued outcomes, and understanding 
systems-level impacts serves the supplier of capacity strengthening and participating 
individuals, communities, and organizations.  

 
8. Communications : Communications support the effectiveness of capacity strengthening 

initiatives by fostering connection among participants, with target groups who may not be 
directly engaged, and between the CSI and external audiences. Use of technology, strategic 
communications with purposeful messaging, and brand development support success.  

People refer to the steps taken and choices made in recruiting, enabling, and empowering staff and 
people served by the capacity strengthening initiatives.  

9. Individual and community empowerment:  Effective capacity strengthening initiatives put in 
place support systems for participants to build confidence in applying new knowledge and skills 


