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Abstract: Effective environmental governance is deemed essential in advancing the Sustainable
Development Goals. However, environmental dimensions have no specific reference across the
SDG 16 targets and indicators. In achieving SDG 16—the realization of peace, justice, and strong
institution, polycentric environmental governance involving multiple actors across scales deserves
thoughtful consideration. This study illustrates the potential of a polycentric approach to environ-
mental governance in achieving SDG 16, using case studies of forest, watershed, and transboundary
bushland and seascape management in Southeast Asia and Eastern Africa, namely Vietnam, In-
donesia, and the Kenya–Somalia cross-border. By highlighting four key elements of polycentric
governance namely, political will, legal framework, support from higher-level governance and ca-
pacity building, the case studies demonstrate that polycentric governance play a significant role in
achieving three environment-relevant SDG 16 targets, yet these targets are silent about environmental
governance dimensions. Since many conflicts arise from the environment and natural resources
sector, we suggest that (i) polycentric environmental governance be strongly pursued to achieve SDG
16, and (ii) SDG 16 includes indicators specifically directed on polycentric environment and natural
resource governance.

Keywords: SDG 16; polycentric governance; environmental governance; landscape governance;
ecosystem services governance; cross-border environmental governance

1. Introduction

The 2030 Sustainable Development Goal (SDGs), as approved by the members of
the United Nations in September 2015, is a global blueprint to achieve a better and more
sustainable future by addressing various development challenges related to poverty, envi-
ronmental degradation, and inequality. The SDG framework, with 17 inter-related goals,
have the potential to lead to environmental sustainability since, in some ways, it integrates
environmental targets into each of the goals compared to its predecessor, Millennium
Development Goals [1]. However, achieving the SDGs is inherently perplexing, particularly
in developing countries in Asia and Africa that often struggle to manage their natural
resources, landscapes, and ecosystems, often due to natural resources contestation due
underpinned by weak governance and institution, which can be addressed to SDG 16 on
Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions.

Stakeholders often contest natural resources and their use, and weak institutions and
rules often result in conflict [2,3]. Global evidence suggests that conflict in natural resources
and environmental management, arising from lack or absence of land and resource rights
and weak governance, has led to violence and local communities’ eviction [3,4]. Simultane-
ously, there are many examples where solid environmental governance and institutions
can prevent or reverse environmental degradation, helping to achieve peace and justice
through conflict resolution [5,6]. The empowerment of people and institutions strengthen
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the governance of natural resources. A comprehensive understanding of the connection
between environmental governance and human well-being is vital for conflict prevention
and the promotion of peace and justice.

In the context of SDG 16, environmental governance deserves serious attention, if peace
and sustainable societies are to be achieved by 2030. Even though SDG 16 is considered
as one of the non-environmental goals among the 17 SDGs [7], environmental activists
argue that environmental issues permeate across SDG 16 targets and indicators [8,9]–for
them, SDG 16 offers critical entry points to strengthen environmental governance and
institutions at all levels; however, in contrast, environmental dimensions have no specific
reference across the SDG 16 targets and indicators. The absence of environmental-related
indicators in SDG 16 can lead to under-consideration of environmental aspects in peace
and security, while UNEP links 40 per cent of the conflicts in the last 60 years to natural
resources management.

The key to achieving SDG 16 in the environment sector depends on the capacity and po-
litical will of assorted actors at the various implementation scales to promote more inclusive
and participatory resource governance [10]. In contemporary resources management, an
effective natural resources governance system often operates at multiple governance levels
rather than relying on single governance beyond any governmental administration [11,12].
This brings to the concept of ‘polycentric governance as an alternative perspective from
the simplification of resources governance and challenges the beliefs of centralised state
command and control system and market mechanisms [13,14]. Polycentric governance
represents a complex type of governance with semi-autonomous multiple decision making
centres that are nested at the multiple-jurisdictional scales or involving special governance
units that work across jurisdictions within the landscape or ecosystem boundary [15,16].
Polycentric governance poses a balance mode of governance to the classic environmen-
tal governance models, of centralisation and decentralisation, by fostering joint and/or
collective resource management across the governance scales.

In achieving environmental sustainability, specific SDG targets aiming to strengthen-
ing environmental governance are deemed essential. This paper applies the polycentric
governance as an analytical framework for analysing the governance of the environment
and natural resources. Within the environmental sector, this paper demonstrates how the
implementation of polycentric environmental governance supports the achievement of
SDG 16 targets. Three empirical cases from Southeast Asia and Eastern Africa, specifically
Vietnam, Indonesia, and Kenya–Somalia, draw lessons on the adoption of polycentric
governance. Practical lessons from the ground works in those countries provide insights
on the importance of polycentric governance and the necessary support from high-level
governments through political will and legal frameworks that enable polycentrism in
environmental governance, thus, contributing to the achievement of SDG 16.

2. Literature Review and Conceptual Framework
2.1. Polycentric Governance in Natural Resources Management

The problems in managing common-pool resources areas, such as watersheds and
forests, are complex and involve linkages between and across multiple governance scales
rather than relying on single governance [12,17,18]. Polycentric governance posits that
resource governance would be more efficient if the management is shared collectively be-
tween multiple semi-autonomous centres of authorities [14,19]. A polycentric governance
system is a complex, adaptive, multi-scales system beyond official formal policies and insti-
tutions, involving multiple interdependent actors in the decision-making and overlapping
in their roles [14,20,21]. This complexity implies a deliberation of roles and responsibilities
from one centre towards multiple centres. Stakeholders from the overlapping boundaries
interact, set the policies and institutions, and share the standard rules for managing the
resources [16,22].

A polycentric approach would result in more efficient governance, as decision-making
and implementation of actions are done at the scales where the users are based, and the



Forests 2022, 13, 68 3 of 20

problems occur [12]. Together, the actors within polycentric governance from various
spatial and hierarchical scales interact to co-produce the rules, norms, and regulations
to manage the resources [23,24]. The multi-scale interactions in polycentric governance
could promote social learning between actors [24,25], and contribute to a more nuanced
understanding of the local needs, norms, and interests of the resource users, which can
facilitate conflict resolution and help to achieve peace and justice [5,14,26].

Recent studies on polycentric governance focus on natural resources management
overlapping administrative boundaries, mainly water and forest resources and ecosystem
services (see Table 1). Some use the polycentric framework to elaborate water manage-
ment in Southeast and East Asia [27,28], Middle East [17], Latin America [29,30], and
Africa [22,31–33]. Others also use the polycentric approach to discuss forest resources and
ecosystem services governance around the globe, such as in Asia [34–36], Latin Amer-
ica [20], and Africa [37–39]. Recent studies have also addressed how the multi-scalar and
multi-places governance that is similar to polycentric governance mechanism can address
the governance complexity in managing and providing ecosystem services [28,40,41].

Many studies have identified the potential contribution of polycentric governance to
conflict resolution. For example, establishing a multistakeholder river committee in Tanza-
nia [32] and the informal water governance institutions in Southeast Asia [27] contributed
to lessening water resource disputes. In Kenya, the new irrigation management reform
improved the conflict settlement mechanism between water users and the state’s Water
Authority [31,33]. These studies indicate that polycentric governance helps strengthen
environmental institutions by providing an interaction arena for various stakeholders from
various environmental management scales.

2.2. Environmental Governance in SDG 16

Sustainable Development Goal 16 on peace, justice, and strong institutions embodies
ten (10) targets and 23 indicators. Various opinion emerged about the scope of SDG 16 con-
cerning environmental goals. Some scholars observed that SDG 16 is mainly about peace
and justice, emphasising the rule of law and institutions to support transformative path-
ways to sustainability [42,43]. Reflecting on the scope of SDG 16 indicators and its induction
background, the scholars argued that environmental dimensions, particularly environmen-
tal justice, are excluded in SDG 16 [3,8]. They highlight, for example, that the targets
do not capture land rights and community participation in environmental management.
Nonetheless, they agree that SDG 16 provides essential means to achieve all other SDGs [6].
In contrast, environmental advocates believe that SDG 16 has a robust environmental
dimension and deem most SDG 16 targets essential to support conservation [3,9,44].

Table 1. Sustainable Development Goal 16 Targets potentially linked to the environment sector.

SDG 16 Target Elder and Olsen [43] UNEP [6]

16.3 Rule of Law and Justice for All v v

16.6 Effective, accountable, and transparent
institution at all levels v v

16.7 Ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory,
and representative decision-making at all levels v v

16.8 Broaden and strengthen the participation of
developing countries in the institutions of

global governance
- v

16.10 Ensure public access to information and
protect fundamental freedoms following national

legislation and international agreements
v v

16.B Promote and enforce non-discriminatory laws
and policies for sustainable development - v



Forests 2022, 13, 68 4 of 20

Both scholars and environmental advocates, however, believe that the key to achieving
SDG 16 lies in place-based implementation that requires contextualisation, whether at
the national, sub-national, and local level [44,45]. Implementation of SDG 16 requires
attention to how Government and other actors use power dynamics and interpret the SDGs
according to the more significant governance trends and complex local characteristics. The
achievement of SDG 16 would require greater acknowledgement of non-government actors
and institutions at multiple scales and adjust governance approaches to sub-national and
local contexts [10].

Significant perspectives on SDG 16 agree that the indicators are not explicit on
environment-related issues [3,6], while only 6 out of 23 indicators are considered conceptu-
ally straightforward, with an established methodology [46]. For example, the indicators for
SDG 16.6 on institutions, do not measure the mechanisms that foster strong institutions,
while Target SDG 16.3 on law and justice do not indicate the measurement of justice. United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) [47] stated that at least five SDG 16 targets are
linked to the environment, namely targets 16.3, 16.6, 16.7, 16.8, 16.10, and 16.B; while only
four SDG 16 targets are vital for environmental management [37], namely targets 16.3, 16.6,
16.7, and 16.10 (Table 1).

Effective governance is deemed essential in advancing the Sustainable Development
Goals, but the importance of polycentric governance to support SDG implementation on
multiple scales has just been gradually recognised [48]. Looking at each SDG as public
good and how complex the scales and stakeholders are, Goegele [15] proposes a poly-
centric system to governing the implementation of SDGs. The SDG Agenda requires
innovative governance that embraces collaborative governance forms, and polycentric gov-
ernance can provide efficient governance through its decentralised and inclusive process.
Many environment-related goals are more likely to be diluted or not represented in SDG
16 indicators and easily overlook anything to do with the environment [3,6]. Polycentric
environmental governance could be an entry point for governments and development
actors to promote good governance and strong institutions at all levels, which is central to
achieving SDG 16.

We acknowledge that there are extensive discussions on the scope of environmental
governance [49,50]. In this paper, we address environmental governance as the convergence
of the sets of regulatory processes, mechanisms, and institutions in which various actors
influence the actions and outcomes of the natural resources, landscape, and ecosystem
services management [41,49].

2.3. Gaps in the Literature

From the polycentric governance and environment-related SDG 16 literature, this
paper attempts to highlight some gaps and illustrate through three case studies how the
application of polycentric environmental governance contributes to the attainment of
SDG 16.

First, empirical studies that explore how actors acquire capacity and balance their
roles in vertical and horizontal linkages within polycentric governance settings, such as
through multistakeholder platforms, are scarce. Results from recent studies indicate the
need to understand how the collaborative process and networks involving different actors
would generate sustainable solutions to address environmental problems in socio-ecological
system spanning landscape and administrative boundary [51,52]. It is crucial to understand
such nuanced process in various cases, as the actors involved in relatively successful
polycentric governance will constantly need to balance their roles and connections within
the scales, acquire the capacity to self-govern and be actively involved in the decision-
making process [22,35].

Second, case studies on transboundary polycentric governance are still relatively lim-
ited, as shown in the literature review. Some of the notable ones such as Schoon [53] that
looked at the institutional setting of two transboundary national parks in Southern Africa,
and Chen [54] in the South China Sea where they noted that transboundary water resources
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would benefit from engagement and learning between regional and local actors. Such trans-
boundary case studies will help improve understanding of natural resource governance
processes that involve different countries. The number of studies that specifically discuss
transboundary polycentric governance, however, is still limited.

Third, studies that explore how strong environmental governance and institutions
are developed and interlinked with SDG 16 is limited. McDermott et al. [10] provide
case studies on the link between forest governance and SDG 16, but the discussion on
polycentric governance and SDG 16 is scanty. It is essential to provide empirical studies on
polycentric governance, as Goegele [15] suggested, to understand how polycentric systems
support SDG implementation. For SDG 16, such a study is beneficial to demonstrate how
polycentric environmental governance can support realization of peace, justice, and strong
institutions through inclusive, participatory, and collaborative processes.

2.4. Conceptual Framework

We applied polycentric environmental governance and SDG16 as analytical frame-
works. The SDG 16 highlights the importance of institutions to achieve sustainable develop-
ment. This goal was proposed into the SDGs to cover global concerns about “governance”
and “peaceful societies” not explicitly addressed in its predecessor goals, the Millennium
Development Goals. The concept of governance and peaceful societies later evolved into
concepts of “peace, justice, and institutions”, which are to address issues regarding “rule
of law”, “access to justice”, and “corruption”. Within SDG 16, there is ample room to
strengthen environmental institutions since its conception background has shown a large
portion of the discussion still focusing on peace and justice [55].

SDG 16 implementation has been facing several significant challenges to sufficient
progress, such as the lack of political will and leadership, insufficient financing, inadequate
human resource capacity, and insufficient delivery system [5]. We identify four elements
that highly contribute to strong and inclusive institutions within polycentric resource
governance, relevant to achieving the targets SDG 16: political will; legal framework;
support from higher-level Government; and capacity building.

First, a polycentric approach requires strong political will from actors, whether state or non-
government, to share responsibilities and co-manage the resources. Polycentric governance
implies deliberation of roles and responsibilities towards multiple governance centres,
in which actors from overlapping boundaries interact and co-produce standard rules
and norms for managing the resources [16,22]. Such a process requires the presence of
leaders and champions who are willing to promote collaborative efforts, strategically
weave the networks, and disseminate new perspectives about the potential advantages of
collaboration in managing shared resources [29].

Second, polycentric governance requires enabling framework to allow a broad range of local
participation. Such a framework can be in the form of formal regulations or membership
in the official networking platform that encourage and allow actors to contribute to and
participate in resource governance [22]. Several cases show that the lack of legal framework
at a larger scale hinders effective polycentric water governance [27,36].

Third, polycentric governance requires support and acknowledgement from higher-level Gov-
ernment. From a national resource governance perspective, polycentric governance does
not always imply a total absence of the national Government. To some extent, technical and
legal support and recognition from higher-level Government are necessary to support local
institutions. In Kenya, Baldwin et al. [22] found that local governance units are essential
to support polycentric governance, but higher-level Government’s technical and financial
support help strengthen the governance.

The fourth element is capacity building for local actors involved in governance. Actors within
the polycentric governance will need to balance their roles and connections between vertical
and horizontal linkages and acquire the capacity to self-govern [56]. The process towards
understanding and balancing the roles at multiple scales will demand specific capacity
building for the actors to enable their involvement in governance and decision-making
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at the multiple scales [57]. Whereas building institutions that support local needs while
conserving essential resources is essential, there is also a need to strengthen the ability
of local communities to actively participate in environmental decisions that impact their
lives [29,58].

Polycentric governance requires strong institutions that are accountable, transparent,
representative, participative, and transparent throughout the process. It is a complex,
multi-scale system that operates beyond formal policies, administrative boundary, and
institutions. These requirements coincide with what ought to be the processes and elements
necessary to achieve just and firm institutions, through ensuring justice for all (SDG
16.3), effective, transparent, and accountable institutions (SDG 16.6), and inclusive and
participatory decision making (SDG 16.7). This study focuses on these three SDG 16 targets
directly related to institutions discussing their polycentric governance links. The other
targets (SDG 16.8, SDG 16.10, and SDG 16.B) are considered less relevant and too broad for
our case studies, as they were either targeting a very broad governance and policy scale,
namely SDG 16.8 (Global Governance), SDG 16.10 (National to global governance), and
SDG 16.B (non-discriminatory laws and policies).

Table 2 maps the four polycentric governance elements relevant to selected SDG
16 targets.

Table 2. Overlaps between SDG 16 and Polycentric Governance Characteristics.

SDG 16 Targets

Polycentric Governance Characteristics/Elements

Political Will Legal Framework Support from Higher-Level
Government

Capacity Building
for Local Actors

16.3 Promote the rule of
law at the national and
international levels and
ensure equal access to

justice for all

Required Highly required Highly required Required

16.6 Develop effective,
accountable, and

transparent institutions at
all levels

Central Government
shares authority and
responsibility with

the Local
Government and

other related
institutions

Required
Highly required through
legal, technical, financial

means

Required
depending on local

needs

16.7 Ensure responsive,
inclusive, participatory,

and representative
decision-making at all

levels

Central and Local
Government share

roles in
co-management and

co-regulation of
resources with other

institutions.

Required, although
not essential in

some cases

Required through legal and
technical support

Required, but also
depends on local

needs

16.8 Broaden and
strengthen the

participation of developing
countries in the institutions

of global governance *

Required, at the
global level

Required, at the
global level

Required through legal and
technical support at the

global level

Required,
depending on
country needs

16.10 Ensure public access
to information and protect

fundamental freedoms,
following national

legislation and
international agreements *

Required Required Required
Required, but also

depends on the
local needs
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Table 2. Cont.

SDG 16 Targets

Polycentric Governance Characteristics/Elements

Political Will Legal Framework Support from Higher-Level
Government

Capacity Building
for Local Actors

16.B Promote and enforce
non-discriminatory laws

and policies for sustainable
development *

Required Required Required Required, depends
on the local needs

* The potentially linked SDG 16 targets as suggested by [43,46] were not applicable to our case studies.

3. Methodology and Case Studies

This study is based on the ground works of the authors in the global south countries.
First, the study used peer-reviewed articles on polycentric governance and SDG 16 as
well as grey literature, such as such as project reports, policy briefs, and working papers.
For peer-reviewed articles, we reviewed 27 case studies on polycentric approaches to
environmental governance. Six studies discussed polycentric governance in Latin America
and 11 and 10 in African and Asian countries, respectively. More than half of these case
studies (14 articles) focused on water and irrigation governance and ten on forest and
REDD+ governance. Only one case study discussed fisheries governance, while two
articles discussed polycentric governance for natural resources management in general.
From these articles, only three articles discussed polycentric approach in transboundary
environmental governance, with two articles focused on water management and an article
on the global REDD+ institution.

Second, the study involved case studies undertaken in northwest Vietnam, northeast
Kenya–south Somalia border, and Cidanau Watershed in the western part of Indonesia
(Figure 1). The authors were directly involved in various phases of the case studies.
The case studies were chosen as part of the authors’ study on “governance of shared
landscapes” under the global research program: Policies, Institutions, and Markets (PIM)
of the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), coordinated by
the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI). The three case studies illustrate
different scales and diversity of issues addressed through polycentric governance (Table 3).
Table 3 shows the key characteristics of each study site with details described further below.
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Table 3. Study site characteristics.

Study Site Northwest Vietnam Kenya-Somalia Cidanau, Indonesia

Landscape Upland catchment of
NamRon river

Bush Land and
Seascape CWatershed

Dominant land
use Forest + agriculture

Protected biodiversity
corridor, forest,

grazing land

Protected natural reserve
area + Agriculture

(agroforest)

Governance
system

Centralised
(represented by

Commune People
Committee, one level

above the village)

Decentralised

Decentralised to
district/city and the

village level. The
Provincial Government is
the representative of the

Central Government

Governance level Na Nhan Commune
of Dien Bien Province

Cross-border area
(Northeast Kenya and

South Somalia)

Cilegon City, Serang
District and Pandeglang

District of Banten
Province

Area size (ha) 7600 2,000,000 26,000

Issues/challenges

Contested use of
forest land, forest

degradation,
inequitable payment
of forest ecosystem

services

Resource use and
human conflict,
unclear tenure,

biodiversity loss, land
degradation, lack of

livelihood
opportunities

Upstream: Agroforest
conversion; deforestation;

poverty
Downstream:

Sedimentation; reduced
water supply

Sustainable
management

goal/response

Payment for forest
ecosystem services,
land use planning

Land use planning,
economic

development
planning, the

establishment of
protected area

network

Integrated watershed
management, Payment
for ecosystem services

3.1. Cidanau Watershed, Indonesia

Cidanau watershed covers a 22,620-hectares in two districts, Serang and Pandeglang,
in the Banten Province of Java, Indonesia. In Cidanau lies the Rawa Danau Natural
Reserve—the only mountainous swamp-forest ecosystem in Java that serves as the wa-
tershed’s natural reservoir. The watershed plays an important role being the main water
source for Cilegon, an industrial city located downstream. Krakatau Tirta Industri (KTI,)
a state-owned water management company channels the water from Cidanau River to
120 essential industries in the city of Cilegon.

The remnant forest upstream of Cidanau watershed has been converted into agri-
culture, negatively impacting water users downstream. Upstream agricultural practices
contribute to dwindling water supply. Poverty has been identified as the underlying factor
of watershed degradation since low-income farmers highly depend on natural resource
extraction. This has led to sedimentation, erosion and reduced water supply and quality in
the watershed. The impacts of initial conservation efforts in the Cidanau watershed were
insignificant and short-lived.

In the late 1990s, Rekonvasi Bhumi, a local Non-Government Organization (NGO),
then mobilised local stakeholders to establish Forum Komunikasi DAS Cidanau or FKDC
(Cidanau Watershed Communication Forum), a multistakeholder platform to facilitate
government and non-state actors’ cooperation toward integrated watershed management.
FKDC initiated one of the first and longest Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES) program
in Indonesia, starting in 2004, involving upstream farmers to maintain their agroforestry.
The PES in Cidanau has reached its fourth implementation phase, involving upstream
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farmers as the ecosystem services (ES) providers, industries as the ES buyers (KTI and other
companies in Cilegon), and the local government (Banten Province, Serang and Cilegon
districts) as co-investors of the PES scheme [59].

3.2. Na Nhan Commune, Dien Bien Province, Northwest Vietnam

Na Nhan Commune, located in Dien Province of the Northwest Vietnam, is a mosaic
landscape comprising natural forest on hilltops, degraded forest, grasslands; swidden
plots in the midstream; and rice cultivation and settlement in the lowlands. The commune
is part of a sub-catchment that feeds into a larger catchment (about 300 ha) upstream of
the Nam Ron river that runs from northwest Vietnam to Laos PDR. Na Nhan Commune
is considered one of the most degraded sub-catchments within Nam Ron Catchment,
dominated by annual upland crops and bare lands while only having a small forest area.
The area is continuously under extensive long-fallow rotation cultivation of annual crops.
This situation contributes to the degradation of the catchment and its forest area, contested
use of forestlands with agriculture, and low agricultural productivity and food security.

In the centralised government system of Vietnam, a commune is the smallest official
administrative unit. The Na Nhan Commune’s People Committee (Na Nhan CPC) is
responsible for developing and implementing the Commune’s socio-economic develop-
ment plan. The Central Government manages forestlands through the provincial Forest
Protection Departments. At province and district levels, local people’s participation in
land use and forest planning process is inadequate, if not lacking. A land-use plan is being
developed every five years with details only at the commune level. A recent survey in
the Commune revealed that forest law enforcement is considered less effective, and legal
documents do not clearly articulate forest owners’ responsibilities [60]. According to results
of a focus group discussion with the village leaders in Na Nhan Commune, occasional
forest patrolling by local authorities was not sufficient to stop forest conversion by farmers
who had less rights over forest resources than those with rights to lands within the forest.

In 2008, a foreign-funded project helped establish a Community Forest Management
(CFM) system on a 220-ha forestland in the commune. In 2013, about 148 ha of this
community forest became part of the national Payment for Forest Ecosystem Services
(PFES) programme. More recently, participatory and collaborative mechanisms to improve
forest landscape governance have been tested in Na Nhan Commune by researchers
from the World Agroforestry (ICRAF) and Vietnamese Academy of Forest Science (VAFS).
Researchers conducted a series of local consultation meetings to develop an integrated land-
use strategy to improve Na Nhan’s landscape and forge shared understanding and create
a common vision among Na Nhan Commune, Dien Bien Province, and District (central
Government) stakeholders. This resulted in the development of Na Nhan Commune’s
Land Use Plan for Multiple Ecosystem Services that integrates central government laws
with local values and perspectives [61].

3.3. Tana-Kipini-Laga Badana Bush Land and Seascape, Kenya–Somalia

The Tana-Kipini-Laga Badana Bush (TKLBB) Land and Seascape is a cross-border area
between northeast Kenya and southeast Somalia. TKLBB covers 20,286 km2, and is one of
the 35 global biodiversity hotspots recognised by Conservation International, consisting
of 17,179 km2 (85%) of land and seascape in Kenya, and 3107 km2 (15%) in Somalia. The
area is underdeveloped with high poverty incidence, causing increased human pressure on
the landscape’s natural resources, biodiversity, and ecosystem services. Land tenure is a
critical and complex issue in TLKBB. In Kenya, the establishment of settlement schemes that
benefitted immigrants and favoured outsiders over locals has deepened tenure insecurity
among native people deemed “squatters” by the Government [62]. Privatisation of land
in the river floodplain for irrigated cropping has limited access to pastoralists and their
livestock who used the floodplain as a dry season grazing refuge, which sharpens the
conflict between pastoralists and farmers over the land.
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Kenya and Somalia have separately been moving towards the decentralisation of
their political and governance systems. However, the devolved structure is ambiguous
about the mandates of the former centralised Government and the new decentralised
Federal Government, resulting in lack of clarity about management responsibilities. The
TKLBB is under multiple policy governance configurations that influence natural resources
management that tend to serve limited interests. However, there is a growing awareness
of the need for mutual understanding and enabling livelihoods development, which has
gradually incited cross-border interactions through multistakeholder partnerships [63].

To address landscape complexities, ICRAF and partners in 2016 established a multi-
stakeholder platform to serve both sides of the Kenya–Somalia border [63]. The TKLBB
Multi-Stakeholder Platform (MSP) is an institutional construct facilitated through the
Biodiversity Management Programme (BMP)—an initiative funded by the European Com-
mission through the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) of the Horn
of Africa. Various stakeholders represent the TKLBB-MSP. These include various local
community groups, civil society groups (CSO), non-government organisations (NGOs), and
government agencies as well as ministries from Kenya and Somalia, such as Kenya Wildlife
Services, Kenya Forestry Department, Somalia Ministry of Environment, and Ministries of
Foreign Affairs of Kenya and Somalia. The MSP aims to oversee the establishment of a cross
border network of protected areas in the TKLBB land and seascape through sustainable
cross border ecosystems management. The IGAD-led BMP’s first phase ended in April of
2018, but a second phase started in 2021, focusing on strengthening the TKLBB MSP.

4. Results and Discussion

We illustrate polycentric governance as applied in each case study, focusing on the
actors’ political will, legal framework, support from higher government level, and capacity
building. We link the application of these elements with the SDG 16 targets, namely SDG
16.3, 16.6 and 16.7.

4.1. SDG 16.3: Promote Rule of Law and Ensure Justice for All

Law enforcement and justice for all are essential to ensure stakeholders can sustainably
manage their natural resources and the environment [8,10]. In environmental management,
law enforcement and justice relate to the form of precise regulation and the stakeholder’s
rights and obligations related to resource use [3,44]. However, the indicators of SDG 16.3,
“Promote rule of law and ensure equal justice for all”, narrowly focuses on two aspects:
“Underreporting on violence” (16.3.1) and “Number of unsentenced detainees “(16.3.2). We
argue that SDG 16.3 indicators should be broadened specifically covering natural resources
governance aspects.

In Vietnam, the Payment for Forest Ecosystem Services (PFES) is a landmark policy
demonstrating the Government’s strong political will to enforce sustainable forest man-
agement from national to the local level. PFES is a national policy that obligates water and
electricity users to pay upstream forest owners [64]. From an environmental governance
perspective, this can be viewed as part of the Government’s pursuit to environmental and
social justice. Another legal framework is the Land Law, in which the central Government
is mandated to ensure local participation in land-use planning. However, in its implemen-
tation, the PFES Policy still faces many challenges—it needs to clearly define the roles and
responsibilities of local communities and authorities, and other relevant stakeholders (e.g.,
scientific and development organizations) in the PFES mechanism [65].

Our case study in Na Nhan revealed that local people’s involvement in the forest and
PFES planning processes has been limited even though participation is required under the
PFES and Land use planning laws. Customary rights are not explicitly considered in the
local Land and Forest Administration, and commune regulations were mainly derived
from national laws rather than based on local situation [60]. It is the duty of commune,
district and provincial authorities to enforce law and justice as mandated by the Central
Government; however, in terms of forest law enforcement, this is far from being effective
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since the authorities responsible for forest monitoring are limited by lack of capacity and
resources to carry out their duties [49].

Our case study also revealed inequity in the PFES benefit distribution, which was seen
as a form of social injustice. Payments have been disbursed to almost all households in the
village; however, only about 30% of households participate in forest regeneration activities
and much less participate in community forest patrolling, which are the required activities
under the PFES scheme [61]. Issues around fairness and justice could be addressed through
more deliberative management, in which the local community is closely involved in local-
level planning and management, than merely executing the PFES scheme. Such deliberative
governance requires each authority to share and delegate some of the authorities to the other
partners to consider multiple point of views in environmental governance, particularly at
the local level [66].

To demonstrate how forest law enforcement and justice can be improved in Na Nhan,
ICRAF and VAFS researchers, facilitated a participatory integrated land-use planning pro-
cess that fosters participation and representation at the village level. The process required
involvement of village leaders in Na Nhan commune, and relevant forest stakeholders
across governance scales (officials from the commune, district to province). One of the
challenges addressed during the planning process, is the mismatch between the planned
and actual land-use in Na Nhan, as the official land-use classification from the Govern-
ment differ from traditional land-use systems associated with local rights, management,
and utilisation of forest ecosystem services. To address this conflict, ICRAF researchers
conducted land use change analysis, household interviews, and focus group discussions to
elicit local understanding and perspectives on forest ecosystems services, and derive local
people’s land use preferences. The participatory process has resulted in a commune-level
land use plan that contains aspects of the National Forest Management Plan, as well as
local stakeholders’ inputs—their needs, decisions, and aspirations.

Subsequently, the Commune’s Land Use Plan was acknowledged by Na Nhan Com-
mune People’s Committee (CPC)–the administrator of the Commune that represents the
central Government at the lowest governance level. The PFES scheme will be anchored on
the Commune’s Land Use Plan; doing so, is expected to improve the equity aspect of the
scheme. Through a participatory land use planning process, Na Nhan’s land resources have
been allocated to deliver optimum economic and ecological benefits to the local people
compared to the previously centralised land-use planning policy [61].

In the cross-border area of Kenya–Somalia, the TKLBB-MSP was established to provide
stakeholders at different planning and decision-making levels (village, clans, county, sub-
national and national) a platform, to level-off understanding about cross-border issues,
exchange ideas, share experiences, build trust, and eventually make critical decisions
about institutional roles, the rules to be in place, and the solutions to change the desolate
situation of people and the landscape [62,63]. The MSP was largely supported by external
actors, including research organisations and non-government development actors serving
as intermediaries between and amongst actors at various levels (ministry–region–county–
village–clans) and across Kenya and Somalia.

The TKLBB-MSP facilitated various dialogues between and amongst different stake-
holders to foster better understanding of natural resources management issues collectively,
and clarify their rights and obligations within the landscape [63]. The dialogue processes
within and facilitated by the MSP enabled the development not only of rules in safeguard-
ing natural resources, but also livelihoods and development solutions. In addition to
facilitating dialogues, MSP members were also given trainings on various topics such as
land use planning, biodiversity conservation and livelihoods development—these activ-
ities have resulted in the development of site-specific conservation plans, for example,
the Community Development Management Plan of the Hanshak Nyongoro community
conservancy (77,896 ha) developed in partnership with the Kenya Wildlife Services and the
Northern Rangeland Trust (NRT-Coast).
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After long years of unresolved conflict in natural resources management in the TKLBB,
law enforcement and efforts to promote justice is slowly coming to life. There is growing
willingness for collaboration among actors at different levels—from the ministry level to
the local community. High-level support from Kenya and Somalia at the ministry level
(Kenya Forestry Department, Somalia Ministry of Environment, and Ministries of Foreign
Affairs of Kenya and Somalia) has trickled down to the landscape. The MSP’s capacity
(the governance actors) and high-level government support are important elements of
polycentricity, and have shown promising results in terms addressing long-held conflict
in the landscape through local rules and plans for transborder resources management
and development.

In Cidanau, the Watershed Forum (FKDC) has promoted environmental law enforce-
ment and social justice through its Integrated Watershed Management (IWRM) and PES
Program. The National Regulation No 37/2012 on the Watershed Management mandates
sub-national governments to establish a multistakeholder forum in managing the water-
shed. At the same time, PES is stated in the Environmental Law as an environmental
management instrument. As a result, the provincial and district governments have con-
tributed to the IWRM and PES program in Cidanau through the FKDC, such as through
funding and allocating development resources [59].

The central government has not provided specific guidelines or regulations for imple-
menting PES and watershed management, but the legal framework mandates promotion
of social justice in PES schemes. Efforts to promote justice and fairness within the PES
program involve external actors-such as research organisations, universities, and national
NGOs that provide capacity building support to FKDC facilitators and members and farm-
ers to implement the PES program. With support from ICRAF, FKDC deployed approaches
to foster justice and fairness in the PES program in the form of conservation auctions and
participatory project proposal development by farmers group [67].

Active interactions amongst external actors and intensive support from the Rekonvasi
Bhumi to FKDC have contributed to achieving justice and rule of law in Cidanau watershed
through PES and the IWRM programs. For example, farmers’ training on developing a PES
proposal helped improve their understanding and awareness of their roles and responsibil-
ities within the PES program, which immensely helped promote understanding between
PES participants and non-participants in the village [67]. The polycentric watershed gover-
nance in Cidanau presented opportunities to improve law enforcement and promote social
justice. This approach aligns with Falk et al. [23] observation that polycentrism can help
achieve multiple development objectives in water governance.

While a large part of the discussion about SDG 16.3 focused on how the target would
bring peace and security for all [46,55], another issue raised is the need for contextual-
ising actions to ensure justice and law enforcement for the marginalised as an effort to
pursue sustainability that could be better represented in SDG 16.3 [10,68]. Our case studies
demonstrated the pursuit of justice and law enforcement from the perspective of poly-
centric environmental governance. In all three cases, interventions to create or improve
governance arrangements through different means—land use planning, PES schemes or
setting MSPs, have profound effects on enforcing rule of law and achieving social justice,
thus contributing to SDG 16.3. However, within the purview of SDG 16.3, these efforts
could not be readily aligned to the indicators, which are the ‘numbers of violence victims’
and “unsentenced detainees”.

4.2. SDG 16.6: Effective, Accountable, and Transparent Institutions at All Levels

A multi-centre and deliberative governance exemplified in polycentric governance,
can help promote effective, accountable institutions at all levels as targeted in SDG 16.6. [69].
However, the target is represented only by two indicators, namely “government expendi-
ture” (16.6.1) and “satisfaction with public services” (16.6.2). This section illustrates how
polycentric governance, as adopted in each case study, contributes to achieving “SDG
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16.6–effective, accountable, and transparent institution”, but is not explicitly captured in
the two SDG 16.6 indicators.

In Vietnam, although a legal framework backs the PFES program, the limited decision-
making power of local authorities poses a challenge. Despite big statements about devo-
lution and participatory decision-making, much of the authority and power remains at
provincial and district government levels—as mentioned above, participation at the village
level has been limited [70,71]. Moreover, the monitoring Reporting and Verification (MRV)
system is centralised within the forestry sector, contributing to lack of local participation
and inhibiting effectiveness and accountability of the PFES program [72]. In some parts of
the country, however, some aspects of PFES implementation has been reportedly influenced
by local priorities and values [65].

The development of the Commune’s Land Use Plan for Multiple Ecosystem Services
facilitated by ICRAF and VAFS researchers has shown the critical role of boundary or-
ganisations. In polycentric governance, the presence of boundary organisations, such as
NGOs, local organisations, and research institutions, is essential in transferring knowledge,
experience and ideas; generating feedback, connecting stakeholders across scales, and
bridging the gap between actors at different governance levels. Boundary organisations
can help address information and power asymmetry, abate potential conflict between local
people and government authorities. Researchers from ICRAF and VAFS shifted the centre
of decision-making power away from pure political or autocratic control by using the
power of evidence-based information (from research), to negotiate consensually agreed
decisions. Because of the bridging roles of ICRAF and VAFS, even if the legal framework
and willingness of the central Government to actively involve local stakeholders in forest
management seemed limited, positive feedback from the CPC of Na Nhan Commune was
obtained in support of the Commune’s Land Use Plan.

The Na Nhan Commune case study has shown the potential of polycentric governance
to bring together Government and non-government actors across scales to collaborate
and strengthen local institutions in natural resources and ecosystem services management.
Polycentrism, if well combined with pre-existing governance systems (often centralised,
monocentric ones), is key in improving effectiveness, accountability, and transparency
of governance mechanisms such as PFES [73,74]. Enhancing the diversity of actors and
scales involved and decentralising risks and targets will improve the sustainability and
effectiveness of the PFES program. To ensure effectiveness of the PFES program, it is vital
to build strong local institutions as part of a larger accountable institution that the national
PFES policy has created.

In TKLBBL, the MSP’s goal was to establish an institutional mechanism for partici-
patory decision-making in line with the broader goal of improving people’s livelihoods
and the landscape-seascape conditions. The establishment of the MSP indicates a willing-
ness of stakeholders across the Kenya and Somalia border-from the ministries down to
the county and village level-to collaborate in managing the landscape better. As a cross-
border dialogue platform, the TKLBBL MSP has effectively brought together different types
and layers of stakeholders to discuss issues besetting the cross-border landscape. Kenya
and Somalia have just been undergoing a decentralisation process, which provided an
enabling framework for local development actors to delve into the collaborative manage-
ment of TKLBB. The decentralised governance that allows local actors to be involved in
landscape governance contribute to more effective and accountable management of the
cross-border landscape.

Throughout the BMP project, the MSP has received essential support from higher-level
governance actors in Kenya and Somalia. National ministries and government agencies
from the two countries, including the local Government were involved, and supported the
MSP action plans in line with the IGAD-BMP, such as farmers training and facilitation of
the local community management and development plan. Another example of the support
from higher-level governance for TKLBB was demonstrated by a collaboration between
ICRAF, Kenya Wildlife Services (KWS), and the NRT-Coast, sensitising local farmers about



Forests 2022, 13, 68 14 of 20

the 2013 Wildlife Act. As a result, the NRT-Coast developed a community management and
development plan and established a community-based monitoring system for Hanshak
Nyongoro conservation park.

Through the TKLBB-MSP, local stakeholders’ capacity has improved. It demonstrated
its effectiveness as a forum to build consensus among various stakeholders across gover-
nance scales. In TKLBB, stakeholder engagement through the MSP highlights local level
needs and requirements related to institutional capacity and landscape governance. Where
long-term conflicts and governance structures have eroded trust, the MSP provided a bridge
for building social capital among stakeholders. The MSP has enabled the emergence of
leadership in various conservation and development sectors deemed crucial for managing
the TKLBB landscape. The coordinating roles of, and the communication process within
MSP is expected to support its evolution into an effective and accountable institution to
manage the TKLBB landscape.

In Cidanau Watershed, FKDC plays the role of a boundary agent that connects stake-
holders across districts within Banten Province. It facilitates and mediates various interests
from different administrative boundaries and actors (private companies, Government,
and NGOs). To support the PES program and other conservation activities in Cidanau,
FKDC collaborates and expands its network with external actors, such as research organisa-
tions (ICRAF), NGOs, donors, local and international universities, and relevant national
ministries. Thus, FKDC provides an essential role in Cidanau watershed governance, as
one of the key factors for successful resource governance is collaboration and connection
between stakeholders across landscape scales [27,36]. In Cidanau, the polycentric approach
contributes to the social learning process of actors in watershed governance.

In Indonesia’s decentralised system, the responsibility for natural resources manage-
ment is authorised by the national and provincial governments. The Environmental Law
and Watershed Regulation provided legal frameworks but did not provide any technical
guidelines to implement the PES in the Cidanau watershed. The absence of practical
guidelines and examples had made the process of designing and implementing PES and
other watershed management programs going through trial-and-error. FKDC utilised its
network with external actors to build its members and farmers’ capacity to implement the
PES scheme and watershed conservation practices.

Mainly based on the references from the Environmental Law No.32/2009 and Water-
shed Regulations No.37/2012, the Provincial Government officially supported FKDC as
a multistakeholder forum through a Governor’s Decree. This local legal framework has
provided FKDC with the flexibility to request support from the provincial and district Gov-
ernment for its activities, such as co-investment in funding the PES and the development
of the Cidanau Watershed Management Program.

The NGO, Rekonvasi Bhumi serves as the managing secretariat of FKDC that helps
promote accountability, effectiveness, and transparency in the management of FKDC. For
example, it obliged the FKDC to provide the partners with activity reports and to publish its
annual financial report in a newspaper. In implementing IWRM and PES in Cidanau, FKDC
bridges the actors in Cidanau and provides them with the data and information needed
to support decision-making, such as on watershed services values and the watershed
service providers and beneficiaries. Such information informs programming and funding
allocation for watershed management, particularly from the Government and private
companies as the primary water users of Cidanau.

Each of the three case studies has demonstrated efforts to establish transparent and
accountable institutions, which is one of the core objectives of SDG 16. In particular, SDG
16.6 indicators denote a priority on solid institutions to contribute to the eradication of
state-based corruption [8,10]. Institutions in environmental governance often focus on
collective action for decision-making and execution of plans, and allocating roles and
rules that also cover anti-corruption actions—contributing to SDG 16.6 which emphasise
institutions addressing corruption eradication.
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4.3. SDG 16.7:Ensure Responsive, Inclusive, Participatory and Representative Decision-Making at
All Levels

In polycentric environmental governance, building the capacity of local institutions is a
critically important endeavour, ensuring that decision-making is responsive, inclusive and
participative. The two SDG 16.7 indicators are: “Number of positions in public institutions
compared to national distributions” (16.7.1) and “Number of populations that believe
decision-making is inclusive and responsive” (16.7.2).

With strong State power, Vietnam’s governance system is highly centralised. However,
as local and customary laws differ significantly from national legislation, state policy
enforcement have not always been effective [75]. With due respect to the Vietnamese
Government, the legal framework to stimulate local participation and representation in
land-use planning and forest management is already in place. The Government also
issued a Decree on Forest Protection and Development Fund (FPDF) to capture non-state
financial sources to contribute to the national fund for forest management [64]. However,
even though the national legal framework is in place, ensuring representation and active
participation of local governments and communities in forest governance has been quite
a challenge since many actors on the ground lacked the capacity to participate, and are
thus, indequately represented [60]. Changes in regulations and resource allocation have
not yet reached the desired level that can support decentralized multi-stakeholder forest
governance [76].

However, studies on PFES in Vietnam have shown that even though the Central
Government predominates the implementation process of PFES, the roles and contribution
of non-state actors have already improved significantly since its pilot years in 2009–2010 [65].
As indicated above, a hybrid process has been adopted, in which local interests and
values were considered in the implementation of PFES [65]. This indicates the Central
Governments’ willingness to adopt a more inclusive and representative local decision-
making process. In the case of Na Nhan, such positive behaviour of the Central Government,
was manifested by Commune Officials upon their acknowledgement of the Commune’s
Land Use Plan. Through the collaborative planning processes, Na Nhan’s forest ecosystem
services management demonstrates the importance of “cross-scale” governance that were
often ignored by the predominant centralised governance practices.

The role of boundary organisations was found essential in decision-making by way
of providing technical support in developing the Commune’s Land Use Plan. In the
process, the village leaders in Na Nhan Commune actively engaged and shared their
perspectives and visions regarding the local land use practices. The villages, albeit not
a political or administrative unit under the governance of the Commune, are regarded
as local association or group of culturally embedded residents, that contributed greatly
to the crafting the Commune’s land use plan. Led by a chief or head, the village serves
as an important channel for the residents to express their interests to the Government.
Local organisations are beneficial, as they often have well-established networks, and are
trusted by the local community [72]. Promoting the role and participation of local groups
or associations e.g., village, is one of the critical actions to strengthen actors’ capacity across
levels and increase their representation in forest landscape governance [36].

In TKLBB landscape, distrust between and amongst stakeholders was severe before
the initiation of the MSP. The dialogue process that stakeholders went through has helped
untangle differences, and gradually, trust emerged through the MSP. Divergent interests
exist between different actors at various levels (farm-landscape-region), increasing the
complexity of management in TKLBB. To address this complexity and ensure better repre-
sentation of a range of stakeholders at different levels, ICRAF researchers initiated simple
partnerships from the households to the community level, to create “simple coalitions” that
advance local issues through the platforms to address broader landscape issues (Figure 2).
As shown in Figure 2, there were different decision-making clusters which was started from
the household level that formed into community interests groups. Those interests groups
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at the community level would form coalitions that represents household and community
interests at the national-regional levels.
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Through this approach, various decision-making centres involving different actors
and authorities at different governance scales were represented and engaged to improve
effectiveness, accountability, and transparency in the governance of TKLBB. However, as
Baldwin et al. [22] observed in Kenya’s Ewaso Ng’iro basin, multiple decision-making
centres need to be complemented with regulations and formal conflict mechanisms that
incentivise collaboration to strengthen the polycentric governance. In TKLBB, however,
such regulations and mechanisms are still at the development stage.

The State Government and Ministries’ political will to be involved in the dialogue
process, however, contributed to accelerating trust-building. On the Somalia side, the
TKLBB-MSP activities were realised through the Ministry of Environment and Tourism
of Jubaland state, Ministry of Livestock, Forestry and Range, and the Ministry of Water,
Energy, and Minerals of Jubaland state.

The recently implemented decentralised governance in Kenya and Somalia have
provided the legal framework for local development actors in the border area to participate
more intensively in TKLBB landscape governance. In Kenya, the decentralisation process
has been highlighted as the stimulating factor for a polycentric approach to improve water
governance, involving multi-scale stakeholders [31,33].

The MSP has served as a consensus-building forum that embrace different repre-
sentations and viewpoints, nurtured trust between actors across governance scales and
transboundary jurisdictions in TKLBB. The MSP has enabled diverse groups in both Kenya
and Somalia, which comprised the tribes, clans, sectors, and nationalities, to be well repre-
sented in the planning and execution of actions for landscape sustainability and livelihoods.
In a conflicted region of TKLBB, the MSP presents opportunities for local stakeholders to
look beyond conflict resolution and discuss livelihood improvement opportunities.

In Indonesia, the watershed management regulation mandates the sub-national gov-
ernments to apply participatory processes that involve all relevant stakeholders in wa-
tershed management. Started in the third phase of PES in Cidanau, FKDC applied a
participatory process with technical assistance from ICRAF to carry out farmer group
selection by submitting proposals to deal with ES buyers’ limited resource availability. In
this phase, six out of 30 farmer groups with the best proposals were selected for Cidanau’s
PES contracts [59]. In developing the proposal, the facilitator from FKDC raised farmers’
awareness and understanding about PES and helped farmers identify environmental issues,
and social and economic needs. The proposal became the input for FKDC to improve the
PES scheme design [59].

The proposal development process also revealed village needs that could not be ad-
dressed through the PES scheme. In addition, the Governor’s Decree provided a legal
framework that endorsed FKDC as multi-sectoral government agencies in Cidanau. Re-
sponding to local needs, the FKDC would link farmer groups with the relevant government



Forests 2022, 13, 68 17 of 20

offices [59], which also helped to maintain social capital and reduce tension by PES partici-
pants and non-participants in Cidanau [77]. Parallel with the proposal selection, farmer
groups from the early phase of PES in Cidanau proposed a pay raise, as they have been
receiving the same amount for more than ten years. In response, the FKDC facilitated the
negotiation with the downstream buyers, and approved the request from these groups.

The Cidanau’s case study demonstrates a polycentric governance that is continuously
evolving to be inclusive, participative, and responsive to local needs. In such efforts, the
national and governor’s regulations indicate the availability of enabling legal framework
and support from the higher-level Government in Cidanau. The fact that FKDC was being
responsive to local needs by negotiating with the farmer groups about the payment, has
made inclusivity and participation real in Cidanau. The participatory process also involved
capacity building at several scales, from ICRAF to FKDC facilitators, and from FKDC
facilitators to farmers groups at the village.

The SDGs 16.6 and 16.7 have strong links to other SDGs [43]. However, critics pointed
out that the indicators under SDG 16.7 only focus on state institutions and high-level
reporting [10,55]. Our case studies, however, demonstrate that participative decision-
making is needed, and is achievable at the local level. Thus, SDG 16 indicators need to
provide indicators that capture the degree to which local level decision-making contributes
to responsive and inclusive state-level decision-making.

5. Conclusions and Recommendation

Our paper illustrates the potential of a polycentric approach to environmental gover-
nance in achieving SDG 16, using case studies from three landscape types: forest, watershed,
and transboundary bushland and seascape, in Asia and Africa. The case studies show
that polycentric approach in governing the natural resource, landscape, and ecosystem
services can be applied, even in the centralized governance setting. By highlighting four
key elements of polycentric governance, namely political will, legal framework, support
from higher-level governance, and capacity building, the case studies illustrate the role of
polycentric governance in achieving three environment-relevant SDG 16 targets: SDG 16.3
“Promote law enforcement and social justice”, SDG 16.6 “Effective institutions”, and SDG
16.7 “Inclusive, participative, and representative institutions”. However, we find that the
specific indicators of each of these goals are too restrained, concealing aspects particularly
relevant to the environment and natural resource sector.

To harness the natural resource and environment sector’s contribution to SDG 16,
we present two recommendations. First, foster polycentric environmental governance
by providing legal frameworks that permit power-sharing and participatory decision-
making, building strong local institutions, and nurturing participation. Second, incorporate
environmental governance targets in SDG 16, to highlight the eminent aspect of “rule of
law, social justice, and institutions” in natural resources management, and strengthen the
sector’s contributions in achieving SDG 16. Over the course of history, natural resource
contestation coupled with weak institutions at multiple scales (local, sub-national, national)
have resulted in many contemporary environmental problems. Exacerbated by climate
change, conflict, injustice, and unsustainable development will persist if the space remains
blurry for the environment sector within the SDG-16.
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