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OVERVIEW

Primary and other natural forest loss and 
degradation continue to increase, especially 
in the tropics,1–3 despite increasing recognition 
of the importance and significant value of the 
carbon and multiple other benefits provided 
by forests, and especially primary forests.4,5 

Effective protection and management of 
forests at a landscape level are key activities 
within global efforts to address the climate 
emergency and the biodiversity crisis.  
Recently, Morgan et al. outlined the Three 
Pillars Framework for Integrity-based Forest 
Management (INFORM) to synthesise and 
simplify the multitude of integrated landscape 
approaches to forest management.6,7 The 
three pillars – ecosystem integrity, 
effective planning and strong 
governance – are essential components to 
ensure both healthy forest ecosystems and 
sustainable, just and legitimate management 
of the landscape. Evaluating landscape 
approaches requires activities, policies and 
strategies that address all three pillars. 
The first pillar, Ecosystem Integrity, underpins 
the basis of landscape management. Ecosystem 
integrity creates the stocks and flows of 
ecosystem services in forest landscapes. 
Maintaining and evaluating ecosystem 
integrity is the basis of the sustainable 
management of landscapes, and while planning 
and governance focus more on people and 
decision-making, they should be carried out 
with ecosystem integrity at their centre. 
The key role of effective planning, the second 
pillar, is to bring the necessary knowledge about 
ecosystem integrity into decisions about land 

uses and activities, alongside local knowledge 
and values. It also provides the link between 
ecosystem integrity and the governance of 
‘how’ decisions are made and implemented. 
Effective planning can link activities on-the-
ground to national and regional goals and 
priorities, while at the same time supporting 
communities to take control of decision-
making to help them achieve success
A significant challenge, however, is to develop 
and evaluate planning in contexts where there 
is limited technical capacity, while avoiding a 
top-down approach that imposes inappropriate, 
unrealistic or unfair requirements and limitations 
on local communities and stakeholders.
The purpose of this policy brief is to 
highlight a framework for evaluating the 
effective planning pillar to support better 
landscape approaches. The brief summarises 
the importance of planning for landscape 
management, the basis of the framework 
and, importantly, how it can be used. The 
evaluation framework – outlined in Morgan 
et al. (2022) ‘Evaluating planning without 
plans: Principles, criteria and indicators for 
effective forest landscape approaches’8 – 
provides the basis for consistent evaluation 
of participatory planning across the highly 
varied forest landscapes found around the 
world, even in contexts where planning is 
informal or formal planning processes are 
limited or nascent. The framework is designed 
to be straightforward enough to allow for 
evaluation in contexts with limited resources and 
capacity, such as tropical forest communities 
in developing countries, but also flexible 
enough to accommodate the development 
of more rigorous and complex evaluations.
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Figure 1. Principles, criteria and indicators for evaluating effective planning in 
Integrity based Forest Landscape Management under the Three Pillars Approach.
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BACKGROUND

Forests, and especially primary forests, provide 
vital ecosystem services on a global, regional 
and local scale (see Box 1).5,9 They hold major 
carbon stocks that are an essential part of 
the response to the climate emergency.4,10,11 
Forests are also major reservoirs of biodiversity 
(providing habitats for 80% of amphibian 
species, 75% of bird species and 68% of mammal 
species, and 60% of all vascular plants are found 
in tropical forests).3,12,13 Forests maintain regional 
level climate and water processes,9,14,15 which 
in turn are fundamental to preserving carbon 
and biodiversity, for maintaining productivity 
and providing clean water for downstream 
use. The recent pandemic has also brought 
back into focus how forest loss significantly 
increases the risk of animal-to-human transfer 
of novel diseases and future pandemics.16

Despite this, forest loss and degradation are 
continuing globally and loss of primary forest 
is particularly acute,1,2,17,18 commonly driven by 
industrial exploitation by logging, mining and 
clearing for agriculture.19,20 In response, there 
is a need for forest and land management that 
better recognises and reflects the complexity 
and multiple benefits of forest landscapes.
Importantly, forests are also the traditional 
territories of many Indigenous Peoples and 
home to local communities that use forests for 
food, fibre and fuel,21,22 and for whom they are 
important cultural and spiritual places.23,24 These 
people make decisions about the future land 
uses and activities based on their knowledge 
and values for forests in response to drivers of 
change – they make planning decisions about 
the forest landscape. Their ability to make and 
implement these decisions is informed by their 
knowledge, their capacity and their land rights, 
all of which are affected by their engagement 
with governments, industry and NGOs. Providing 
these communities and other stakeholders 
with effective planning and management 
tools can help improve forest management.

THE THREE PILLARS FRAMEWORK 
FOR EVALUATING INTEGRATED 
LANDSCAPE APPROACHES

Integrated landscape approaches take a more 
holistic view of the multiple ecosystems, 
land uses and stakeholders across the 
landscape level, in response to the limits 
of sector-specific conventional forest and 
land management focusing on industrial 
productivity or conservation.25–27 However, 
there is limited evidence of the success of 
integrated landscape approaches.25,27

Demonstrating the success of these approaches 
rests on good evaluation, which is also essential 
for integrated landscape approaches. However, 
evaluation is challenging. Firstly, there is little 

Primary forests are forests not subject 
to management for commodity 
production and other industrial scale 
commercial uses and whose structure 
and function are dominated by natural 
processes. They make up at least 1.11 
billion ha of the estimated 4.06 billion 
hectares of forest globally.

Forests provide multiple ‘ecosystem 
service’ benefits to people at multiple 
scales, including acting as a major 
carbon stock for climate regulation 
and irreplaceable value for terrestrial 
biodiversity. The quality and quantity 
of forest ecosystem services are 
related to the ecosystem integrity 
of a forest. Primary forests provide 
the highest quantity and quality of 
ecosystem service benefits, compared 
to secondary forests, forest managed 
for commodity production and 
degraded forests.

A landscape perspective is important 
to allow primary forests to be 
distinguished from planted forests, 
forests damaged by logging, second-
growth forests, and regrowing forest 
patches within agricultural landscapes.

BOX 

1. 
BOX 

1. Primary Forests and 
Ecosystem Services
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agreement on what integrated landscape 
approaches require. There are multiple 
concepts and terms, as well as different sets 
of principles, all adding to the confusion and 
limiting guidance for, and assessment of, 
landscape-level efforts.25–27 Secondly, forest 
landscapes are highly diverse, and so creating 
consistent and comparable evaluations is 
challenging. Finally, in many forest landscapes, 
especially tropical primary forest landscapes, 
there is limited resources and capacity, 
which can limit monitoring and evaluation.
The Three Pillars Framework6,7 (Figure 
1) synthesises three existing sets of 
principles26,28,29 for landscape action into a 
simple but flexible framework. It recognises that 
landscape management is about the health 
of ecosystems and the multiple benefits they 
provide (ecosystem integrity), as well as people 
and their decision-making (governance), with 
choices over future land uses and activities 
(planning) providing the link between the two. 
These three pillars are essential components 
to ensure both healthy forest ecosystems and 
sustainable, just and legitimate management 
of the landscape. Evaluation of these three 
pillars together provides the basis for a holistic 
evaluation of integrated landscape approaches 
to forest management. Importantly, the 
framework is designed to be straightforward 
enough to be allow for evaluation in contexts 
with limited resources and capacity, such 
as tropical forest communities in developing 
countries, but also flexible enough to allow 
for the development of more rigorous and 
complex evaluations where resources allow.

Land use planning is conventionally 
associated with urban areas and formal 
government-led processes, although 
more strategic and regional planning 
encompasses rural areas and forests.

Landscape planning in the Three 
Pillars framework combines the social 
learning aspects of land use planning, 
the integrated focus of strategic 
planning and the focus on justice and 
empowerment of more informal ‘radical’ 
planning approaches.

Note that this planning doesn’t have 
to be formal and government-led, 
but can be any process where people 
come together to make decisions 
about future land uses and activities. 
Development and conservation 
activities common in forest landscapes, 
such as participatory rural appraisal 
and Theories of Change, are nascent 
planning processes, as are many 
existing community activities.

BOX 

2. Effective Planning

Figure 1. The Three Pillars Framework for Integrity-based Forest Landscape Management
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Principle, criteria and indicator 
frameworks are common evaluation and 
assessment tools. They often serve as 
a basis for standards, which provide 
reference for monitoring, reporting 
and evaluation, including in timber 
certification schemes and sustainable 
forest management guidelines. 
Principles are typically normative 
statements that reflect desires and 
values within a given system; they are 
ideals and non-measurable. Criteria 
function at the level below principles, 
as parameters that demonstrate 
compliance to specific aspects of the 
system’s states. They are designed 
to facilitate assessment of principles 
and are categories of conditions or 
processes that contribute to the 
principle, and, if they are consistently 
met, reliably suggest the principle 
is being achieved or upheld. Criteria 
are not usually directly measurable 
but are formulated to make it 
possible to determine the degree of 
compliance. Indicators are parameters 
that can be measured qualitatively 
or quantitatively, and describe the 
condition of the system and/or degree 
of compliance with the related criteria.

BOX 

3.  Principle, Criteria and 
Indicators for Evaluation

EFFECTIVE PLANNING FOR INTEGRATED 
LANDSCAPE APPROACHES

Effective planning is a future focused practice 
of public action to bring together knowledge 
with ethical values to choose land uses and 
activities across a landscape.30,31 Landscape 
planning brings stakeholders together to 
choose land uses, activities and policies 
with the aim of creating sustainability, just 
benefit sharing and improved wellbeing. 
The definition of planning used here includes 
any practices that brings people together to 
help them make choices about their future land 
use and landscape activities.32,33 In many forest 
contexts, planning is unlikely to be formalised 
planning with strategic planning documents, 
led by governments. This is increasingly true, 
even in industrialised countries, as forest 
management shifts to more community-
based forest management. Planning is often 
associated with governments, but developing 
local planning can be an effective way to 
empower communities to take control of and 
protect their natural resources and landscapes.

EVALUATING PLANNING

The Three Pillars Framework demonstrated 
that effective planning requires participatory 
processes to create shared learning, 
holistic integration and situated 
justice. These three principles are based 
on the planning literature and provide the 
basis for a ‘Principles, Criteria and Indicators’ 
(Box 4)34,35 evaluation framework for planning 
processes. This parallels and complements an 
existing governance evaluation framework.36 

The planning evaluation operates alongside 
evaluations of governance and ecosystem 
integrity. Strong governance is a key element 
of good planning. In fact, planning evaluation 
often focuses on governance; but governance 
is not the only element of good planning. The 
principles, criteria and indicators identified here 
are for elements of planning that are not directly 
related to governance, but are equally important. 

SHARED LEARNING

Planning is commonly described as a practice 
to turn ‘knowledge into action’30,37. However, 
given the limits of technocratic and/or scientific 
approaches to planning,38,39 planning must be 
informed by local contexts and local knowledge. 
Shared learning brings scientific, local and 
Indigenous knowledges together in search of a 
shared understanding of the issues and potential 
solutions.40 These shared learning processes 
help address uncertainty and complexity, 
while also supporting greater legitimacy.41–43 

Further, this understanding empowers people 
to choose actions in the landscape that are 
both in line with their values and grounded 
in a scientific understanding of threats, risk, 
opportunities, options and requirements.



HOLISTIC INTEGRATION

The holistic and integrated nature of landscape 
approaches means that multiple land uses, 
activities, sectors and stakeholders need to be 
included within planning. Landscape planning 
combines strategic planning44,45 with a more 
conventional land use focus to create a more 
holistic and integrated view of planning, inclusive 
of ecological, cultural, other social and economic 
concerns.31 Holistic integration is an ideal: the 
planning process has to contend with the reality 
that communities and other stakeholders in 
forest landscapes face specific, immediate 
challenges and barriers such as encroachment 
of illegal land use activities46 or addressing 
immediate food security needs.47 Planning 
will necessarily focus on these priorities, but 
integration is about keeping an open mind, 
and ensuring that issues which are or may 
become relevant are not missed. While absolute 
integration is unachievable, co-ordination 
and collaboration are key elements to help 
ensure that the choice and implementation of 
activities on the ground harness the expertise 
of the stakeholders while recognising the 
multiple uses, the requirements of ecosystem 
integrity and promotes fair benefit sharing. 

SITUATED JUSTICE

Justice is a key issue for forest landscapes. 
Locals can be forced or manipulated to sell or 
lease land by external actors exploiting their 
need for an income or lack of knowledge of 
the terms or implications.48 The importance 
of territorial rights and integrity in forest 
protection is widely recognised,48,49 and 
there is increasing evidence of reduced 
forest loss and degradation where local and 
Indigenous land rights are recognised and 
enforced, especially in the Tropics.46,49 To have 
social licence, processes and mechanisms 
must result in just outcomes that equitably 
improve the wellbeing and capabilities of 
those dependent on the landscape, especially 
Indigenous and other local communities.50,51 

Planning can be a means to empower 
communities to take action themselves and to 
address injustice.50,52,53 However, if planning is not 
aware of or fails to address power imbalances 
among competing interests and stakeholders 
it can end up protecting existing power 
structures and inequality.52–54 A ‘capabilities’ 
view of justice55,56 provides a useful way to 
understand how planning can support justice.50,57

Effective planning can support the equitable 
distribution of benefits, land and resources, 
as well as the fair sharing of risks and 
responsibilities if it is mindful that with power 
comes increased responsibility to promote 
the common good. However, there are limits 
– planning is about identifying choices, but 
it does not make ultimate decisions.58 Hence, 
evaluation should focus on a principle of 
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The framework guides key questions 
for planners to ask, as outlined in the 
supplementary material accompanying 
the paper. The framework helps identify 
weaknesses in current planning or 
key issues that future planning must 
address, and guide the choice of 
planning tools. 

For example, if collaboration is weak 
because not all the stakeholders are 
on board, then a stakeholder analysis 
might be needed. Weaknesses in issue 
identification might be remedied by 
problem-tree workshops. A lack of 
shared objectives might be addressed 
by a visioning or backcasting process. 
More sophisticated and complete 
planning processes, such as scenario 
planning, might help address multiple 
integration and shared learning 
criteria. Weaknesses in situated 
justice indicators might suggest a 
more activist and political approach 
is needed, if this is something the 
stakeholders, including the planners, 
are comfortable with.

Note that the ideal is for stakeholders 
to provide the assessment, but wary 
of stakeholder fatigue, especially 
in contexts where capacities and 
resources are limited, use of existing 
data and processes can be used, 
at least initially. Given the lack of 
planning evaluation tools for nascent 
and emerging planning, the framework 
provides a theoretically grounded and 
consistent basis to help assess and 
improve planning.

BOX 

4. Using the Framework to 
Improve Planning



justice that is appropriate and relevant for the 
particular geographic and cultural context 
of a particular forest landscape: situated 
justice. Situated justice supports and 
promotes ethical and responsive deliberation 
and discussion about choices of actions 
within the context of that place.59,60

USING THE EVALUATION FRAMEWORK

This planning evaluation framework provides 
the basis for assessing planning in a way 
that can be applied consistently across 
multiple forest contexts. It can help identify 
the relative strengths and weaknesses 
in decision-making processes to provide 
guidance as to where resources and 
efforts can be focused or redistributed. 
Bearing in mind the nascent and emerging 
nature of planning in many primary and 
other natural forest landscape contexts, the 
assessment framework also provides the basis 
for participatory planning going forward. 
The framework offers some key questions for 
planners to ask when extending support to those 
already engaged in informal planning processes. 
Further, the framework can be used to canvass 
stakeholder views, via surveys and interviews, 
of the key indicators of planning success. The 
results of these questions can be analysed 
and fed back to the stakeholders through 
workshops or informal group discussions. 
By actively seeking assessment from 
stakeholders, the framework helps identify areas 
missing in current planning or key issues that 
future planning must address. The framework 
also guides further planning actions: having 
identified the weaknesses in current informal or 
formal planning, planners can choose from the 
plethora of planning tools to address the gap 
or weakness (Box 4). In fact, the assessment 
provides the basis of the first step of planning. 
Just as a governance evaluation can be used 
as the basis for a developing a governance 
standard,61 a ‘planning standard’ developed 
from this planning evaluation could act as 
an initial ‘plan’ for the stakeholders, built in a 
participatory manner from the bottom-up. 
Note that this planning evaluation framework 
complements and is designed to be 
operationalised alongside governance 
evaluation as part of a three pillar approach 
to integrated forest landscape management. 
Strong governance focuses on ‘how’ decisions 
are made, but does not guarantee the right 
issues are addressed to maintain ecosystem 
integrity and address stakeholder concerns and 
issues. Effective planning helps stakeholders 
define the ‘what’ – the coordinated goals 

and aims of actions and activities, taking into 
account ecosystem integrity and the values and 
needs of stakeholders. The planning evaluation 
framework proposed here provides a way to help 
stakeholders, including planners, reflect on and 
assess how well the ‘what’ is being addressed.
The evaluation outlined here is not a substitute 
for rigorous environmental and socio-economic 
monitoring that feed back into an ongoing 
planning process. However, identifying and 
implementing monitoring is context-specific, 
long term, resource intensive, and may not 
be accessible to those engaged in informal 
landscape planning processes. Given the 
timescale of landscape planning, there is great 
benefit in ongoing stakeholder assessment 
and structured reflection as proposed here. 

FUTURE WORK

Further work will test the framework in a 
variety of forest landscapes. Operationalising 
the framework in different contexts will help 
refine the framework, including clarifying 
and refining the assessment questions 
needed and identifying existing tools 
and planning activities that might provide 
suitable assessments of indicators. 
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