Conflict-Sensitive Conservation

This book provides an empirically formulated foundation for conflict-sensitive
conservation, a field in which the existing literature relies primarily on anecdotal
evidence.

Seeking to better understand the impact of conflict on the implementation and
outcomes of environmental projects, the Global Environment Facility (GEF)
Independent Evaluation Office and the Environmental Law Institute undertook an
evaluation of GEF support to fragile and conflict-affected contexts. Following a
qualitative and quantitative analysis of documents from more than 4,000 projects,
the research team discovered a statistically significant negative correlation
between a country’s Fragile States Index score and the implementation quality of
environmental projects in that country. In this book, the evaluation and research
team explain these groundbreaking findings in detail, highlighting seven key case
studies: Afghanistan, Albertine Rift, Balkans, Cambodia, Colombia, Lebanon,
and Mali. Drawing upon additional research and interviews with GEF project
implementation staff, the volume illustrates the pathways through which conflict
and fragility frequently impact environmental projects. It also examines how
practitioners and sponsoring institutions can plan and implement their projects
to avoid or mitigate these issues and find opportunities to promote peacebuilding
through their environmental interventions.

Examining data from 164 countries and territories, this innovative book will be of
great interest to students and scholars of environmental management, conservation,
international development, and the fast-growing field of environmental peacebuilding.
It will also be a great resource for practitioners working in these important fields.

Carl Bruch is Director of International Programs at the Environmental Law
Institute and Founding President of the Environmental Peacebuilding Association.
His work focuses on environmental peacebuilding (especially after conflict),
environmental governance, adaptation, and environmental emergencies. He has
helped dozens of countries—including many conflict-affected countries—around
the world strengthen their environmental laws, institutions, and practices.



Geeta Batra is an evaluation and development professional with a passion for
promoting environmental sustainability and accountability and learning with an
open mind. She has 28 years of experience in international development across the
World Bank Group, the Global Environment Facility (GEF), and the private sector.
She has effectively managed global evaluation teams for 18 years to deliver more
than 150 high-quality thematic evaluations, covering public and private sector
investments and advisory work, with success in influencing organizational strategies
and change. Geeta is currently Chief Evaluation Officer and Deputy Director with
the Independent Evaluation Office of the GEF and leads the overall evaluation
program covering thematic evaluations on climate change and other environmental
areas, as well as institutional themes, such as governance, country strategies,
private sector engagement, safeguard policies, gender, and inclusion. Prior to
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Foreword

The timeliness of this book can hardly be overstated. It brings together two issues
that I would call the defining challenges of our time. On one hand, there is climate
change and the degradation of natural resources and the environment. On the other,
there is fragility, conflict, and vulnerability. As you read the book, it becomes crys-
tal clear how these are closely intertwined.

The international development scene has changed dramatically over the past
few decades. A few short decades ago, there was general optimism regarding social
and economic development that would eventually lift all countries and their citi-
zens out of poverty. This optimism, at least in the West, was at its highest in the
1990s following the end of the Cold War, when some observers predicted a final
victory for global capitalism. Poverty was being reduced at rapid rates and would
be relegated to history during our lifetime. While some voices warned about the
loss of biodiversity and concern over global warming was increasing, we had rea-
son for optimism on that front too. The 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro was
the largest gathering ever of heads of state and government, and it led to concrete
agreements among countries to tackle the most pressing environmental problems
jointly. Major multilateral environmental agreements—including the Convention
on Biodiversity, the UN Convention to Combat Desertification, and the UN
Framework Convention on Climate Change—were agreed upon, and countries in
the Global North committed to financing sustainable development in the Global
South. The Global Environment Facility (GEF) was established in this spirit.

Fast forward to today, and the picture looks very different. Environmental
degradation has assumed unforeseen proportions. Deforestation continues at stub-
bornly high rates, and more species and ecosystems are lost forever than ever
before during human existence. Land degradation threatens vast swathes of land,
putting people’s livelihoods and food security at risk, exacerbated by runaway cli-
mate change. Climate change is no longer a theoretical prospect but is touching
all our lives with prolonged droughts and heat waves, stronger and more frequent
storms, and sea-level rise that is particularly dangerous for island nations and low-
lying coastal areas, where settlements and economic activity have increasingly
concentrated. Despite high-level political declarations and accords, such as the
Paris Climate Agreement, concrete actions to counter climate change have been
slow to materialize.
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Poverty has been reduced proportionally, thanks largely to rapid and relatively
equitable growth in China. A number of other countries have also risen to upper-
middle income status, such as Brazil, Cote d’Ivoire, Mexico, South Africa, and
Thailand (World Population Review, n.d.). Still, in all of them, poverty remains a
major challenge, and the gap between the rich and the poor has widened. This same
phenomenon can be seen equally in many rich countries, not least the United States.
Globally, the United Nations estimates that there are today more than 1.2 billion
people living in acute multidimensional poverty (United Nations Development
Programme & Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative, 2022), a num-
ber that increased significantly due to the pandemic and has been exacerbated by
Russia’s war in Ukraine.

Notably, there is a large group of countries where the quality of life has not
improved over these decades. Many of these countries are facing conflict and fra-
gility. The World Bank classifies such countries based on two criteria: (a) countries
with high levels of institutional and social fragility and (b) countries affected by
violent conflict (World Bank, n.d.). Today, 20 and 17 countries, respectively, fall
into these categories. Needless to say, countries may move in and out of these
situations based on their trajectories and specific events. These situations lead to
human suffering that often has the worst effects on women and children. Conflict
and fragility are also related to population displacements that may further worsen
tensions.

There is a clear correlation between conflict and the environment, and it cuts
both ways. Conflict is often a major cause of environmental destruction. Wars
especially are highly destructive for both the human and the natural environments,
but even lower level conflicts can be quite detrimental in environmental terms.
However, the list of countries in fragile and conflict-affected situations reveals the
unquestionable effects of climate change and environmental degradation. Many of
the countries are experiencing droughts affecting food security and societal stabil-
ity. A specific category of vulnerability pertains to small island developing states
that face existential threats from climate-related hazards. There is a demonstra-
ble effect that climate change and degradation of natural resources has on peace
and stability. Although interstate wars have not been fought over environmental
resources, intrastate conflict and tensions between different groups increase. Meta-
analysis of studies has confirmed that, statistically, conflict risk increases with
temperature and precipitation deviating from the average (Hsiang et al., 2013).
Climatic hazards affect societies and people unevenly, hurting worst those who
are the most vulnerable. Research shows how the most severe humanitarian crises
take place in countries that are exposed both to violent conflict and climate-related
shocks. Such countries may find it hard to escape the vicious cycle (Buhaug & von
Uexkull, 2021).

This book homes in on these connections through concrete case studies and
lessons from the field. The research for the book was conducted as part of a major
evaluation of GEF-funded programs and projects. It was the first of its kind, tak-
ing a systematic look at how environmental interventions interact with and are
affected by fragility and conflict. The need for the evaluation became evident,
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as performance data for GEF-funded activities revealed differences in outcome
achievement depending on region and country type. An early analysis showed that
the facility has over the years funded thousands of interventions in fragile and/or
conflict-affected situations.

The authors from the GEF Independent Evaluation Office and the Environmen-
tal Law Institute were also the evaluators who brought together a unique combina-
tion of knowledge, experience, and skills, covering expertise in climate change and
the environment, international development, peacebuilding and conflict resolution,
and quantitative and qualitative research and evaluation approaches. The result
was a powerful and pathbreaking study that influenced policymaking in interna-
tional environment and development finance. This book expands on the topic and
brings the results of the research to bear on this increasingly important field more
broadly.

The lessons outlined in this book are both concrete and profound. They identify
specific pathways through which fragility and conflict affect sustainable develop-
ment and interventions that focus on the environment. The book offers recom-
mendations on how international development and environment agencies, be they
public, private, or nongovernmental, can enhance their policies, programs, and
projects to deal with fragile and conflict-affected situations. The authors have even
identified cases where such situations may open up opportunities for cooperation.
The bottom line, however, is that context matters, and anyone wanting to make a
durable impact on the environment and people’s lives must pay close attention to
the situation on the ground. This includes the political, economic, social, cultural,
and security situation and the state of the environment and natural resources. Any
successful strategy or intervention must understand the drivers of environmental
change and development on the ground.

This is the perspective of the book. It is both thoroughly informed by experi-
ences in fragile and conflict-affected situations and strongly anchored in theoretical
understanding. It builds upon evaluative evidence from the ground up and dives
deep into real-life situations. It embodies knowledge and wisdom that is sorely
needed in these times of uncertainty.

Juha I. Uitto, Ph.D.
Director, Independent Evaluation Office
Global Environment Facility
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