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I.

INTRODUCTION

The Natural Resource Governance Framework (NRGF) is an
IUCN initiative created for the purpose of providing a robust,
inclusive, and credible approach to assessing and strengthening natural resource governance, at multiple levels and
in diverse contexts. The overarching goal of the NRGF is
to: set standards and guidance for decision-makers at all
levels to make better and more just decisions on the use of
natural resources and the distribution of nature’s benefits,
following good governance principles, such that improved
governance will enhance the contributions of ecosystems
and biodiversity to equity and sustainability.
The NRGF initiative is hosted by the IUCN Commission on
Environmental, Economic and Social Policy (CEESP), working in close collaboration with the IUCN Secretariat and
partners across the Union.
As highlighted in the 2013-2016 IUCN Programme, which
provided the mandate for the NRGF, one of the main roles
of the NRGF initiative is to create a robust set of principles,
standards and tools for assessing natural resource governance and promoting its improvement. Central to this is the
development of a framework (the “NRG Framework”) of key
elements that need to be in place for effective and equitable
natural resource governance – emphasizing rights-based
approaches, equity and social justice. The Framework is
designed to be used as a basis for assessing the status of
natural resource governance in multiple contexts. Complementary materials to the NRG Framework will include guidance materials on how to use the Framework to conduct
assessments, and a set of conceptual papers to elucidate
and provide a deeper understanding of key principles included in the Framework.
This brief presents some initial options for development of a
NRG Framework for use in assessing natural resource governance. Framework development is building on existing
work, including an initial set of Principles and Values proposed at the outset of NRGF’s work, a legal framework developed by the IUCN World Commission on Environmental
Law and IUCN Environmental Law Centre, IUCN’s work on
protected areas governance, and relevant work of a number of other organizations. Existing natural resource governance assessment frameworks and tools provide important starting points, though tend to be more limited in their
scope or applicability (e.g., to particular sectors or scales),
and one aim in developing this Framework is to build both
conceptual links and engagement with this related work.
NRG Framework development is also taking an iterative
approach, including interaction with ongoing NRGF regional scoping processes, which are exploring key natural resource governance issues and needs with IUCN programs
and partners in three regions.

In this first stage of development of the Framework, this
document presents working proposals on the following dimensions of a NRG Framework:
•

The main components of the Framework – a
framework of three to four components is outlined
here

•

The terminology to be used for each of the
components – the terms Values, Principles, Criteria
and Indicators are used here

•

The content of the “Principles” component – a set of
12 Principles is proposed in this document

•

The approach to Indicators – including the main
categories of indicators

Section II of this Initial Design Document discusses the current working approach to each of the components in turn.
Section III brings the components together into an indicative NRG Framework table. Other forward-looking considerations for NRG Framework development are outlined in
Section IV, including some issues and options for consideration based on initial feedback on the design. A brief conclusion is provided in Section V. Since this Framework is a
work in progress, these initial design proposals remain open
for input, as Framework development continues into 2017.
II. COMPONENTS OF A NATURAL RESOURCE
GOVERNANCE FRAMEWORK
1.	NRG
The importance of Values as a foundation for NRGF’s
work was emphasized from the start of the initiative. A values-based approach is inherent in the mandate provided
to the NRGF in the IUCN Programme, calling on NRGF to
build consistency and coherence in IUCN’s approaches to
rights and governance. Values “imply a level of judgment
about what is important” and provide “a basis for maintaining focus on the core priorities”.1 Importantly, Values in the
NRGF Framework underpin and animate all the more concrete principles, criteria, and indicators, as illustrated in the
figure below.2 This cross-cutting relationship aims to orient
the Framework to an underlying compass of social and environmental well-being, and avoid reducing assessments to
technical exercises.
the figure below also presents some initial proposals regarding Values that could be included in the nrg framework (although Values need not be limited to these). In
light of the role of nrgf in promoting and supporting a
rights-based approach to conservation in Iucn, respect
for hu-man rights is proposed as one underlying Value
informing all other aspects of the framework. other
proposed Values are drawn from the initial, combined list
of Principles and Values proposed at the nrgf inception
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Principles

Criteria

Indicators

Human Rights
Social Equity, including Gender Equity
Sustaining and Valuing Nature
Legitimacy

Figure 1: Cross-cutting values

meeting, and include social equity (including gender
equity), sustaining and Valuing nature, and legitimacy.

•

Are comprehensive, on the one hand, and not
duplicative, on the other

In general, the primary consideration in distinguishing between the elements proposed here as underlying Values,
and those proposed as Principles (see following section), is
that they represent high-level orientations that should guide
and inform all other aspects of the Framework. A related
consideration is to include as Values broader concepts that
may be less amenable to assessments.

•

Are sufficiently concrete to be assessed (with criteria
and indicators), and sufficiently broad to be relevant
across multiple contexts

•

Include a manageable number for purposes of
assessment

2. NRG Framework Principles
Principles are the next-level component of the NRG Framework and provide the architecture of an assessment framework within which more specific elements (such as criteria and/or indicators) can be further developed. Principles
reflect “a determining characteristic or essential quality of
‘good governance’” that provide a “guiding compass” or
“rule of action.”3 In light of the mandate of NRGF to support
assessment and improvement of governance at multiple
levels and in multiple contexts, it is important that Principles
are sufficiently broad and flexible to be relevant to these
multiple levels and contexts.
A set of 12 Principles is presented here as working approach. Criteria informing the identification of these Principles include that they:
•

Build on existing knowledge and experience – in
particular that they avoid “reinventing the wheel” and
take account of existing principles and frameworks for
assessing natural resource governance

•

Particularly take account of and relate to other
governance principles used in IUCN’s work

•

Embed the NRGF Values, without repeating them

6

To build on existing frameworks, thirteen global assessment
frameworks and standards focused on governance in natural resource sectors (such as forests and protected areas)
were reviewed to identify the core principles or key elements
that most commonly appear in them.4 (Across the frameworks, the terminology used for these elements varies; while
summarized here as “principles,” actual terms include principles, attributes, characteristics, indicators, considerations,
and themes.) While frequency was used to identify highly
relevant principles, the purpose of this review was not to
generate numerical rankings, but rather to understand and
take account of the conclusions of other initiatives that have
brought evidence and expertise to bear on the question of
what constitutes good governance of natural resources.
In order to take account of and relate to other principles
used within IUCN, two sets of governance principles – those
included in the IUCN 2017-2020 Programme approved by
IUCN Members at the 2016 World Conservation Congress,
and the Principles that underpin IUCN’s work on Protected
Areas Governance - were also reviewed and compared.5
A set of 12 working Principles for NRGF was then developed, drawing on these existing sets of principles and further taking into consideration the other criteria noted above –
such as comprehensiveness, embedding without repeating
the cross-cutting Values, and relevance to multiple contexts.
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The following table summarizes the results of these steps.
Column 1 lists, in order of frequency, the Principles that appear most commonly as elements in the other global natural
resource governance frameworks; in some cases concepts
closely related to the main principle identified are noted.
Columns 2 and 3 list the IUCN Programme and IUCN Protected Area governance principles, respectively. The Protected Areas governance framework includes five principles
as well as multiple “considerations” under each principle;

o

considerations are also listed as bullet points in Column 3
where relevant.
Column 4 presents the new set of 12 proposed NRG
Framework principles, showing their relationship to the key
principles identified in the previous columns, and further
taking into account the criteria for development of NRGF
principles noted above. Following the table is a brief description of each proposed NRGF Principle, to clarify the
meaning of the terms used for each principle in Column 4.

o

o

o

o
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10. Access to
Justice

Access to
information and
justice – accurate,
effective and open
communication

11. Attention to
vulnerable
groups

13. Respecting/
incorporating
diverse forms of
knowledge

+

Access to justice is a
consideration under
Legitimacy and voice

Extending special
support to vulnerable
groups is a
consideration under
Legitimacy and Voice
Legitimacy and voice
(including institutions with
broad acceptance)
o Upholding diversity
and mutual respect
are considerations
under Legitimacy and
voice
o Subsidiarity is a
consideration under
Legitimacy and voice
o

12. Legitimacy

+ (related to
Coordination)

o

Subsidiarity –
decisions taken at
the lowest level
appropriate

o

the following points briefly describe each proposed nrgf
Principle, to clarify terms and introduce the relevance and
rationale for including each in the nrg framework. a conceptual paper with more in-depth information and analysis
will be prepared on each framework principle as they are
validated and confirmed. (note that the sequence of
Principles is adjusted from that in the table above.)

Direction (including
strategic vision,
adaptive
management)

Access to justice
o Access to
information is
included here &
under Accountability
Special attention to the
vulnerable

[Legitimacy included as
a cross-cutting Value]
Embracing diverse
cultures and knowledge
systems
Devolution/subsidiarity

Strategic Vision &
Direction

and businesses, ngos and other non-state actors.
Inclusive decision-making requires strong
organizational representivity as well as free, Prior,
and Informed consent where activities take place on
the lands, waters or territories of indigenous peoples
or other customary rights-holders, may have negative
impacts on their rights, resources or livelihoods, or
involves use of their traditional knowledge or cultural
heritage.

1. Inclusive decision-making – especially increasing
voice and participation of youth, women,
2. Recognition and respect for tenure rights –
indigenous peoples and local communities
especially customary, collective rights of
Inclusive decision-making is grounded in the principle of
indigenous peoples & local communities, and
participation – as the most frequently recognized principle
women’s tenure rights
for good governance of natural resources – but aims to
Recognition and respect for land and resource
avoid weaker interpretations of participation by
rights, especially customary, collective rights,
emphasizing the central role of people with particular
contributes strongly to effective and equitable
rights and/or reliance on natural resources in decisionnatural resource governance by enabling local
making. Inclusive decision-making implies a horizontal
stewardship of lands and resources, providing a
process in which power dynamics are re-balanced and
foundation for sustainable livelihoods, and
the views of groups at risk of marginalization are clearly
contributing to the fulfillmnent of human rights and
taken into account in decisions regarding natural
cultural survival. International frameworks such as
resource governance, including through appropriate
the Voluntary Guidelines on the Governance of
Tenure and UN Declaration on the Rights of
representation. while the need for inclusive decisionmaking is most often highlighted in relationships between
Indigenous Peoples reflect a global concensus on
the need to recognize and respect all legitimate
local people and the state, principles of inclusive
tenure rights, including customary rights not
decision-making are also relevant within communities currently protected by law and women's tenure
e.g., in relation to the views and interests of women,
rights.9
youth, and other groups- and between local people
8
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3. Embracing diverse cultures and knowledge
systems
This principle highlights the value of bringing diverse including traditional- knowledge, practices and
innovations to bear on adaptive processes of natural
resource management. It also draws attention to the
close links between the earth’s biological diversity and
its cultural and linguistic diversity (“bio-cultural
diversity”), and the ways they sustain one another.10
embracing diversity means acknowledging and
supporting the multiple values that motivate women,
men, indigenous peoples and local communities to
engage and contribute to the stewardship of nature. a
focus on diversity also promotes mutual respect
among all actors and for cultural rights, in keeping with
a rights-based approach.
4. Devolution – especially for community-based
natural resource governance
Devolution has been defined as “a process by which
state control over the use of natural resources is
gradually and increasingly shared with local
communities”.11 as used in this framework, it is
closely linked to the principle of subsidiarity, by which
decisions are taken at the lowest possible level,
considering fit with the social and ecological systems
being governed. Devolution and subsidiarity are key
elements of good governance as they enable more
flexible and adaptive processes for decision-making
and management of natural resources. the focus on
devolution further reinforces a rights-based orientation
towards vesting authority in empowered local actors,
particularly where common property systems are in
place. In this regard, devolution is also closely linked
to empowerment12. Devolution should take place
within the context of strong legal frameworks to
protect vulnerable groups and the wider environment.
5. strategic vision and direction
strategic vision is widely recognized as a core
principle for good governance, as it sets the direction
for mobilizing action and achieving change. In the
context of the nrgf, strategic vision includes the
precautionary principle against taking on risks of
environmental harm, as an important component
of effective natural resource governance.13 Strategic
vision and direction should be set through inclusive
processes with relevant rights-holders and
stakeholders.14 strategic vision also entails
considering the wider environment and society that
the governance system is located in and can impact.
Adaptability, resilience, and actions to build and
share knowledge are also important to ensure that
strategic vision and direction are responsive to
needs and changing conditions, and incorporate
reflection and ongoing learning.

6. Empowerment
empowerment is considered in this framework to
mean that all actors have the capacities and support
they need to contribute effectively to decisionmaking, claim rights, and/or meet responsibilities.
this principle picks up on the elements of capacity
and performance frequently found in governance
frameworks, while emphasizing rights and
responsibilities and overcoming power disparities, in
keeping with the nrgf Values.
7. Coordination and Coherence
this principle addresses the need for actors involved
in natural resource governance to come together
around a coherent set of strategies and management
practices. coordination and coherence may be
“vertical” where it concerns links across multiple levels
of actors with some role in the governance of the
same ecosystem or resource. It may be “horizontal”
where it concerns collaboration and consensus
across different sectors operating in or with effects on
the same geographical space.
8. Sustainable Resources and Livelihoods
this proposed principle integrates a number of related
concepts in natural resource governance. one is the
need for a stream of resources or revenues as a basis
for the financial sustainability of the people and actions
required to manage and conserve natural resources.
another is equitable benefit sharing – itself a broad
term encompassing ideas about the need for incentives
for actions that contribute to sound natural resource
governance, compensation for losses stemming from
governance restrictions, and various forms of equity in
how benefits are distributed among stakeholders.15
9. Social and Environmental Accountability
accountability may be defined simply as the
requirement to accept responsibility and answer for
actions.16 accountability is widely recognized as a
fundamental principle for good governance, including
natural resource governance, and is included in
almost all the governance frameworks surveyed.
accountability in natural resource governance
concerns both environmental and social impacts, and
requires that structures and capacites are in place for
people to hold governments, the private sector and
other actors with roles and authority for natural
resource governance responsible for their actions.
accountability is closely related to transparency,
because open and accessible information regarding
the actions of relevant authorities is so important to
holding them to account.
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10. Special attention to the Vulnerable
sustaining nature and promoting equity require
specific attention to how natural resource governance
decisions or changes could affect environments
and species that may be particularly vulnerable and
people who may be marginalized in economic, social
or political terms. such attention often takes the form
of social and environmental safeguards requiring
specific steps to ensure that impacts are understood,
avoided or minimized to the extent possible, and
agreed with affected people, in accordance with
human rights standards.This principle also implies a
need for differentiated actions that respond to the
specific situations of vulnerable groups.17
11. Rule of Law
rule of law, in this formulation, means that both the
laws (or rules) themselves and their application are fair,
transparent and consistent, especially as they affect
youth, women, indigenous and local communities and
natural resources. In particular, rule of law requires
that those with decision-making authority do not apply
laws arbitrarily.18 rule of law also implies the
elimination of corruption and illegality.
12. Access to Justice on natural resource issues,
including to resolve natural resource conflicts
access to justice concerns the ability of people to
seek and obtain remedies for grievances in
accordance with human rights standards.19 Access
to justice may involve formal, indigenous and
traditional and/or other informal judicial institutions. In
the context of natural resource governance, access
to justice is required to resolve conflicts over land and
natural resources, as well as to prevent or remedy
environmental damage.

while criteria for Tenure could focus on assessing
customary rights, women’s rights and rights of other
groups.
•

As qualitative dimensions of the principle: for example,
criteria for Tenure could focus on the strength or
robustness of the Tenure rights.

•

The categories of indicators described below could
also constitute Criteria in the framework.

4. Indicators
as defined in the world resources Initiative forest governance assessment, the term indicator “is generally used to
describe a quantitative, qualitative, or descriptive attribute
that, if assessed periodically, could indicate direction
of change (e.g., positive or negative) in that attribute”.20
to ensure the nrg framework is flexible enough to be
used in multiple contexts at multiple levels, it is proposed
not to define specific Indicators at the level of this overarching nrg framework. Instead, this overarching framework
would define categories of indicators, as well as generic indicators within each category, that can provide a foundation
for development of the specific indicators most relevant to
the particular assessment context. Drawing in on existing
work, particularly the wcel/elc law for sustainability
framework21 and the Profor framework for assessing
and monitoring forest governance22 – both of which consider legal and policy frameworks as well as dimensions of
their implementation and realization in practice – the current
working approach in this framework is to use the following
three categories of indicators:
•

Legal/policy Frameworks – this category of indicators
would assess the extent to which laws/policies/rules/
norms establish requirements and mechanisms for
fulfillment of that governance principle.

•

Implementation: Institutions and processes – this
category of indicators assesses the extent to which
institutions and processes are in place to realize that
governance principle.

•

Outcomes – this category of indicators assesses the
extent to which the governance principle and criteria
are realized in practice.

3. NRG Framework Criteria
criteria are conditions that need to be in place for a Principle to be fulfilled, and form the next level of specificity of
the nrg framework. Specific criteria are not pro-posed at
this stage, pending consolidation and refinement of the
Principles, and wider input and discussion on
the
approach to take in constructing them.
Indeed, while some initial feedback has highlighted the value of criteria in providing further guidance on what
fulfill-ment of the principles would look like in practice,
and provided suggestions of relevant criteria, others
have raised concerns about the complexity introduced by
multiple hierarchical levels, and recommend not
including criteria as a separate layer.
If criteria are to be included, they could be developed
in the following, or other, ways:
•

10

As applications of the principle in different arenas:
for example, criteria for Inclusive Decision-making
could focus on assessing decision-making in policy
processes and in resource management activities,

Based on feedback, other types of indicators that could be
considered as the framework is further developed are
context indicators and behavior indicators. with regard to
impact indicators, this governance framework is based on
an underlying assump-tion that good natural resource
governance contributes to positive impacts on nature and
people. for example, if decision-making has been
inclusive, as evidenced by relevant outcomes, then people
will be more likely to abide by agreed decisions because
they had a role in making them.
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However, this further impact dimension is not an explicit part of what is assessed through the NRG Framework.
Rather, additional analysis of the links between the status of
resource governance (as assessed through the Framework)
and natural resource outcomes would be required to test
this assumption over time.
III. INDICATIVE NRG FRAMEWORK TABLE
The following table brings together and organizes a subset
of the proposed Principles, Criteria and categories of Indicators to show how these elements can be organized to

relate to one another in a framework.
IV. CONSIDERATIONS FOR FURTHER
DEVELOPMENT
This section summarizes a number of considerations for
further discussion and input in developing this Framework,
including as highlighted in initial feedback on the design.
Qualitative and quantitative assessments
The Framework can be used to conduct qualitative (narrative) assessments. Generating quantitative (numerical)

Table 2: Indicative NRG Framework Table
Principles

1. Inclusive
decisionmaking especially
increasing the
voice and
participation of
women, youth,
indigenous
peoples and
local
communities

Criteria (ideas and
options)

•

•

Full and effective
participation in
decision-making
on NR
Empowered
participation in NR
management

• Customary rights
2. Recognition/
• Women’s rights
respect for all
~~~~~~
legitimate
tenure rights – • Strength of “bundle
of rights”
especially
customary rights
of indigenous
peoples & local
communities,
and women’s
tenure rights
3. Devolution

Categories of Indicators
Rules/Laws/
Norms

Implementation:
Institutions &
Processes

Outcomes

Extent to which
relevant laws/
policies/rules
mandate full
and effective
participation in
decision-making

Extent to which
institutions and
processes ensure
full and effective
participation of
relevant rightsholders and
stakeholders

Extent to which
decision-making
is inclusive in
practice

Extent to which
legal/policy
frameworks
recognize all
legitimate
tenure rights

Extent to which
institutions and
processes are in
place to recognize
and protect
legitimate tenure
rights

Extent to which
legitimate tenure
rights are secure
in practice

Extent to which
legal/policy
frameworks
establish
appropriate
devolution of
NR governance

Extent to which
institutions and
processes are in
place to devolve NR
governance

Extent to which
devolution is
realized in
practice
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scores also offers certain advantages to an assessment,
including that it can allow for more concise communication
of findings, as well as comparisons and ranking. Because
Indicators and the scale of application are not fixed in this
overarching Framework, options for using it for comparative
analysis in its current form are limited. Assessments could
generate scores for use in assessing changes in governance in a particular context over time, but would not be
valid for comparisons across contexts unless the same criteria and indicators, and comparable units, are used. As
a further development or application of the NRG Framework, consistent indicators and scoring scales could be
developed for comparable units (such as landscapes or key
biodiversity areas) as a basis for these kinds of comparative
assessments.
Refining Framework components
the sections above point to a number of issues that need
to be resolved or further developed regarding each of the
framework components, such as whether or not to include
criteria and the types and definition of indicators. Initial feedback on the proposed principles has generally been positive; at the same time, it has also been recommended to
better highlight linkages and clarify distinctions across
them, and to consider whetther Rule of Law, in particular,
may fit better as a cross-cutting Value. Other suggestions
regardingValues include to distill them down to two –
focused respectively on people and on nature (such as
Human rights and sustaining and Valuing nature) – and/
or to consider the Values as outcomes (the goals the
frame-work aims to achieve). Participants from the
Mesoamerica workshop highlighted the need to
emphasize issues of respect for indigenous rights, culture,
and identify as the Value focused on Human Rights is
further elaborated.

This would have implications for both the content and the
process. For example, while they have much in common,
development of a standard implies a greater degree of
specificity in the criteria and/or indicators, as well as
means of verification, to ensure that consistent best
practice standards are defined and can be used to
measure the gap between those standards and
performance in any given context. there are also
international standards for the process, particularly the
Iseal code of good Practice for setting social and
environmental standards,23 which serves as a global
reference on the process for setting credible standards.
V. CONCLUSION
this document is intended to provide a foundation for a
wider process of discussion and input on development of
a nrg framework. It lays out a working approach, as well
as a number of issues and options that require further
validation and/or relate to subsequent stages of
development.
The further development of this IUCN work on natural resource governance is of critical importance. Governance
processes determine both the extent to which ecosystems
contribute to human well-being and the long-term prospects for successful conservation of nature. A robust framework for understanding, assessing, and improving natural
resource governance is, therefore, central to the realization
of IUCN’s mission.

Use with other tools
while developed primarily for use in conducting governance-focused assessments, another option to explore
is that the nrg framework could be used in conjunction
with other assessment tools that currently give insufficient
attention to governance issues. the aim of this approach
would be to strengthen the attention to governance dimensions in assessment processes focused on conservation
or environmental objectives. care would need to be taken
to integrate both governance concepts and the nrgf assessment approach, as presented in the nrgf guide, in
these processes.
Developing a Standard
while the more flexible term and approach of a “framework”
is used here, another consideration concerns whether to
explicitly develop this work as a “standard” for natural resource governance, in keeping with the nrgf goal to set
standards and guidance for decision-makers.

12
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