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Abstract:



Forest Landscape Restoration (FLR) has recently received broad political support, e.g., under the Bonn Challenge. However, although the concept promises quadruple wins for humans, biodiversity as well as climate change mitigation and adaptation, it remains heavily underutilized in practice. Drawing on a social constructivist reading and a survey in different developing and developed countries, we elaborate on varying existing narratives about FLR at global and country level. Overall, we find that FLR understandings in different countries strongly resonate with the globally pursued idea of enhancing ecological and human well-being. In more detail, however, rural development and climate mitigation oriented motives are prioritized over aspects of species conservation or adaptation. Globally, strong emphasis is placed on collaborative processes empowering local actors. At country level, by contrast, these ideas regarding greater local authority are complemented with a techno-managerial notion of government control. Considering the potential power struggles that could be evoked from such dialectic expectations, we see it as a primary responsibility for global FLR processes to fully embrace the political dimension of FLR and to support conflict resolution and adaptive learning processes.
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1. Introduction


Forest Landscape Restoration (FLR) has received much political attention recently for its role in tackling multiple societal challenges, including climate change mitigation and adaptation, food security and biodiversity loss. Particularly through the Bonn Challenge and partners such as the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) or the World Resources Institute (WRI), the topic was elevated onto the international agenda [1]. The Bonn Challenge is a multi-stakeholder initiative founded in 2011 and based on the informal declaration of intent “to restore 150 million hectares of the world’s deforested and degraded lands by 2020” and another 200 million by 2030 [2]. It links to the New York Declaration on Forests [3] and regional political initiatives in Africa and Latin America and offers an exchange platform for interested countries as well as non-state actors to demonstrate leadership in implementing FLR.



FLR is a promising approach with potential to bring about “quadruple wins”, thereby meeting different environmental and development targets. Principally, it allows countries to simultaneously: (i) mitigate and (ii) adapt to climate change in a way that enhances (iii) local livelihoods and contributes to sustainable development, while at the same time (iv) halting the loss of and conserving biodiversity [4,5,6,7,8,9]. FLR thus provides an opportunity for countries to fulfill multiple commitments to different international agreements, including e.g., the CBD, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) or the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as well as the New York Declaration on Forests [3]. Given a gigantic restoration potential of 2 billion hectares globally [2,10], FLR may help to achieve higher ambitions as declared under the Paris Agreement towards 1.5 °C, so long as restored landscapes continue to be used sustainably [6].



In the last decade, forest restoration has played a role in fulfilling political commitments under the UNFCCC or the Kyoto Protocol, e.g., through afforestation and reforestation (A/R) projects under the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) of the Kyoto Protocol or more recently through the “carbon stock enhancement” or “degradation” related activities under REDD+. However, despite the multiple benefits of standing forests for the climate, biodiversity and people [4,7,8,9], the existing restoration potential remains heavily underutilized in practice. One related issue is that climate effective A/R projects under the CDM may favor large-scale (industrial) plantations that are associated with numerous environmental and social risks [11,12,13]. Another more central issue is the high degree of objection from local people to such changes, presenting an obstacle for mechanisms such as the CDM and REDD+. Earlier studies show that local people have seen political instruments as another attempt at colonization and commodification of natural resources [14,15,16]. Evidently, the local on-the-ground experience of these projects is a key factor for the longevity of restoration [9,17].



The Bonn Challenge acknowledges that for successful implementation, projects need to integrate different stakeholder desires and realities from national to local levels [2,18]. However, little is known about what FLR really means in different contexts and what diverse stakeholders expect from it. Beyond some very recent contributions focused mainly on the international discussions around FLR [5,19], it remains largely under-investigated how receptive national contexts are to the ambitious ideas behind the Bonn Challenge. To assure political practicability of the global landscape initiatives and avoid objection on the ground, it is thus helpful to understand what different stakeholders actually desire from FLR.



Following a social-constructivist line of argumentation and departing from the global discursive center surrounding landscape restoration, e.g., the Bonn Challenge, this paper will illuminate different existing FLR narratives from global to local levels and trace how different meanings of FLR relate to, or potentially even compete with, each other. Specifically, we investigate different understandings of FLR related to the varying objectives pursued, be they climate change mitigation and adaptation, local livelihoods and/or biodiversity. We discuss whether specific understandings may evoke resistance to implementation and undermine the current global ambitions relating to the Bonn Challenge. In this way, we gain practical insights into how the Bonn Challenge and related initiatives may be more responsive to the political realities in different countries.




2. Background: Forest Landscape Restoration, the Bonn Challenge and the Global Partnership on Forest and Landscape Restoration


Ideas of rehabilitating forest landscapes in degraded lands for the benefit of humans and the environment are neither new nor unprecedented (cf. [20,21,22]). Against the backdrop of high contention about when land is actually “degraded, damaged or destroyed” ([23], p. 3), the current global understanding of FLR carries a strong procedural notion. The term was coined around the year 2000 through the work of the Society for Ecological Restoration (SER) [5,24]. In this reading, FLR broadly refers to “a planned process that aims to regain ecological integrity and enhance human well-being in deforested or degraded landscapes” ([25], p. 268).



2.1. Human and Ecological Well-Being


Together with the WRI and IUCN, the Global Partnership on Forest and Landscape Restoration (GPFLR) understands FLR as “a long-term process” focused “on strengthening the resilience of landscapes and creating future options to adjust and further optimize ecosystem goods and services as societal needs change or new challenges arise” [4]. This definition by GPFLR is drawn on and referred to globally in various political and academic contexts ([5], p. 1, [14,26]) and strongly informs the work of the Bonn Challenge [2].



The GPFLR hosted by IUCN provides the major organizational infrastructure for the Bonn Challenge including the website, meeting facilitation, publications, and capacity building [2,27]. Strategically, GPFLR and hence the Bonn Challenge builds on a growing network of partners from governments, international organizations, academia as well as civil society organizations and individuals [2].



The current notion of FLR broadly corresponds with the work of the Ecological Society of America on “Earth Stewardship” (cf. [28]). This novel agenda in academia proactively pursues ideas to enhance the resilience and well-being of ecosystems and humans [26]. The hope behind Earth Stewardship is that, if people were to value places and especially forests for their own well-being, more sustainable pathways for ecosystem management would evolve with multiple economic, social and ecological benefits. This new approach to forests and other ecosystems deviates significantly from earlier mono-dimensional understandings of forests [26] that stressed the role of: (i) managed forests for sustainable timber production; (ii) natural forests for biodiversity conservation; or (iii) a/reforested areas for mitigating climate change such as through CDM A/R or REDD+.




2.2. The Collaborative Turn in Global Landscapes Narratives


According to the GPFLR, landscapes should be managed in an “integrated” way to achieve sustainable development. Integrated, in this respect, means that “natural resource use (forests, energy, agriculture, water, etc.), conservation and livelihoods” are equally pursued within a given area [4]. To create multiple benefits from landscapes for nature and society, collaboration between different stakeholders is vital. In line with the general procedural turn in world politics, GPFLR sees FLR mainly as “an active process that brings people together” [29]. Together with other international institutions, GPFLR strongly advocates stakeholder dialogue, via presentations or tools, to assure that not only governments but rather multiple actors together can identify, negotiate and implement FLR [1,29].



Through GPFLR, activities under the Bonn Challenge explicitly draw on the “Ten Principles for a Landscape Approach” [6] which in turn build on the work by Sayer et al. (2013) and were informed through an inclusive “intergovernmental and interinstitutional” negotiation process involving major groups within the GPFLR [5,30]. These principles define specified procedural means of integrating agricultural production and environmental conservation at the landscape level [30,31]. Most elements relate to enabling institutional and political frameworks, which ensure tenure and land-use rights, integrative land-use planning and inter-sectoral coordination as well as enhanced stakeholder participation and learning. These are achieved through integrative techniques of monitoring, capacity building and benefit sharing [5,31].



Rather than defining concrete criteria for the well-being of ecosystems or humans, this FLR approach highlights the need to align different or competing interests such as conservation or production in the management of land at multiple scales and across various sectors. Collaborative multi-stakeholder processes bring together all relevant stakeholders to talk, plan and decide, thereby ensuring political buy-in from all different actors [5,10,30]. Many dialogue and exchange-oriented processes around the Bonn Challenge, including decision support tools such as the Restoration Opportunities Assessment Methodology (ROAM), are organized in line with this collaborative rationale. ROAM, for instance, helps countries contribute to the Bonn Challenge by identifying and prioritizing suitable land for restoration.




2.3. A Place for Everyone’s Well-Being


Presenting and discussing FLR in this way builds on and further nourishes a narrative that there is a place for everyone in integrated landscapes. In addition to climate change adaptation, mitigation or livelihood related services, landscapes provide scope for high agricultural yields and corporate profits as well as conservation. Central to this idea of achieving multiple benefits within one landscape is the rationale of mosaic landscapes, to be complemented by wide-scale restoration. In mosaic landscapes, FLR is integrated in multiple parallel land use systems for forestry, wetlands, pasture, settlement or intensive agriculture. Large-scale restoration, by contrast, helps to achieve broader conservation targets in often remote areas where fewer people and hence competing interests are concerned [4,5]. In its communication, GPFLR employs a shared picture of these two complementary restoration approaches; reflecting the idea that achieving multiple objectives within a single landscape is possible [4].





3. Theoretical Framework—Discourse Analysis


Numerous researchers have discussed supposedly favorable or unfavorable conditions for successful forest project implementation. These studies often suggested that technical, financial, administrative or governance related issues such as limited seed funding or insecure tenure are decisive in explaining why forest projects fail or succeed [32]. Notwithstanding this seminal work, the varied practical experiences with forest policies and restoration in CDM A/R or REDD+, do not provide a definitive picture of the root causes of the practical under-utilization of FLR.



Complementary to factors related to institutional contexts, governance arrangements or market forces, more recent work by social constructivists offers promising corrective insights into why people reject restoring initiatives even when high economic incentives or supportive institutions are given (e.g., [33,34]). Discourse analytic scholars suggest that how relevant actors think and talk is highly illuminating of social phenomena [35]. “Words matter in policy and planning” [36] and several studies, e.g., case studies related to the Netherlands [37], Costa Rica [38] and South Korea [39], vividly illustrate the importance of language and meanings for implementing environmental policies.



In this paper, we draw on the work of Hajer, which defines discourse as “an ensemble of ideas, concepts, and categories through which meaning is given to social and physical phenomena, and which is produced and reproduced through an identifiable set of practices” ([34], p. 67). Discourse analysis is the primary methodological approach to unravelling what discourses or discursive structures underlie existing policy-making processes. By investigating the use of language and particularly ways of speaking ([35], p. 38), scholars can reconstruct the narrative foundations of all sorts of social phenomena, including FLR practices.



The pre-assumption is that problems, like their solutions, are narratively constructed through direct or strategic use of language, signs, symbols and metaphors [34]. Language is the key driver of change in policies. It can shift power balances and, hence, determines what policies or institutions are supported, established, changed or not changed [34]. Correspondingly, inadequate or absent policies can be seen as the result of discursive struggles between different groups of actors. Ultimately, as is highlighted by Thompson et al. (2011), specific policy tools, actors and solutions are often prioritized in policy-making while others are marginalized [40]. Through this lens of discursive domination and suppression, discourse analysis can help to better understand counterfactual or erratic behavior, such as local resistance to highly beneficial policy programs.



In the academic literature, three Meta-discourses have been identified in the context of forest policies, REDD+ and CDM: (i) Ecological Modernization; (ii) Green Governmentality; and (iii) Civic Environmentalism [13,14,16]. The Ecological Modernization and Green Governmentality perspectives draw attention to capitalist and techno-managerial understandings and stand in contrast to the discourse of Civic Environmentalism. The latter stresses the non-marketable values of forests and nature as well as the need to empower local actors as major agents for change. A radical version of this discourse categorically rejects political programs like REDD+ because of their suspected neo-colonialist intention to suppress countries of the South [41]. In practice, the Civic Environmentalism discourse is dominated by the two other symbiotic discourses which highlight cost-effective, highly synergistic “win–win” approaches (Ecological Modernization) to solve politically and scientifically tamable problems (Green Governmentality).



In this paper, we contribute to a better understanding of the underlying discursive structure and ongoing narrative struggles in the debates about Forest Landscape Restoration (FLR)—in comparison to existing discourses on afforestation and reforestation (A/R, CDM) or REDD+. Specifically, we aimed to identify what interpretations of FLR are advocated by different relevant stakeholders and to evaluate whether the global discourse around the Bonn Challenge is able to embrace and reconcile different applications of FLR. With this, our findings will help to avoid on-ground political resistance.




4. Materials and Methods


This paper employs discourse analysis to reconstruct the various meanings of FLR held by different actors at different policy levels. Discourse analysis focuses on all sorts of spoken or written statements and elaborates on different discursive constructions such as narratives, storylines or metaphors within a specific socio-historical context [34]. We follow the preferred interpretative approach to mapping out different storylines “to tease out the underlying perceptions, shared terms and concepts that actors use to give meaning to the integrated landscape approach discourse” ([19], p. 178).



Our analysis draws on methods like participatory observation and desk research. We investigate existing scientific analyses, reports and other documents such as policy or working papers on FLR by employing combined qualitative and quantitative content analysis [42]. To grasp discursive practices of different actors, we attended various workshops, side events and discussions about FLR, forest and land use between 2013 and 2017, e.g., in the context of IUFRO, UNFCCC and the Global Landscapes Forum (see Appendix A).



In addition, we conducted three helicopter interviews and several informal interviews with key informants from the Bonn Challenge, UNFCCC and academia. These interviews helped us to focus our research question, identify relevant events, implementation examples or potential addressees for the subsequent survey. To ensure anonymity, we refer to them as “Interview 1”, “Interview 2” and so forth in the Results Section. To capture specific country perspectives on FLR we furthermore approached more than 500 actors from different countries, world regions and societal sectors with a survey between July and August 2017. The anonymous online-based structured survey in four different languages (English, Spanish, French and German) yielded 69 responses. Questions were mainly open-ended except for those covering demographic features and the relevance of different actor groups such as governments, banks, scientists, consultants or communities. For the latter, survey participants were asked to rank the relevance of different actor groups from 1 (very low) to 5 (very high). Overall, the sample covered a diversity of actor groups from 34 different countries with a more or less balanced representation of different world regions (see Table 1).



Table 1. Survey participant statistics: regions, affiliation, and sex.



	
Region of Residence (Countries)

	
Frequency

(Descending)

	
Professional Affiliation

	
Frequency

(Descending)






	
Africa (Madagascar, Uganda, Cameroon, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Ethiopia, Kenya)

	
22

	
Research

	
16




	
Government

	
16




	
Latin America (Chile, Peru, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guyana, Honduras, Panama)

	
20

	
Development Agency

	
12




	
(E)NGO

	
9




	
Private Company, Business

	
8




	
Europe (Germany, Switzerland, Netherlands, Scotland, UK, Belgium, Italy)

	
14

	
International Organization

	
7




	
Not specified

	
1




	
Asia (Philippines, Nepal, Thailand, Kirgizstan, Myanmar)

	
7

	
Sum

	
69




	
Sex

	
Frequency




	
North America (USA, Canada)

	
4

	
Female

	
25




	
Australia

	
1

	
Male

	
43




	
Not specified

	
1

	
Not specified

	
1




	
Sum

	
69

	
Sum

	
69










Two thirds were from developing countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America. Another third was from Europe, North America and Australia. In several countries, we found more than one respondent (e.g., Madagascar, 10; Chile, 7; Germany, 6; Uganda, 5; Brazil, Cameroon, Peru, and USA, 3; and Colombia, Netherlands, Nepal, Philippines, and Switzerland, 2). Concerning the different societal sectors and actor groups, research and governments were particularly well represented, followed by development agencies, NGO representatives, private companies and international organizations (IOs, see Table 1). For the sake of encouraging frank responses, the survey was anonymous and our references to interviews only mention country and affiliation.



To identify how distinct stakeholders understand FLR, we asked survey participants: (i) “How do you define forest (and) landscape restoration?” (ii) “What major achievements can be obtained through FLR?” (iii) “What are your major concerns about FLR?” (iv) “How relevant do you see diff. actors in FLR: national governments, local governments/communities, smallholders, multinational/development banks, private funds, multinational corporations, national companies, certification standards, technical consultants, research?” An open follow-up question (“Please specify your choice”) helped us identify the underlying rationales behind the different rankings. (v) “What needs to be done politically to promote FLR?” Based on the survey answers, and enriched by insights from desk work, observation and interviews, we identified various narratives about FLR that are articulated by different actor groups.



All relevant statements were transcribed, coded and analyzed by means of content analysis employing the qualitative data analysis software MAXQDA version 11 (VERBI Software—Consult—Sozialforschung GmbH, Berlin, Germany). This yielded 3000 codings and 300 raw codes, which were further clustered and categorized in line with the five questions.




5. Results


In the following section, we describe key results from our analysis that help to identify distinct understandings held by relevant actor groups across different countries and regions. We expanded on storylines about FLR in line with the five survey questions related to: (1) FLR definition; (2) achievements; (3) concerns; (4) political solutions; and (5) relevant actors. With that, we could reconstruct relevant topics pursued by actors in various country contexts and to assess whether their ideas resonate well with those held in the context of the Bonn Challenge at global level. In this way, we can reveal contradictions and possible conflicts and develop suggestions as to how the Bonn Challenge may better accommodate and reconcile different views.



5.1. FLR Definitions at National and Sub-National Levels


When asked to define FLR and what it means to them, almost all survey respondents (n = 63) highlighted the ecological outcomes to be achieved. At the same time, almost as many respondents (n = 61) stressed socio-economic values. Moreover, a clear majority (n = 58) simultaneously pinpointed the importance of both ecological and socio-economic well-being. On a general level, views in specific country contexts appear to correspond very well with global ideas about FLR as an integrative approach to human and ecosystem well-being. Two respondents from a German business and Brazilian development agency even directly quoted the GPFLR definition. Four respondents (Madagascar, IO, Switzerland, research, Chile, government, Myanmar, development agency) referred to FLR in a way that reflected the procedural notion as held by GPFLR and the Bonn Challenge. They further noted that FLR is about a transparent learning process, adaptive management, multi-stakeholder participation and resilience for the sake of achieving “ecosystem and human well-being” (Myanmar, development agency).



Among the five respondents that highlighted only ecological well-being, four are from Chile (science (2), government, and civil society). This deviation of primarily envisioning “landscapes with original native forest species” (Chile, NGO, translated by authors) may be rooted in the fact that, in comparison to other countries, Chile does not face severe poverty problems but has experienced a dramatic destruction and loss of natural forests and soil erosion. By contrast, two other Chileans (private company, government) referred to neither ecological nor economic aspects, but rather highlighted the novel procedural, integrative or spatial aspects of FLR.



Moreover, two of the three interviewees that stressed mainly socio-economic well-being are government representatives from African countries (Madagascar, Uganda). The third was from Germany and displayed a fairly production-oriented view on natural resources throughout the questionnaire. On a very general level, country-based understandings of FLR resonate well with the purposefully very broad global notion. However, variation in what FLR means in concrete becomes clearer when investigating what actors expected to achieve with it.




5.2. Desired Achievements through FLR at National and Sub-National Levels


In a general sense, most actors aspired to the achievement of multiple benefits, or more explicitly multi-functionality, through FLR. In detail, however, there was variation in terms of exactly how different functions are understood by different people.



5.2.1. Sustainable Rural Development


“A key achievement of FLR is enhanced livelihood of the communities in that landscape” (Uganda, government). As in this quote, a large group of survey respondents (n = 30) expressed the view that FLR should address rural poverty and promote development, especially for local and forest-dependent people. Among concrete services that integrated landscapes deliver for people are food security, wood and energy for households and natural resource based incomes. Non-consumptive health and cultural benefits also play a role. Fourteen of the 30 respondents come from African countries, nine from developed countries (esp. Germany) and four from Asia. Only three out of twenty Latin American respondents shared this rural development focus. Moreover, only a very small number of respondents mentioned general economic needs of the (Green) economy, industry or investors, or suggested large-scale, plantation-based restoration. Very distinct notions of who should actually benefit from development, and even more so regarding the extent to which human development should be prioritized in comparison to ecological goals, were present in the sample.




5.2.2. Biodiversity Conservation


As already mentioned, ecosystem integrity is a key element of the meaning assigned by most respondents to FLR. A closer look at the 52 responses that refer to ecological functioning and integrity reveals the dominance of strong anthropocentric motives and concerns about livelihood and sustainable rural development over purely ecological concerns.



Although achieving biodiversity conservation through FLR was highlighted 22 times, it remains just one among many functions or services that ecosystems provide for humans. Water regulation and flow management were valued for the provisioning of drinking and irrigation water and flood protection. Nutrient recycling and prevention of soil erosion mattered for their agricultural and security utility, just as improved micro-climate and air quality were considered important in relation to human health. Particularly in African countries, the role of landscapes for food and livelihood was important. By contrast, only five out of 69 respondents spoke of restoring original forests or of conservation that pursued intrinsic goals such as saving species from extinction (Belgium, NGO) or maintaining wilderness (Switzerland, private reserve) by establishing large, fully functioning forests (Canada, science) or biodiversity corridors in landscapes (Nepal, development agency; and Chile, government). While biodiversity conservation for its own sake does not appear at the heart of most country-based discussions, it is at least an acknowledged by-product of FLR.




5.2.3. Climate Change Mitigation


In a lexical analysis that revealed how often certain terms or notions were mentioned, climate change placed among the top six topics of importance to respondents, alongside rural development, ecosystem services, landscapes, forests and local actors. When reflecting on different ecosystem services, respondents regularly referred to the role that forests played for climate change mitigation. Thirty-two respondents highlighted the sequestration of carbon as one of the most important ecosystem services ahead of other ecological functions: “A successful restoration process brings benefits to climate in form of carbon sequestration and storage, biodiversity benefits, other environmental benefits” (Belgium, NGO). This service was important to almost all Asian and two thirds of the African actors. By contrast, only one in three European or Latin American respondents mentioned it. However, several respondents were quite explicit that mitigation outcomes are pursued mainly to meet international, as opposed to local, objectives, e.g., under the Paris Agreement. They therefore serve primarily as vehicles for fulfilling political commitments or obtaining funding.




5.2.4. Adaptation and Resilience


Interestingly, the related topic of climate change adaptation as a major achievement of FLR received less prominent attention. In total, it was mentioned by only 17 respondents—comparably more often by Asian, African or North American respondents. Typically, adaptation was mentioned rather generally in conjunction with the climate change mitigation function. Where it was elaborated in more detail, adaptation was related to a broader understanding of resilient, integrated forest landscapes. Resilience in this view has an ecological as well as a socio-economic dimension, and the ecological component is to serve human needs: “Land use systems that are more resilient and sustainable in terms of environmental integrity bring greater and fairer social and economic benefits” (USA, development agency). Resilience was a concern in relation to strengthening communities and livelihoods, especially for respondents from the developing world. Five respondents from Africa and one from Asia see it as being highly important for water and food security or for the basis of life more generally. In addition, a few survey participants also referred to adaptation as a process of constant learning and adaptive management in line with the broader GPFLR understanding. Four respondents from Madagascar, USA, Germany and Myanmar stressed that in planning processes FLR should be built with high levels of flexibility and adaptive learning.




5.2.5. Multi-Functionality and Trade-Offs


Principally, FLR offers a broad set of social, economic and ecological benefits that may be accomplished simultaneously. When reconstructing statements regarding their actual subjective meanings, most environmental benefits that respondents highlighted are linked to anthropocentric motives like food, water purification or soil fertility. Achieving rural development preceded intrinsically ecological motives related to species conservation or ecosystem integrity. While there remains a place in landscapes for nature, such close-to-nature forests are rather “thought away” to unproductive or remote areas such as mountain ranges that cause no or little interference to agricultural activities or are envisioned in close vicinity to areas where direct benefits for people such as health, air purification or recreation are more direct. However, most respondents stress the balance between ecological functioning and human prosperity, yet without necessarily pursuing an image of perfect harmony between these ends. It is broadly acknowledged that “trade-offs between multiple targets” (Italy, research) always occur and as another respondent from the USA (development agency) figuratively put it, FLR is about achieving “[m]ulti-use areas being managed in a manner that maintains or enhances critical services and allows them to be sustainable in the long term. It is definitely not recreating the garden of Eden.”





5.3. Voiced Concerns about FLR in National and Sub-National Contexts (Problematization)


When asked to state their concerns about FLR most respondents discussed such trade-offs and focused particularly on institutional, financial and cultural barriers to dealing with trade-offs. Trade-offs that were mentioned frequently included the fact that mitigation-oriented views on forests such as in REDD+ “will end up prioritizing carbon sequestration (fast growing trees) rather than true restoration” (Canadian scientist) or ”possibly even switching biodiversity loss from one ecosystem to another” (Belgium, NGO). Such fears are in agreement with what concerned environmental NGOs have repeatedly argued in global discussions. They have suggested that the Bonn Challenge would indirectly trigger ecologically risky commercial monoculture plantations through illegal land grabbing in places wrongly identified as abandoned, which in turn could lead to environmental degradation and impoverishment [5,43].



However, just one respondent fully embraced such an extreme position favoring profit-oriented, industrial plantation based production forests. Even where respondents stressed that landscapes should be economically viable and productive, they simultaneously noted that this needs be achieved through sustainable means and that large-scale plantations have to be avoided. Concrete worries that a highly productive use of landscapes principally compromises the carrying capacity of ecosystems were hardly mentioned. On the other hand, one actor portrayed human activities as a major “disturbance” for ecosystems, a position that extends even beyond radical market-critical positions in the Civic Environmentalism discourse in the literature. The Swiss private reserve owner highlighted the key intrinsic value of forests, which have to be protected urgently from “anthropogenic exploitation such as tourism, agriculture, science”.



In fact, although less radically, numerous respondents voiced concerns that landscapes may not be managed sustainably with potentially negative impacts for the environment. The broad and very diverse set of political, socio-economic, financial, ecological, technical, conceptual, temporal and capacity related concerns is summarized in Table 2.


Table 2. Most important concerns as mentioned by survey participants.


	Types and Subtypes of Concerns Mentioned
	Number of Respondents





	Political concerns:

- weak/wrong policy framework (ministerial silos, tenure /rights recognition)

- vested political interests (short-sited, electoral cycles, power dynamics)

- top-down approach (international pledge/promises vs. implementation)

- insufficient inclusion of all relevant actors
	34



	Insufficient knowledge, technology and capacities

- incoherent/insufficient data or interdisciplinary models: “right” FLR practices (species, lessons), landscape dynamics, culture and economics (“values”), human behavior

- unclear/contested definition and concepts (e.g., restoration, landscape)

- education, lack of awareness (public/stakeholders)

- insufficient monitoring/restoration capacity: technology transfer, management
	27



	Socio-economic concerns:

- attractive for, engaging private sector, esp. (short-term) economic viability

- high opportunity cost of unsustainable practices

- obsession with economic growth

- how rural production is organized generally
	16



	Ecological concerns:

- “bad restoration practices”

- large-scale, monoculture, genetically modified organisms (GMOs), invasive or mal-adapted species

- high water, pesticide/fertilizer use, soil degradation

- competition (savanna, grassland), deforestation leakage

- low biodiversity and ecosystem functions in restored lands
	14



	Temporal concerns:

- missing long-term and adaptive perspective, time lag (“hungry now”)

- time-intensive and costly participatory and agricultural (trees) practices
	12



	Financial concerns:

- sufficient, large-scale, long-term, public and private and domestic

- feasible business cases
	9









Political and governance related aspects were highly salient. Specifically, quite a few respondents doubt governments’ capacities and political will to successfully change land use, not least because of existing power dynamics and vested interests to stay in office rather than to change policies. “Politicians need to support conservation and environmental management […] This is unlikely however, with our current system of short term electoral cycles and an obsession with economic growth” (Guyana, research). Beyond that, respondents lamented unsuitable or poorly enforced legal frameworks, especially for securing tenure or land use rights. “The countries where these kinds of initiatives are implemented normally have a relatively weak legal and political framework (land rights, authorization processes, categorization and zoning of lands)” (Peru, development agency). Moreover, many respondents considered that technical-, knowledge- and capacity-related aspects threaten FLR success. The long list of technical- or knowledge-related issues covers conceptual controversies about, for instance, what restoration means in practice compared to in a strict scientific sense; gaps in data and models; or suitable restoration practices and (tree) species. Humans do not have the comprehensive understanding of the dynamics and human value of landscapes or of human behavior more generally, that would be necessary to find the best FLR solutions. Respondents’ arguments were generally related to two issues: (1) a lack of awareness and valuation of nature; and (2) countries’ lack of capacity for monitoring and planning. Additionally, insufficient education, capacity building and technology transfer remain major issues.



Although not as prominently stated as the aforementioned concerns, economic and financial aspects were mentioned by a range of respondents. Concerns covered general aspects such as whether FLR is principally attractive for engaging the private sector. In their view, the long time horizons of forest development lead to insufficient seed and long-term investments. The need to design FLR in adaptive and inclusive ways adds further to the required effort and costs associated with coordination. A few critical voices were concerned about the way that rural agricultural production and especially the economic system are organized: The “[u]nsustainable agricultural practices” and the “[e]ntrenched conceptualizations of development are inimical to the ethics of conservation” (Guyana, researcher).



Overall, it appears that concerns are not as pronounced as those known from discussions around the CDM or REDD+. Several interviewees noted that FLR focuses on abandoned and already degraded land. As such, it is unlikely that many concerns about environmental aspects will arise. At best, FLR can significantly reduce pressure on remaining natural forests by providing timber and non-timber products as alternatives (Interview 1) [30]. Madagascar is an example of this win–win situation that is often referenced in the literature as well as in our survey and interviews (e.g., Interview 2) [44]. One expert, however, sees a major risk in such a focus on sidelined lands on that basis that it may divert global attention and efforts away from protecting standing natural forests and “other” places in urgent need of rescue (Interview 4).




5.4. Desired Solutions for FLR in National and Sub-National Contexts


Solutions presented by respondents for addressing challenges to FLR implementation resonated strongly with how they problematized FLR (see Section 5.3). Notably, most of the statements centered on “policies & politics, the financing and the technical capacity to realize it” (Peru, development agency) and often carried techno-scientific, regulatory and, partly, incentive focused notions (for an overview, see Table 3) resonating with the Green Governmentality and Ecological Modernization discourses in the literature.


Table 3. Possible solutions to address FLR challenges as mentioned by survey participants.


	Mentioned Types and Subtypes of Solutions to Address FLR Challenges
	Number of Respondents





	Political solutions:

- institution building, enabling pol. environment (cross-sectoral)

- collaborative approach: local engagement vs. regional/multilateral coordination

- better policy implementation/law enforcement (less high level pledges)

- political will and consideration of topic (at high/local level)
	56



	Financial solutions:

- provide (more) financial resources to achieve goals (across all relevant actors)

- assure long-term financial support

- make finances more accessible (esp. to small farmers)
	23



	Technical solutions:

- capacity building, knowledge exchange

- improve research (e.g., valuation), optimize land use (agroforestry, intensification)

- better monitoring of (local) work

- clarify FLR terms, concepts, principles
	16



	Socio-cultural solutions:

- raise awareness (common entry point, value of nature, consumptive culture)

- support (school) education (locals, pupils, youth)

- strengthen youth associations

- facilitate major role for media
	13



	Economic solutions (market, viable):

- become economically viable

- conduct business in addition to primary production (processing, tourism, PES)

- ensure long-term employment

- link restored landscapes to local economies
	6



	Temporally oriented solutions:

- long-term plans beyond election periods tailored to future climate/socio-economic scenarios
	3









Political solutions were called for by almost all respondents. They highlighted the importance of the right institutional and regulatory frameworks as well as integrative policies and argued that these policies or laws should be better implemented and not just stated. For “closing the gap between pledges and implementation”, spurring political will and high-level commitment as well as facilitating sectoral integration and coordination among ministries were identified as key measures in need of consideration. In contrast to political solutions in which governments play a central role, almost half of the respondents stressed that “[t]he interconnectedness and multidisciplinary nature of FLR requires coherent, well-coordinated, multi-stakeholder—participatory processes.” (Philippines, IO). Collaboration with local actors is explicitly seen as indispensable for FLR in this context (n = 21).



Calls for governments to engage in more coherent and deliberate ways were often complemented by demands for enhanced capacities and knowledge. Clarifying terms, improving research and analytical models, better land use management techniques and monitoring were identified as important factors for translating the FLR concept into practice. In practical terms and for making integrated FLR approaches more profitable for smallholders who struggle with high opportunity costs, agroforestry systems were repeatedly presented as a viable technical approach to FLR. Agroforestry offered a perfect means for striking a balance between human and environmental needs. Assuring long-term, accessible and sufficient finance for a variety of actors is another approach pursued.



Reflecting on the role of awareness raising and education, especially for young people, just one in five respondents argued that the ways in which people and consumers value nature and landscapes need to change dramatically. For three respondents, it was another major priority to more proactively engage with long-term oriented approaches in planning that consider future climate or socio-economic scenarios.




5.5. Relevant Actors in FLR


When arguing about solutions, respondents repeatedly identified governments as the major agents for incentivizing the right behavior—through policy reforms (n = 14), especially of tenure and use rights (n = 9). At the same time, collaboration and processes that are inclusive of local actors were proposed. This position was reaffirmed when respondents were asked to rate the importance of different actors for FLR, including local and national governments, smallholders, researchers, consultants or development banks, companies and private funds.



In the survey, almost all respondents (n = 66) highlighted and evaluated the importance of local actors such as communities as high (n = 12) or very high (n = 54). Half of the respondents saw governments as playing the second most important role (see Figure 1).


Figure 1. Importance of different actor groups in Forest Landscape Restoration (FLR) implementation.
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Although respondents, for different reasons, argued for involving a variety of actors through some sort of participation process, other actor groups like smallholders, science or certifying standards were emphasized far less than state governments or local communities. While the general profitability of production is not questioned, the state rather than the market is seen as holding high problem solution authority (n = 33), even for financial matters. It was considered that governments should provide the right institutional environment and incentives for better implementation. From the seven respondents who were very concerned about sustainable finance for FLR, just two actually wished to see more engagement of private sector actors such as big companies. Private, external investors are seen only in rare cases (n = 3) as the addressees of government programs.



Interestingly, smallholders (as actual agents on farmland) were evaluated as least important, not because respondents thought they had no right or say, but rather because they saw smallholders as just one among several relevant groups at the local level, including indigenous peoples and NGOs. The crucial aspect in this regard was that whole local communities rather than singular actors held authority in decisions about land. Beyond that, scientists may add the best available knowledge just as funds, companies and other investors contribute money and provide product markets. Complementary certification schemes assist monitoring and implementation.





6. Discussion and Conclusions


The Bonn Challenge and related initiatives have garnered unprecedented support from various countries and private actors. With a total of 160 million hectares pledged for restoration to date (February 2018), the global restoration goal for 2020 already appears to have been exceeded [2]. Occurring in the context of diplomatic relations between donor and recipient countries, these pledges are often expressions of intent rather than formal agreements, and thus still require translation into concrete actions (Interviews 5–7). For on-the-ground action, it seems crucial that the distinct ideas about FLR held by different actors are integrated and reconciled. The Bonn Challenge has been in existence for six years and only has three more to realize its goals. Against this backdrop, this paper contrasts the global understandings of Forest Landscape Restoration (FLR) with local and national notions. In this way we gain an insight into how similar or different various understandings are and whether the Bonn Challenge may evoke as much resistance as the CDM or REDD+ have before [12,45,46,47].



6.1. The Global Discourse


Our results suggest that the understanding of FLR as promoted by the Bonn Challenge and partners carries a strong procedural notion. The FLR concept is kept very broad, encompassing general principles such that it covers multiple scales and integrates actors in participatory and learning-oriented ways. In this way, the global discourse avoids prescription and leaves much discretion to country-based implementation in line with ideas of national sovereignty. As a voluntary partnership, the Bonn Challenge follows no rule book or concrete reporting or safeguard requirements comparable to those known from the CDM or REDD+ [48]. Such conceptual openness and context sensitivity helps to circumvent arduous diplomatic discussions typical of international conventions and avoids crippling ongoing political support and engagement (Interview 1).



The rather indefinite understanding of landscapes at “multiple scales” encapsulated in the FLR concept further contributes to this conceptual openness. Landscapes at multiple scales are not necessarily defined by national borders or other administrative units. They may encompass a single farm, a community, a watershed, a forest stand or any other humanly devised planning unit of land [32,49,50]. With such broadness, the global FLR concept remains susceptible to all sorts of narratives and respective management approaches to land, including Civic Environmentalist arguments, which are often sidelined in more market-oriented approaches such as CDM and REDD+ [14,15,16]. In this regard, FLR as pursued by the Bonn Challenge and partners has a strong reconciliatory quality and accommodates all sorts of societal perspectives. In practice, however, it depends highly on those implementing and interpreting FLR on the ground, i.e., on what they wish to achieve with it and whether they can actually agree on common ground.




6.2. National and Subnational Discourses


As the survey illustrated vividly, understandings of FLR vary dramatically between, as well as within, countries. Overall, however, most actors do not envision the practical embodiment of FLR as mono-functional, industrial monocultures, as is feared by some environmental NGOs [51,52]. Forest landscapes are more than just trees that sequester carbon or deliver timber. At the same time, FLR hardly means recovering original natural forests. Such extreme notions stressing the intrinsic value of nature and the need to protect wilderness from any human interference are rare—often grounded in experiences of dramatic historical forest loss as in Chile or Europe. By contrast, and particularly in African, developing countries, concerns about rural development and livelihoods are omnipresent. Correspondingly, landscapes are highly valued for the ecosystem services they provide for the benefit of humans and nature’s intrinsic values become secondary whenever people starve or suffer.



Nonetheless, respondents hardly propagated purely market-based approaches to landscapes and were generally rather critical about industrial business models with more immediate economic benefits at the expense of sustainable long-term solutions—partly even questioning the obsession with economic growth in society. Accordingly, private sector operations require state or community control to avoid detrimental impacts on people and the environment.



Most notably, in many countries, a new view is evolving on the role of local people. As in reformist notions of Civic Environmentalism, they are perceived as indispensable for FLR, while governments are increasingly scrutinized regarding their capacity and will to bring about needed transformations. At the same time, recurring narratives around the techno-managerial state that objectify and disempower private (local) actors are also strong. In line with notions of Green Governmentality, governments are often portrayed as being in the driving seat, mainly to safeguard ecological interests and the public good; though problems associated with a lack of political will, coordination or enforcement persist. Other actor groups appear as mere bystanders, allowed to make their contribution—such as money, expertise or markets—yet always aligned with what states and/or local people as principle agents have planned.



In the views of our survey respondents and interviewees, FLR faces diverse trade-offs between different environmental as well as socio-economic benefits. This is further fueled by the fact that people naturally disagree about what should be achieved with FLR and actors are unequally equipped with the political, technical and financial means and rights to have their views respected. However, in prior discourse analyses of REDD+ or CDM [14,15,16], different actor positions have typically covered the whole spectrum from market-oriented understandings in Ecological Modernization over notions of techno-science in Green Governmentality to radical, emancipatory and ecological views in Civic Environmentalism. By comparison, the way in which FLR is currently discussed appears fairly centered and the concept is not nearly as controversial. Integration is a major rationale behind many narratives put forward by different actors. The unequivocal support for integrating local actor groups and for combining rural development motives with motives of conserving ecosystem services is unprecedented and offers a common discursive ground for most actors. In addition, the concept of mosaic restoration pursues the idea that there is a place for all land use types, offering a quasi-magical third rail between industrial agriculture and protected areas, between people and nature. With FLR targeted at degraded or abandoned land, the goal of conserving nature and undisturbed wilderness can easily be discursively sidelined or avoided in discussions.




6.3. Implications for Implementation and the Future Role of the Bonn Challenge and Partners


Despite its potential for achieving different climate, economic, development or biodiversity conservation objectives simultaneously [4,5,6,7,8,9], it is unlikely that practical FLR strikes an optimal balance between all possible claims or desires in society. In practice, quadruple wins rather present themselves as a suboptimal provisioning across different singular objectives. However, the ultimate gravity of possible trade-offs remains a political and empirical question depending on exactly who plans, implements and benefits from FLR in specific places. This situation needs to be taken seriously if large-scale emission reduction efforts, e.g., to fulfill international commitments under the Paris Agreement or the CBD, are to succeed in practice.



Against this backdrop and in light of our analytical insights, it remains particularly questionable whether and how FLR may reasonably integrate ideas of both top-down and bottom-up governance. The envisaged scenario of assigning planning authority to both local people and national governments simultaneously appears almost dialectical. Although it is a broadly supported view that organizing forest or climate policies in more participatory ways is critical [9], e.g., to assure political support and buy-in, an unreflected, discursive intermingling eventually risks new heated debates or—at worst—accelerates conflicts over rights, responsibilities and power. With its procedural notion, the Bonn Challenge has indeed pressed a “hot button” shaking existing power relations. It appears somewhat naïve that most identified challenges surrounding FLR mainly concern technical aspects or coordination rather than power imbalances. An open question is whether the Bonn Challenge and partners also hold responsibility for such newly evolving conflicts, which may, for instance, arise from the fact that formerly degraded land becomes fertile and profitable through FLR [52].



Likewise, one may ask whether the ongoing FLR initiatives can maintain the current momentum and whether the employed narrative can create common ground strong enough to prevent the concept from becoming a “floating signifier”—as happened with Sustainable Development [53,54]. Considering that most actors in the FLR community have been involved in REDD+ and that resistance to market-based instruments persists, it seems that FLR would greatly benefit from being further discursively delineated from REDD+ or CDM. Content wise, FLR has shifted away from a mere mitigation or market focus on forests, particularly with its focus on rural development and local people. In this regard, FLR may even provide new impulses for REDD+ implementation on the ground, thereby helping to lessen objection still faced by REDD+. At the same time, FLR is evolving in a broadly REDD+-shaped institutional environment where many countries have spent more than a decade designing forest policies in a very specific and mainly state-driven way.



Discursively orienting more progressively toward the inherent climate adaptation and development motives is another possibility for detaching from the poor reputation of REDD+ or CDM [55,56]. One major problem in the REDD+ and CDM discussions was their orientation towards carbon sequestration, grounded mainly in corporate and technical interventions [11,12,13,14]. Local resistance evolved because these initiatives disrespected and sidelined the local values given to biodiversity as well as rural development needs [12]. Moreover, although science and technology remain important for FLR, e.g., for monitoring or planning, it is as critical to pursue reflexive and collaborative learning processes in ever changing, complex and context-dependent landscapes. This can hardly be achieved through articulating expert opinion and top-down regulation alone [57,58].



As discourse analytical scholars highlight, policy making itself can support processes of self-reflection needed for adaptive thinking. Any political community can be brought to “reflect on what they actually valued, who they were, where they came from and where (if anywhere) they wanted to go to collectively” ([37], p. 95). Partners around the Bonn Challenge may take on a decisive role in promoting and enabling such joint reflexive learning, considering that we lack experiences with and a blueprint solution for how to shape multi-stakeholder processes in a truly fair, integrative or inclusive manner. The same holds true for practical approaches to FLR where no single best solution is universally applicable for all contexts and times, not least because actors will always disagree about what constitutes a suitable approach to FLR.



For that, however, the Bonn Challenge and its supporting partners should proactively embrace the high power and value load of FLR. This implies acknowledging that compromises are often painful and lead to individually suboptimal or even frustrating solutions. With its strong narrative focus on governance processes that are inclusive of all relevant actors, the Bonn Challenge already indirectly supports more balanced negotiation processes and discursively empowers local and non-state actors. GPFLR as a partner network composed of and engaging with a variety of actors from different societal spheres and sectors—or the adjacent Global Landscape Forum—provide possible examples to follow. The challenge, however, will be to spread ideas of collaboration to places beyond abandoned and degraded sites, where high exploitative pressures and conservation hotspots collide.
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Appendix A. List of Relevant Workshops and Conferences Attended for Participatory Observation




	Date
	Event



	11–22 November 2013
	COP 19, Warsaw



	16–17 November 2013
	Global Landscapes Forum, Warsaw



	20 March 2014
	Senat der Wirtschaft—Welt Wald Klima (World Forest Foundation), Entscheiderkongress (decision makers conference), Berlin, Germany.

Für Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft. Mehr Wert durch Wald. (For Economy and Society. More Value through Forest)



	4–15 June 2014
	SBSTA 40, Bonn

land use/restoration related side events and meetings



	30 November–12 December 2015
	COP 21/SBSTA 41, Paris

land use/restoration related side events and meetings



	5–6 December 2015
	Global Landscapes Forum, Paris

restoration related discussion forums, launches etc.



	6–13 November 2016
	COP22/SBSTA 43, Marrakesh

land use/restoration related side events and meetings



	10–16 May 2017
	SBSTA 46, BONN, selected side events and meetings:

land use/restoration related side events and meetings



	6–9 June 2017
	IUFRO’s International Conference, Puerto Rico

Forest Landscape Restoration under Global Change



	20 June 2017
	International conference of the Amsterdam Group: Approaches for sustainable and deforestation-free supply chains—A Multi-Stakeholder Conference for cross-learning on examples of palm oil, cocoa and soy.

Berlin, organized by BMEL and BMZ



	18–22 September 2017
	IUFRO 125th Anniversary Congress 2017, Interconnecting Forests, Science and People, Freiburg



	6–16 November 2017
	COP 23 Fiji in Bonn

land use/restoration related side events and meetings



	19–20 December 2017
	Global Landscapes Forum, Bonn
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