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Partnerships between conservation organizations and indigenous communities have been highly 

touted over recent decades, but there are surprisingly few successful examples. While indigenous 

groups occupy 98% of ‘high biodiversity’ areas (Oviedo & Maffi, 2000)  and indigenous lands 

cover more of the earth than protected areas, past examples of forced removal from their 

traditional lands have left indigenous groups wary of the conservation agenda (Alcorn, 2010). 

Continued failed partnerships could represent an enormous cost to conservation. The reality is 

that these alliances merit the careful planning and analysis afforded to other conservation 

strategies, to understand the conditions needed to build what both conservation and indigenous 

groups would define as “effective partnerships” that result in measurable outcomes. Our work 

posits that a theory of change based set of context-specific enabling conditions can be used to 

select an appropriate partnership approach. 

  

We created a theory of change to model how partnerships with indigenous peoples could lead to 

conservation outcomes under different conditions. This includes four distinct partnership 

approaches: barter (direct exchange of goods/services for conservation), entry point (gesture of 

goodwill in hopes of future collaboration), bridge (conceptually linked 

conservation/development strategy) , and symbiotic (based on strong common interests). We 

then convened a group of experts and conducted key informant interviews to refine our initial 

framework and findings about how to establish ‘successful’ partnerships. Finally, we used case 

studies and interviews with practitioners to track the outcomes of various combinations of 

partnership approaches and enabling conditions. 

  

Our study found support in the literature and from experts for a variety of enabling conditions 

that should be considered in choosing a partnership approach, including: the indigenous partners’ 

unique rights, interests and knowledge, the level of trust between the two groups, the immediacy 

of the conservation threat, and the extent that both partners’ interests overlap. We identified a list 

of eight unique rights, interests and knowledge that make indigenous groups particularly 

valuable conservation partners and have the potential to influence the conservation actions taken 

by the alliance. These findings offer preliminary guidance to practitioners on how to build 

effective partnerships to conserve biodiversity on indigenous lands.


