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Key Messages

1)  Nature-based solutions (NbS) work with nature to address a range of important 
social, economic and environmental challenges. These challenges include climate 
change, land degradation, food security, water availability as well as urban development, 
poverty, unemployment, and biodiversity loss. 

2)  Some of these challenges cannot be fully addressed without making use of NbS. 
Individual NbS interventions can also deliver multiple benefits and, collectively, NbS can 
make a major contribution to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and to tackling 
the planetary crises of biodiversity loss, climate change and pollution.

3)  Recognition of the value of NbS has grown in recent years, at international,  
national and local levels. This is reflected in an expanding number of commitments, 
expressions of support and policy statements from many countries and organizations 
across the world. 

4)		There	is	now	a	multilaterally	agreed	definition	of	NbS, agreed at the May 2022 United 
Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA) by 193 Member States, providing a basis for a 
common understanding. 

5)  The opportunity exists for a large scaling up of the use of NbS. This will require integrated 
approaches that link together policy, financial instruments and technical advances. 

6)    Building a common understanding of the nature and value of NbS will be important 
for scaling up. It is essential to address concerns that have been raised about NbS and 
to enable actions that respect the rights of indigenous peoples and local communities 
(IPLCs) and have strong financial, environmental and social integrity. 

7)  Robust safeguards, standards and guidance for NbS are critical. These need to be 
further developed, refined and applied to ensure that NbS are implemented in ways that 
are effective, gender-responsive, transparent and consensual.
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1. Introduction

Nature underpins the functioning of our society and 
economies. The degradation of ecosystems and loss of 
biodiversity and ecosystem services reduces our ability to 
respond to climate change and other challenges. Nature-
based Solutions (NbS) is a term used to refer to actions 
that conserve, manage and restore natural and modified 
ecosystems in ways that address these challenges. So 
while this term is relatively new, it builds on a long-
standing recognition of our dependence on nature. 

In 2022, the United Nations Environment Assembly 
(UNEA) delivered a multilaterally agreed definition of 
NbS, which states:

“nature-based solutions are actions to protect, conserve, 
restore, sustainably use and manage natural or modified 
terrestrial, freshwater, coastal and marine ecosystems 
which address social, economic and environmental 
challenges effectively and adaptively, while 
simultaneously providing human well-being, ecosystem 
services, resilience and biodiversity benefits”.1 

NbS are important for the global sustainable development 
agenda for three key reasons: 

1)  NbS offer the potential to address, in an effective 
way, diverse challenges such as climate change, food 
and water insecurity, disaster impacts, and threats 
to human health and well-being, while reducing 
environmental degradation and biodiversity loss.

2)  Individual NbS interventions can be designed to 
deliver multiple benefits for people, the economy 
and the environment, meaning that NbS targeted at a 
particular goal (such as improved water security) can 
also provide additional benefits (such as protecting 
infrastructure, supporting decent work, sequestering 
carbon and increasing habitat connectivity). 

3)  Some of the challenges addressed by NbS, including 
biodiversity loss and climate action, cannot be fully 
tackled without this contribution. This does not mean 
that other actions, such as rapid decarbonization of our 
economies, are not also essential. 

There is growing support for NbS, which is reflected 
in international declarations and initiatives, national 
statements and policies, and public and private sector 
commitments and investments. At the same time, 
there remain important issues and concerns to address, 

for example, around ensuring NbS demonstrate 
environmental integrity and respect the rights of 
indigenous peoples and local communities (IPLCs).

The multilaterally agreed resolution on NbS adopted at 
UNEA2 is a step towards reaching a common understanding 
on what NbS are and the benefits they can bring. This 
common understanding is a pre-condition for achieving 
more extensive use of NbS, along with actions to fully and 
transparently address concerns and questions about their 
integrity. In the near future, intergovernmental consultations 
on NbS (as called for in the UNEA resolution) as well as 
other processes at global, regional and national levels* will 
provide further opportunities for governments, multilateral 
organizations, civil society and the private sector to build on 
this understanding of NbS, to promote best practices and to 
ensure that concerns raised about NbS are addressed.

Delivering on the expressions of support and realizing 
expectations around NbS will require a substantial 
scaling up of these solutions. This will need integrated 
approaches – coherently linking between policies, 
financial mechanisms and technical advances – especially 
at national and local scales. It will also require setting 
clear targets for the integration of NbS in strategies, 
policies and programs, and for NbS finance.This paper 
provides a set of recommendations for achieving the 
scaling up and replication of NbS, while also highlighting 
ways to recognize and respond to concerns about NbS. 
For example, these options include promoting robust 
safeguards and standards to guide NbS design and 
implementation, and supporting locally-led action on NbS 
that respects the rights of IPLCs.

This paper has three sections:

Section 2 outlines recent developments on NbS, with a 
focus on global, regional and national commitments, and 
key issues and concerns 

Section 3 builds on the new multilaterally agreed definition 
of NbS to set out key elements in the concept, provides 
examples of NbS, and discusses related approaches

Section 4 provides recommendations for actions by 
governments, civil society and the private sector to 
substantially scale up the use of NbS 

This report aims to inform NbS-related initiatives and 
discussions on NbS at global, regional, and national levels, 
with a focus on how NbS can be scaled up to more effectively 
address social, economic, and environmental challenges. 

*  For example international processes such as Conferences of the Parties under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), and meetings of fora like the Group of Seven (G7) and Group of Twenty (G20) 
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2. Background

2 .1 Growing recognition of NbS 

NbS have gained prominence in global and national 
policy agendas in recent years. An overview and some 
key examples of these developments is provided below. 

International recognition and commitments

In addition to the recent UNEA resolution, there are a 
range of other international expressions of support and 
commitments explicitly referring to NbS, including  
the following: 

●	 	The 2016 IUCN World Conservation Congress, 
which called on “governments and civil society, with 
IUCN Members taking the lead, to incorporate NbS 
into strategies and measures that encourage innovations 
and learning from on-the-ground activities”, as well as 
requesting “governments, donor countries and financial 
institutions, private funders and businesses to recognise 
NbS as a tool to achieve sustainable development”.3 

●	 	The NbS for Climate Manifesto, a plan to unlock 
the potential of NbS for climate action, which was 
launched at the 2019 UN Climate Action Summit; 
this summit had NbS as one of its main themes. The 
Manifesto was developed with the support of more 
than 70 governments, private sector, civil society, and 
international organizations.4 

●	 	The Leaders Pledge for Nature, a commitment agreed 
at the UN Summit on Biodiversity in September 2020 
by 64 countries, which called for “a significant scale-
up in nature-based solutions and ecosystem-based 
approaches on land and at sea” and mobilisation of 
resources to support NbS (among other actions).5 

●	 	A number of the presidencies of both the G7 and G20 
groups have highlighted NbS. Examples include the G7 
ministers’ commitment in June 2022 under the German 
G7 presidency to mobilize resources to increase 
“funding for NbS with strong environmental and social 
safeguards” and to “mainstreaming, enhancing and 
scaling up the implementation of NbS, harnessing their 
multiple benefits for people, agriculture, nature and 
climate, including job and business opportunities”.6 
In 2021, leaders of the G7 also committed to increase 
finance contributions for climate mitigation and 
adaptation, including NbS, aiming to jointly mobilise 
USD 100 billion each year to 2025.7 

●	 	The United Nations Convention to Combat 
Desertification	(UNCCD) decision 15/8 in 2022 
mentions NbS and invites Parties to explore 
complementarities across Multilateral Environmental 
Agreements (MEAs) including, where appropriate,  
“in the implementation of sustainable land 
management, ecosystem-based approaches or nature-
based solutions”.8 

National recognition and commitments 

NbS are also appearing more frequently in national 
commitments, policies, and action plans (as well as 
policies and measures that could be considered NbS 
but may use different terminology). For example, in 
the climate change arena, countries make commitments 
towards climate change mitigation and adaptation through 
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) and 
National Adaptation Plans (NAPs). NDCs set out each 
country’s efforts to reduce national GHG emissions and 
adapt to the impacts of climate change. According to a 
2021 review of updated NDCs by WWF-UK9, 105 out of 
114 (92%) of NDCs include explicit reference to nature 
and nature-based approaches, and of these many make 
specific mention of “nature-based solutions”. A total of 
69 of the 96 NDCs that include nature-based approaches 
for mitigation have numerical targets, mostly related to 
the forest sector. A wide range of ecosystems are also 
mentioned in most NDCs, including forests, agricultural 
lands, wetlands, and coastal and marine ecosystems. The 
role of IPLCs in the development and implementation of 
NbS is explicitly mentioned in 30 NDCs. 

Beyond NDCs, numerous countries are including 
commitments to NbS in related national policies. 
For example, Costa Rica launched its National 
Decarbonization Plan in 2018, setting out the 
government’s strategy with short-, medium- and long-
term goals and actions to decarbonize the country’s 
economy by 2050. Organized in ten action areas, this 
plan includes the management of rural, urban, and coastal 
territories by applying NbS, focusing on conservation and 
sustainable use of forest ecosystems.10 
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In China, NbS has gained an increasing level of 
traction in recent years. China played a role in leading 
the coalition on NbS with New Zealand at the 2019 UN 
Climate Action Summit, which was highlighted in the 
country’s October 2021 white paper on “Biodiversity 
Conservation in China”.11 Policy documents such as the 
“Implementation Plan for Important Reform Initiatives 
of the 19th Party Congress Report (2018-2022)” and 
the “Master Plan of Major Projects for the Protection 
and Restoration of Important National Ecosystems 
(2021-2035)”12,13, also include key initiatives such 
as “the ecological security barrier system”, which 
identifies core regions for ecological conservation and 
restoration (e.g. the Northern Sand Control Belt, the 
Yellow River Key Ecological Zone, etc). In addition, 
in January 2021, MEE released “Guiding Opinions 
on Integrating and Strengthening Efforts in Climate 
Actions and Ecological and Environmental Protection”, 
which prioritize holistic governance approaches to 
“integrating, coordinating and strengthening” climate 
and ecological and environmental conservation”. NbS 
are identified in the guidance as a priority.14 

Some countries have also made explicit financing	
commitments for NbS. For example, in 2020, Canada 
committed to an investment of CAD 4 billion over ten 
years to support the implementation of nature-based 
climate solutions domestically, including planting two 
billion trees, along with investments in efforts to protect, 
restore, and improve the management of the country’s 
grasslands, wetlands, peatlands, and farmlands.15,16 
An additional CAD 780 million over five years was 
announced in 2022 to advance the conservation, 
restoration and enhancement of carbon rich habitats 
to store carbon and reduce emissions.17 In 2021, the 
Government of the United Kingdom also committed “at 
least £3 billion to climate change solutions that protect 
and restore nature and biodiversity over five years” 
via international climate finance.18 This will support a 
range of nature-based interventions overseas such as the 
protection, restoration and management of land and sea 
habitats.19 In 2022, the German Federal Ministry for the 
Environment, Nature Conservation, Nuclear Safety and 
Consumer Protection (BMUV), presented the Federal 
Action Plan on Nature-based Solutions for Climate 
and Biodiversity to conserve, restore and strengthen 
ecosystems. Investments of EUR 4 billion will be made in 
ten fields of action until 2026.20 

At the subnational level, the “Edinburgh process”† 
linked to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), 
engages subnational governments in the implementation 
of the post-2020 global biodiversity framework, 
recognizing that “Subnational and local governments 
(SNLG) play a crucial role in delivering NBS”, for 
example through their role in local environmental 
legislation, implementation at landscape and local scales, 
provision of financial and technical support, and in 
partnerships with various authorities, private, academic, 
and non-profit sectors.21 

Regional recognition and commitments

NbS are increasingly being integrated into regional 
plans and policies. For example, the European Union’s 
(EU) Green Deal emphasises NbS in action plans on 
climate adaptation and mitigation. NbS feature in the EU 
biodiversity strategy for 2030, the EU strategy on green 
infrastructure and the EU urban agenda, while the EU 
Flood Directive recognises the value of NbS for flood 
mitigation.22 The EU is positioning itself as a leader 
in supporting NbS, including through the EU Strategy 
on Adaptation to Climate Change, which specifically 
encourages NbS for adaptation.23 Through the Natural 
Capital Financing Facility (NCFF) (which will be 
replaced by InvestEU), the European Investment Bank 
offers funding to a range of projects, including those 
“that promote the conservation, restoration, management 
and enhancement of natural capital for biodiversity 
and adaptation benefits, including ecosystem-based 
solutions”.24 

In the Pacific, the Strategic Plan 2022-2031 of the 
Pacific Community (SPC) includes a goal of reaching 
a future state in 2031 of “Thriving, productive and 
resilient ecosystems and communities, responsibly 
harnessing our natural resources and biodiversity for 
security and prosperity”.25 The SPC and the Secretariat 
of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme 
(SPREP) launched the Kiwa Initiative in 2020. This is 
a EUR 35 million multi-donor programme “that aims 
to strengthen the climate change resilience of Pacific 
Island ecosystems, communities and economies through 
Nature-Based Solutions”.26

†  The Edinburgh process, led by the Scottish Government in conjunction with the CBD, explores the role subnational governments (including regional, city 
and local authorities) have in the post-2020 global biodiversity framework and targets in the run up to the CBD Conference of the Parties (COP15). The 
“Edinburgh declaration” is an output of this process. For more information, please visit https://www.gov.scot/publications/edinburgh-declaration-on-post-
2020-biodiversity-framework. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/edinburgh-declaration-on-post-2020-biodiversity-framework
https://www.gov.scot/publications/edinburgh-declaration-on-post-2020-biodiversity-framework
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‡  Act4nature international is an alliance aimed at accelerating business action on nature, led by Entreprises pour l’Environnement (EpE) and a multi-
stakeholder steering committee. To join the coalition, businesses have to sign up to ten commitments and develop Specific, Measurable, Attainable,  
Relevant and Time-bound biodiversity business commitments, signed by their CEO. Commitment 6 cited here is on NbS. For more information, please visit 
http://www.act4nature.com/en/

§  For more information, please visit https://www.iucn.org/sites/default/files/content/documents/2020/iucn_news_nature_plus_accelerator_final_approved.pdf

Private sector and finance sector commitments  
to NbS 

Financial and private sector organizations are also 
increasingly involved in calls for action on nature and 
NbS. For example, act4nature’s‡ list of ten commitments, 
includes: “Giving priority to the development of Nature-
based Solutions, ensuring that they are implemented in 
a science-based and biodiversity-friendly manner, and 
promoting a certain variety in such solutions”.27 The 
International Institute for Sustainable Development’s 
Nature-based Infrastructure Global Resource Centre 
is another initiative that aims to bring together 
infrastructure planners, policy-makers, decision-makers, 
and financiers to make the business-case for nature-
based infrastructure, contributing to informing policy 
and investments.28 The African Infrastructure Resilience 
Accelerator Pillar of the African Development Bank’s 
Africa Adaptation Acceleration Program (AAAP) 
also seeks “to scale up new technologies, designs, 
and nature-based solutions to adapt urban and rural 
infrastructure to Africa’s current and future climate”. It 
aims to influence the USD 93 billion annual investment 
in infrastructure in the region so that 50% is “targeted 
to enhance the climate resilience of economies and 
communities, and to climate-proof projects”.29 

Investment in implementation of NbS has been growing 
worldwide in recent decades, although it is difficult to 
get a full picture of the scale of financing. For instance, 
The State of Finance for Nature report found that USD 
133 billion per year “flows into NbS” (using 2020 as the 
base year and including a range of activities).30 More than 
400 climate adaptation projects using NbS have been 
supported by various multilateral funds ranging from USD 
10 to 25 million in developing countries.31 The World 
Bank also reported that during 2012-2018 its disaster risk 
management portfolio (which has grown overall in the 
past decade) comprised 681 projects worth more than 
USD 52.8 billion, of which 76 projects utilised NbS.32,33 

A review of examples of “repayable investment” into 
NbS between 2002 and 2021 identified 88 examples that 
met the International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) definition (among other criteria), from a long list 
of 200 NbS-related transactions.34 Financing for NbS can 
come from both public and private sources. However, most 
funds that could be used for NbS aren’t exclusive to NbS. 
This means it can be hard to determine exactly how much 
finance is flowing to NbS specifically and how much is 
being used for “nature-related” activities more broadly (see 
also Box 1 below). One example of a fund that specifically 
invests in NbS is the IUCN’s Nature+ Accelerator Fund.§ 
This scalable market strategy for NbS builds on an initial 
investment of USD 8 million from the Global Environment 
Facility (GEF).35 

Box	1:	Funding	for	specific	types	of	NbS

In addition to financing for NbS overall, funds are increasingly supporting specific types of NbS. In the case of 
climate change, these include:

●  NbS for climate change mitigation: For example, the public-private LEAF (Lowering Emissions by Accelerating 
Forest finance) Coalition is mobilizing USD 1 billion to halt deforestation through large-scale tropical forest 
protection as a contribution to climate mitigation.36 Climate Asset Management (a joint venture of HSBC Asset 
Management and Pollination) offers investors “access to investments in nature based carbon projects that seek 
to deliver high impact carbon credits from activities that conserve, protect and restore nature and biodiversity 
with and for local communities”.37 The UN Restoration Seed Capital Facility, launched in 2020 with initial 
capitalization of EUR 25 million, “aims to boost the contribution of private finance to forest restoration”, which it 
considers a type of NbS.38

● 	Ecosystem-based Adaptation (EbA): Funding for EbA was estimated for 2018 as USD 3.8 – 8.7 billion. This has 
originated mainly from bilateral donors (in 2018), including Germany, the United Kingdom, Japan, and Sweden. 
The European Union (EU), Asian Development Bank, the Green Climate Fund (GCF), and the International Fund 
for Agricultural Development were the major sources of multilateral funding.39 Most of these global funds also 
stipulate gender equality, participation, rights-based approaches, and environmental sustainability, elements 
which are also key to NbS. Other funding sources include wider climate funds such as the GCF, which supports 
REDD+ and EbA in its portfolio, as well as more targeted funds, such as the UNEP-IUCN Global EbA Fund.40 The 
International Climate Initiative (IKI) of the Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation, Nuclear 
Safety and Consumer Protection of the Federal Republic of Germany, is supporting EbA mainstreaming, at the 
international, national, and local levels.41 

http://www.act4nature.com/en/
https://www.iucn.org/sites/default/files/content/documents/2020/iucn_news_nature_plus_accelerator_final_approved.pdf
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2 .2 Concerns about NbS

Despite recognition of the benefits of NbS and progress 
towards a common understanding, the concept has 
also been debated in global, national, and local policy 
processes. A range of concerns with implications for the 
role and future of NbS have been raised in recent years, 
in part as a response to the growing attention to NbS. 
Four important concerns or barriers to wider uptake of 
NbS are discussed below. Section 4 of this paper focuses 
on recommendations for NbS scaling up that can help to 
address these concerns and barriers. 

NbS could infringe on the rights of IPLCs and  
other actors

Poor practices around NbS have led IPLCs and others to 
raise concerns around the security of land tenure rights, 
access to natural resources, and underestimation of the 
IPLC role in managing ecosystems sustainably,42 among 
others. There have also been concerns raised by IPLCs 
that NbS are a form of “land grabbing”, or a rush for 
other natural resources.43 Linked to this issue, the way 
in which NbS are implemented can affect the flow of 
ecosystem services to users, including the access people 
may have to natural resources and natural resource-based 
livelihoods. In some situations, the focus on particular 
objectives of NbS, or particular actors (e.g. one sector 
or community over another) can also lead to inequitable 
distribution of costs and benefits (e.g. between upstream 
and downstream communities, or between private versus 
public interests).44,45 The design, implementation and 
scaling up of NbS need to explicitly address questions 
such as: the potential impacts of NbS on IPLCs as well as 
other rightsholders and stakeholders, including women, 
and implications for intergenerational equality; respect 
for the rights of IPLCs to determine if or how NbS will be 
implemented; how NbS initiatives will be governed and 
locally-led approaches promoted; and how grievances will 
be addressed, and information will be shared. 

NbS could distract or detract from other urgently 
needed actions such as decarbonization

NbS can be perceived as a “false solution”,46 distracting 
or detracting from other actions that are urgently needed 
to address challenges and crises. This is particularly true 
of climate mitigation, where it has been argued that a 
focus on the role of NbS in mitigating climate change 
diverts attention from the need for massive and rapid 
decarbonization of our economies. Statements, such as the 
one found in the UNEA resolution, pointing out that NbS 
do not replace the urgent need for decarbonization, can 
help address this concern. 

©
 kuzina1964 - Adobe Stock
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NbS can be misinterpreted and misused

As a relatively new term encompassing multiple 
objectives, NbS can sometimes be misinterpreted and 
misused by decision-makers and stakeholders. Some 
interventions may be labelled NbS but don’t meet 
the criteria set out in the UNEA resolution and other 
guidelines, thus risking negative effects. For example, 
planting a fenced, non-native tree stand on an area that 
was previously open grassland may contribute to climate 
mitigation, but could also reduce water availability, 
have negative impacts on biodiversity and is unlikely 
to provide much benefit for local communities.47 Along 
with poor quality or poorly safeguarded interventions, 
these concerns have driven debates at global and national 
levels around the integrity of NbS. Key issues include 
oversimplification of NbS interventions (e.g. focusing 
on planting trees instead of restoring ecosystems), and 
avoiding open discussion of complexities and nuances 
(such as timeframes and trade-offs) associated with NbS.48 
Poor practices can thus jeopardise the environmental 
integrity and social sustainability of NbS, leading to poor 
outcomes, and poor outcomes can generate reluctance to 
apply these solutions.49 

Scepticism about the effectiveness of NbS 

Although the evidence base for the effectiveness of NbS in 
addressing challenges is growing stronger,50,51,52,53 questions 
remain about their effectiveness in different circumstances 
and in addressing urgent challenges. This perception can 
lead to further scepticism about the suitability of NbS as 
a solution, and can be partly traced back to challenges 
in measuring the impacts of NbS and a lack of ongoing 
monitoring and evaluation for NbS interventions. 

There are complexities that are unique to NbS, which 
can make the attribution of impacts more challenging. 
For example, the benefits provided by NbS are often 
difficult to quantify and value, and are therefore often 
not considered in decision-making. At the same time, the 
negative externalities from “grey” alternatives are often 
not accounted for, further complicating comparisons 
between different approaches. NbS are also often 
implemented with multiple objectives, and in combination 
with other interventions (such as grey infrastructure, 
or livelihoods support), further complicating efforts 
to distinguish NbS impacts. In addition, time lags and 
spatial variability in outcomes can lead to differences in 
perception of NbS success among stakeholders.54 

©
 danm

ir12 - Adobe Stock



12

©
 Frantisek H

ojdysz - Adobe Stock



13

Nature-based Solutions: Opportunities and Challenges for Scaling Up

3. The nature of NbS

3.1	Defining	NbS	

As mentioned above, the UNEA of March 2022 brought 
together 193 Member States and delivered a multilaterally 
agreed definition and description of NbS.55 UNEA decided 
that:

“nature-based solutions are actions to protect, conserve, 
restore, sustainably use and manage natural or modified 
terrestrial, freshwater, coastal and marine ecosystems 
which address social, economic and environmental 
challenges effectively and adaptively, while 
simultaneously providing human well-being, ecosystem 
services, resilience and biodiversity benefits’’.

This understanding of NbS, based on discussion and 
consensus among the UNEA Member States, is built upon 
several important features, described below and referred 
to in the resolution text. 

While the term NbS is relatively new, it builds on a 
long-standing recognition of our dependence on nature 
and long-standing practices for protecting, managing, 
and restoring ecosystems. The UNEA definition of NbS 
closely follows the 2016 definition developed at the IUCN 
World Conservation Congress in 2016.56 It has evolved 
from previous efforts to define NbS, including by the 
World Bank in 2008,57 the Secretariat of the Convention on 
Biological Diversity’s 2009 definition of ecosystem-based 
adaptation,58 and the European Commission’s definition.59 

The 2022 UNEA definition is broad in scope and sets 
out a number of key features of NbS. It notes that NbS 
can take place in a wide range of natural and modified 
ecosystems, and includes sustainable use as well as 
conservation, restoration, and management of ecosystems.

The resolution, as a whole, places NbS in the context 
of achieving the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development and its Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). It lists the major challenges that NbS can 
help to address: biodiversity loss, climate change, land 
degradation, desertification, food security, disaster 
risks, infrastructure resilience, urban development, 
water quality and availability, poverty eradication, 
inequality, and unemployment. It also recognises their 
role in contributing to sustainable social and economic 
development, and notes that NbS can deliver multiple 
benefits, including for human well-being, ecosystem 
services, resilience, and biodiversity (see Box 2 on 
biodiversity and NbS below).

In addition, the resolution notes that “bio-based 
products”60 can be an important result of certain NbS, or 
linked to NbS (while not being NbS by themselves) and, 
if environmentally, economically, and socially sustainable, 
can deliver benefits for nature and communities. 

The UNEA resolution implicitly acknowledges some 
concerns with regard to NbS. Its clear statement that 
NbS does not replace the need for rapid and deep 
GHG reductions is one example. The text also calls for 
respecting social and environmental safeguards, including 
for IPLCs, in line with the three “Rio Conventions” 
(on biodiversity, climate change and desertification), 
and for Member States “to follow a country-driven, 
gender-responsive, participatory and fully transparent 
approach when designing, implementing and monitoring 
nature-based solutions”. To further build a common 
understanding of NbS and address key issues, the 
resolution proposes an intergovernmental consultation 
process, to be convened “in a transparent, inclusive, 
regionally balanced manner, striving for gender balance”.

Box 2 . Biodiversity and addressing the challenge of biodiversity loss 

The UNEA resolution and other guidance requires that NbS should have positive impacts on biodiversity. A more 
complicated question is whether reducing biodiversity loss and ecosystem degradation can be the core problem 
that NbS are designed to tackle. While both the resolution and the IUCN Global Standard for NbS considers 
environmental degradation and biodiversity loss as challenges to be addressed by NbS, IUCN add the caveat 
that “at least one other societal challenge must be part of the design of the solution, to differentiate the NbS 
intervention from a pure conservation action”.61 

Perceptions that NbS are merely being used to justify traditional or business-as-usual conservation practices 
can both affect the willingness of decision-makers to commit resources and create challenges for how NbS 
impacts are measured. It could be argued that investment in actions purely focused on conservation do not reflect 
increasing finance for NbS. The counter-argument would be that even “pure conservation action” often functions 
as a type of NbS for such action is likely to contribute, in some way, to addressing other challenges, due to the 
many dependencies of human society on ecosystems. 
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3 .2 Understanding NbS 

To understand the concept of NbS, it helps to distinguish 
three different elements in the concept. 

First, NbS involve working with different types 
of	ecosystems,	natural	or	modified. In terrestrial 
ecosystems, NbS are delivered by and implemented in 
forests, grasslands, deserts, mountains and highlands, 
peatlands, and farmlands. Within freshwater ecosystems, 
NbS are deployed in rivers, streams, floodplains, 
wetlands, marshes, lakes, and ponds. NbS in coastal and 
marine ecosystems often occur in coral and oyster reefs, 
seagrass beds, mangrove forests, estuaries, salt marshes, 
sandy beaches, and dunes. Likewise, urban, peri-urban, 
and agricultural areas are critically important modified 
ecosystems where NbS are delivered.

Second, NbS use and work with nature in different 
ways, which can be broadly categorised as conservation, 
protection, restoration, management, and sustainable use. 
NbS can focus on conserving and protecting nature and 
the ecosystem services that nature provides,62,63 including 
protected areas64 and other effective conservation 
measures (OECMs) outside of protected areas,65,66,67 
indigenous and community conserved areas (ICCAs), 
and privately conserved areas, among others. NbS 
involving restoration focus on the long-term process 
of recovering ecosystems that have been degraded, 
damaged, or destroyed, aiming to bring back their 
ecological functionality so they can continue providing 
ecosystem services,68 while aiding biodiversity recovery. 
NbS can also involve sustainable use and management 
interventions, such as sustainable management of 
wetlands to boost fish stocks69 or management of 
watershed vegetation to reduce the risk of landslides  
and flooding.70 

In practice, NbS often involve combinations of these 
broad actions. For example, regenerating degraded areas 
through protection and active restoration, or coupling 
sustainable management with conservation activities.71 
NbS may also entail hybrid solutions where “green/blue 
infrastructure”, such as woodland strips, green roofs, 
and wetlands, among others, are combined with “grey 
infrastructure” such as dams, pumps, and storm drains to 
provide various benefits from flood control, to cooling 
effects, biodiversity benefits, and human well-being.72,73,74 

Third, NbS are solution-oriented,75 reflecting the fact that 
they can be used to address a range of social, economic, 
and environmental challenges76,77 such as climate change 
and disasters, land degradation and desertification, 
biodiversity loss, and inequality and unemployment. 

It is argued that some challenges cannot be fully met 
without nature playing a role. UNEP’s Adaptation Gap 
Report 202078 focused on NbS as “key instruments for 
adaptation to the impacts of climate hazards”. A study 
across 52 sites found that natural habitats like mangroves, 
salt marshes and coral reefs are 2-5 times more cost-
effective than engineered structures for lowering wave 
heights, including at increased water depths.79 A review 
of a number of studies estimating the impacts of coastal 
NbS for adaptation shows that the protection of coastal 
ecosystems alone could benefit more than 500 million 
people globally, with economic benefits of over USD 100 
billion per year.80 In the case of food systems, although 
the importance varies among crop types, it has been 
estimated that more than three quarters of the world’s 
leading food crops depend in some way on animal 
pollination, with pollinator-dependent crops contributing 
to 35% of global crop production volume.81

In addition, NbS are often explicitly targeted at more 
than one challenge, and able to deliver benefits across a 
range of goals. For example, NbS for adaptation, such as 
conservation and restoration of mangroves to help reduce 
coastal flood risk, if well designed and implemented, 
may also increase carbon uptake and storage, conserve 
biodiversity and provide opportunities for sustainable 
livelihoods.82 NbS should be designed from the outset 
to provide a solution to a problem, rather than assuming 
working with nature will automatically provide the 
desired impact or benefits.
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It is possible to classify NbS interventions based on 
these three elements: (i) the ecosystem or part of nature 
in which the action takes place, (ii) the different ways 

through which it works with nature, and (iii) by the 
challenges addressed (see Table 1 below). 

Table 1: Examples of NbS linked to the three elements

NbS example

Three elements 

Working with  
different ecosystems 

Working with ecosystems 
in different ways Addressing challenges

Combination of natural 
biocontrol products for 
coffee crops, improving 
habitats for natural 
enemies of insect pests, 
and promoting agroforestry 
practices to provide shade 
for the coffee plants.83,84

Farmland;  
plantations

Sustainable Use/ 
Management

✓  Pest regulation
✓  Economic development
✓  Climate adaptation

Restoration of natural 
forests under community 
management and promotion 
of agroforestry for carbon 
storage and diversified  
local livelihoods.85

Forests;  
farmland

Restoration
Sustainable Use/ 
management

✓  Climate change mitigation
✓  Land degradation
✓  Food security
✓  Biodiversity loss

Introducing wildlife 
management in protected 
areas to support wildlife-
based tourism to diversify 
pastoralist livelihoods.86,87

Grasslands;  
pastoral lands

Sustainable Use/ 
Management
Conservation/ protection

✓  Biodiversity loss
✓  Poverty alleviation

Blocking drains and 
rewetting peatlands to  
re-establish their hydrology, 
and where needed apply 
paludiculture to support 
livelihoods.88,89

Peatlands Conservation/ protection
Restoration
Sustainable Use/ 
Management

✓  Climate change mitigation
✓  Water security
✓  Biodiversity loss
✓  Land degradation

Riparian buffer and floodplain 
management and restoration 
to manage flooding and 
reduce infrastructure assets 
at risk.90

Rivers;  
floodplains

Restoration
Sustainable Use/ 
Management
Conservation/ protection

✓  Climate change adaptation
✓  Disaster risk reduction

Constructed or restored 
wetlands for water filtration 
and pollution abatement, 
flood control and restoration 
of biodiversity.91

Freshwater (wetlands) Restoration
Sustainable Use/ 
Management

✓  Disaster risk reduction
✓  Water security
✓  Biodiversity loss
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NbS example

Three elements 

Working with  
different ecosystems 

Working with ecosystems 
in different ways Addressing challenges

Network of effectively 
managed marine protected 
areas to maximise 
conservation of biodiversity 
while protecting the 
assemblage of fished 
species harvested outside 
the protected areas, 
benefiting local fisheries.92,93

Marine/Coastal Conservation/ protection ✓  Biodiversity loss
✓  Poverty alleviation
✓  Food security

Restoration and conservation 
of seagrasses aiming 
to stabilise sediments 
while providing habitat for 
invertebrates and fish.94,95

Marine/Costal Conservation/ protection
Restoration

✓  Biodiversity loss
✓  Disaster risk reduction
✓  Pollution

New assemblages of 
organisms for green roofs 
and walls to mitigate city 
warming and clean  
polluted air.96,97

Urban Sustainable Use/ 
Management

✓  Climate change adaptation
✓  Pollution
✓  Health and well-being 

Renaturalization of 
abandoned urban areas 
via community-based  
green space to promote 
cultural identity and 
recreational spaces.98 

Urban Sustainable Use/ 
Management
Restoration

✓  Health and well-being
✓  Sustainable cities & 

communities

Protection of key  
micro-headwaters by  
local community 
agreements, while restoring 
mountain wetlands.99

Mountains/highlands; 
wetlands

Conservation/ protection
Restoration

✓  Water security
✓  Poverty alleviation
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3 .3 Related terms 

There are a number of terms and practices that are 
related to the expression “nature-based solutions”. A 
rough distinction can be made between those terms that 
designate actions that can be understood as specific types 
of NbS, and more generally terms covering a broader 
range of actions that can overlap with NbS. Among these 
two categories, some have widely accepted definitions 
and some do not. Perhaps more importantly, some can 
include types of action that would not qualify as NbS, as 
defined by UNEA. Rather than a comprehensive survey 
of all the terms related to NbS and their meanings, this 
paper identifies some of the most commonly used terms 
and practices. 

Among the category of specific	types	of	NbS are: 

●	 	Ecosystem-based adaptation (EbA). A commonly used 
definition of EbA was developed by the Secretariat 
of the CBD in 2009, as “the use of biodiversity and 
ecosystem services as part of an overall adaptation 
strategy to help people adapt to the adverse effects of 
climate change”.100 EbA has been quite widely adopted 
outside the context of the CBD, while within the 
CBD, it is sometimes referred to as “ecosystem-based 
approaches to adaptation”. Both EbA and ecosystem-
based approaches to adaptation can be treated as 
broadly equivalent to NbS for adaptation. 

●	 	Ecosystem-based Disaster Risk Reduction (Eco-DRR). 
Eco-DRR is another term that has gained traction, 
particularly in the context of the Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk Reduction. The Framework recognises 
that environmental degradation can cause hazards, and 
that disasters also have an impact on the environment. 
It recognises that environmental management is a key 
component that can reduce disaster risk and increase 
resilience.101 The term Eco-DRR can be treated as 
broadly equivalent to NbS for Disaster Risk Reduction. 

●	 	Natural infrastructure (or blue-green infrastructure). 
In a separate 2022 UNEA resolution on sustainable and 
resilient infrastructure, Member States acknowledged 
natural infrastructure as “strategically planned and 
managed networks of natural lands, water and soil, such 
as forests and wetlands, working landscapes and other 
open spaces that conserve or enhance ecosystem values 
and functions and provide associated benefits to human 
populations, and can provide cost-effective and resilient 
alternatives or complements to built infrastructure”.102 
In light of this characterization, natural infrastructure 
can be treated as broadly equivalent to NbS that are 
focused on infrastructure. 

Among the second category of broader actions related 
to NbS are:

●	 	Ecosystem-based approaches. This is a term that has 
evolved in the context of the CBD. Although there 
has been no formally agreed definition in a CBD COP 
decision, the term typically encompasses ecosystem-
based approaches to climate mitigation and adaptation 
and DRR. It therefore overlaps with a subset of NbS 
actions, i.e. those focused on climate change mitigation, 
adaptation and DRR. The UNEA resolution on NbS 
specifically acknowledges that the concept of NbS 
is cognizant of and in harmony with the concept of 
ecosystem-based approaches. 

●	 	Natural Climate Solutions (NCS). NCS have been 
defined as “actions that avoid greenhouse gas emissions 
and increase carbon storage in forests, grassland and 
wetlands”.103 It should be noted that NCS often include 
land use strategies or practices to avoid or reduce 
emissions that may not fully meet the criteria of NbS.104 
Therefore the concept of NCS is not equivalent to NbS 
for climate mitigation. 

●	 	Nature-positive actions. This term is increasingly 
being used. Although there isn’t yet a widely agreed 
definition, it is clear that its meaning is rather different 
from NbS. It refers to actions that have a positive, 
rather than a negative, impact on nature. Actions can be 
“nature-positive” in this sense without necessarily being 
“nature-based”. 

These related terms and actions, as summarised above, 
have their own meanings, their own institutional histories, 
and their own areas of focus. For these reasons it would 
not make sense to try to replace them with the term 
“nature-based solutions”. Nevertheless, it is helpful to 
have an approximate understanding of how these, and 
other terms, relate to and overlap (or don’t) with NbS. 



18

3 .4 NbS choices: synergies and trade-offs

Any intervention, including NbS, has the potential 
to deliver both positive and negative impacts105,106 
Depending on the context and the challenges being 
addressed, working with nature can lead to a range of 
benefits	and	costs,	synergies	and	trade-offs.107,108 The 
use of NbS entails choices, including whether to prioritise 
NbS over other approaches, how to effectively combine 
NbS and other approaches, and, overall, how to increase 
synergies and co-benefits while reducing costs and 
trade-offs. Effective solutions also require tailoring to the 
ecosystems and communities in question.109,110 

When addressing challenges, there are usually alternative 
interventions to NbS (such as traditional engineered 
approaches) that can be more appealing in terms of 
cost-effectiveness, familiarity, or other reasons. This 
is especially the case where the intervention needs to 
address rapid and severe impacts, where the externalities 
of more traditional approaches are not considered (e.g. 
negative environmental impacts), or where effective NbS 
may need action on a wide scale (e.g. involving large 
amounts of land). A full estimation of the potential costs 
and benefits of both NbS and alternative approaches can 
highlight where NbS may in fact be more cost effective 
over the long-term, and opportunities to combine NbS 
with other approaches in order to maximise positive 
impacts.111,112 For example, a project to reforest coastal 
and riverine areas to reduce disaster risks in northern 
Viet Nam at a cost of USD 8.88 million over 17 years 
estimated benefits amounting to** around USD 15 million 
in avoided risks, additional income from aquaculture 
for coastal communities, and carbon benefits worth an 
estimated USD 218 million in the replanted forests.113,114 
Another example is the World Resources Institute 
(WRI) assessment of Sao Paulo´s water crisis, which 
concluded that restoring 4,000 hectares of forest would 
cost approximately USD 37 million while generating a net 
benefit of USD 69 million over 30 years, mainly through 
avoided costs for the water system.115 

NbS can be and are effectively combined with other 
solutions. For example, “grey” engineered solutions 
(such as dams, pumps, and storm drains) can complement 
“green” solutions (such as bioswales, forest and wetland 
protection, and stormwater retention basins) for water 
management.116,117 This combination not only serves for 
“grey and green” flood protection and water drainage, but 
can provide “green” benefits for conserving biodiversity 
and increasing green space. Additionally, NbS can protect 
and augment existing infrastructure, resulting in benefits 
like extending the lifespan of assets and more efficient 
maintenance. For example, flood damage to roads and 
railways can be reduced by introducing features that 
retain or stall water flows (e.g. swales and wetlands).118 
Combinations (rather than only “green” replacing “grey” 
or vice-versa) may in some cases provide the best 
outcomes in terms of cost-effectiveness and co-benefits. 

The design and implementation of NbS, as with any 
other intervention, needs to consider the balance of 
costs	and	benefits. It is crucial to identify – together 
with stakeholders – the key priorities in a given context 
and the expected impacts of NbS, acknowledging that 
prioritising some impacts or benefits may mean that 
others are reduced or not realized. For instance, Eco-DRR 
interventions, like mangrove restoration, broadly can help 
to protect coastal communities from disaster impacts, 
while also delivering additional benefits like capturing 
carbon and habitat for wildlife.119 However, a focus on 
reducing coastal erosion may need a particular density or 
pattern of mangrove restoration compared to NbS targeted 
at biodiversity conservation. Impacts can also be unevenly 
distributed. For instance, some stakeholders may benefit 
more than others, or some impacts may only be felt many 
years into implementation.

**  Damages to dikes have been reduced by USD 80,000 to USD 295,000; total savings due to avoided risks in the communities at large approximately USD 
15 million; direct economic benefits from aquaculture product collection, honeybee farming, etc., of between USD 344,000 and USD 6.7 million in selected 
communes; the present value of estimated minimum CO2 emissions absorbed by the planted mangrove stands at USD 218 million, assuming a price of 
USD 20/t CO2e. 
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Decisions on which NbS to implement and how will 
ultimately require prioritisation of the goals of the 
intervention, and which benefits are desired. The potential 
costs and benefits need to be explicitly addressed in the 
design of NbS, and governance mechanisms put in place 
to ensure rights are respected and benefits are distributed 
in an equitable manner. Steps to ensure that these 
choices are fully considered include:

●	 	Appropriate assessment of the social and ecological 
context, challenges, and drivers of change, informing 
prioritisation of solutions (including NbS), and 
considering timeframes for impacts to be generated. For 
example, using a robust Theory of Change approach for 
the design of NbS.

●	 	Integrating information on the full range of potential 
costs	and	benefits of NbS and other approaches in 
decision-making and design processes, including non-
monetary costs and benefits. Various tools are available 
to support cost-benefit analysis or economic valuation 
of NbS, such as participatory assessment of benefits 
and risks, valuation guidance from The Economics of 
Ecosystem and Biodiversity (TEEB)††, the System of 
Environmental Economic Accounting – Ecosystem 

Accounting (SEEA-EA)‡‡ to provide economic 
information to support decision-making, and the 
International Institute for Sustainable Development’s 
(IISD’s) Sustainable Asset Valuation (SAVi) 
methodology for nature-based infrastructure projects.§§

●	 	Identification	and	full	participation	of	rightsholders	
and stakeholders in decision-making about 
interventions and their design, including assessment 
of costs and benefits. In particular, potential impacts 
on IPLCs and stakeholder groups such as women and 
children, as well as the distribution of benefits and 
burdens, need to be considered.

●	 	Robust monitoring and evaluation of NbS, to 
ensure up-to-date information on the generation and 
distribution of impacts, costs, and benefits, and to 
enable adaptive management.

††  For more information, please visit http://teebweb.org/ 
‡‡ For more infomation, please visit https://seea.un.org/ecosystem-accounting 
§§ For more information, please visit https://www.iisd.org/savi/ and https://nbi.iisd.org/what-we-offer/
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4. Scaling up NbS

The severity and urgency of the various challenges 
we face means that if NbS are to deliver for people 
and biodiversity in a changing world, they need to be 
substantially and rapidly scaled up.120 

This section presents four sets of recommendations to 
support the scaling up of NbS. These recommendations 
focus on international, national, and local actors 
that can promote change, across all scales, be it local 
or global. There are connections between many of 
the recommendations, including across the four main 
categories. Although these recommendations deal with 
NbS overall, it is recognised that specific NbS and 
contexts will require modifications to the strategies to 
scale them up. For instance, some financial mechanisms, 
planning entry points and advocacy strategies may be 
relevant only to particular types of NbS. There are also 
differences between countries and within countries that 
need to be taken into consideration in relation to the 
recommendations (e.g. some may be more relevant for 
particular countries or ecosystems).

4 .1 Build a common understanding of NbS

Limited awareness, understanding and agreement 
around NbS are still barriers to scaling up their use. 
Misunderstanding as well as misuse of NbS have the 
potential to undermine support for NbS. The definition 
provided in the UNEA resolution helps to overcome 
these barriers, but further actions are needed to build a 
common understanding of NbS among decision-makers at 
international and national levels. These include:

Actively support intergovernmental consultations 
and similar processes on NbS. There are a range of 
intergovernmental, international and regional processes 
that aim to promote exchanges on NbS and progress 
their implementation. The UNEA resolution calls on 
UNEP “to convene intergovernmental consultations in 
a transparent, inclusive, regionally balanced manner, 
striving for gender balance”, to further build a common 
understanding of NbS and address key issues. These 
consultations are aimed at: compiling examples of NbS 
best practices; assessing existing and new proposals, 
criteria, standards and guidelines to address divergences, 
with a view to achieving a common understanding and 
supporting Member States; and identifying options 
for supporting sustainable investment in NbS and 
sharing information on sources of finance. UNEP is 
also requested to enable the participation of developing 
countries and relevant partners and stakeholders in these 
consultations. Regional and/or sectoral consultations 
may also take place as part of this process. 

Wide and active participation of UN Member States 
in these and other consultations and negotiations 
(including those under the Rio Conventions) will be key. 
Substantive inputs from national governments and other 
stakeholders are needed to ensure that key concerns 
are addressed, and that suitable pathways forward are 
identified. Although these processes will help to provide 
clarity and identify best practices, it is important to note 
that well-designed and safeguarded NbS can also be 
rapidly scaled up based on the expertise and frameworks 
already available. 

Strengthen cross-sectoral and stakeholder engagement 
to build consensus on NbS at national level. In addition 
to building a common understanding at the international 
level, consensus on NbS is also important at the national 
level. As NbS are inherently multi-disciplinary and 
multi-sector, inter-ministerial, cross-sectoral and wider 
stakeholder engagement processes are needed to build 
consensus and share information across sectors. The 
development of a shared vision, action plans, and targets 
can help strengthen acceptance of NbS as a way to 
meet objectives, for instance supporting climate change 
adaptation within national infrastructure strategies, or 
agreement on explicit cross-departmental funding for 
NbS.121 Cross-sectoral and participatory processes can 
also help to highlight synergies associated with NbS. 
Mechanisms that promote a shared understanding of 
NbS - beyond ministries of environment and climate and 
including those responsible for finance, development and 
procurement - may help to overcome traditional siloes 
and barriers. Examples of processes that could support a 
shared understanding of NbS among different sectors and 
stakeholders include consideration of NbS proposals by 
development committees (e.g. those that assess nationally 
significant infrastructure development proposals) and 
promotion of NbS among business groups (e.g. the World 
Economic Forum’s Global Future Council on NbS***). 
Another example comes from Chiapas State in Mexico. 
Poor linkages between watershed management and 
climate change bodies and an inactive Climate Change 
Advisory Council were hindering implementation of EbA 
and basin-wide approaches to reduce disaster and climate 
change impacts. Support has reactivated the Council, 
incorporating adaptation into their agenda, building links 
with watershed organizations that are implementing EbA, 
and helping to bridge the gap between policy-making at 
state level and adaptation needs at local level.122 

***  For more information, please visit https://www.weforum.org/communities/gfc-on-nature-based-solutions 

https://www.weforum.org/communities/gfc-on-nature-based-solutions
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Align with best practices for NbS. Information on best 
practices helps to build understanding of what effective, 
equitable and sustainable NbS should entail, and can 
thus contribute to scaling up. Recent years have seen an 
increase in efforts to compile resources, best practices 
and case studies related to NbS, and to make these more 
accessible to stakeholders. Among many examples, these 
include: OPPLA, an EU repository that brings together 
information on natural capital, ecosystem services 
and NbS†††; PANORAMA – Solutions for a Healthy 
Planet, an online platform of examples of “replicable 
solutions” across a range of conservation and sustainable 
development topics, now comprising more than 1100 
solutions‡‡‡; the Nature-based Solutions Initiative, which 
shares information from “an interdisciplinary programme 
of research, education and policy advice”, including 
a case study platform, evidence platform and policy 
platform§§§; the EbA Tools Navigator, an interactive 
database that provides information on more than 200 
tools to support EbA planning and implementation****; 
UNEP’s NbS Contributions Platform, set up to share 
inputs received following a global call for contributions to 
the NbS workstream for the UN Climate Action Summit 
in 2019††††; and NetworkNature, a European Commission 
funded “resource for the nature-based solutions 
community” that aims to increase cooperation at various 
levels for greater NbS impact and reach.‡‡‡‡ 

Such resources are valuable for sharing knowledge and 
experiences, guiding policy makers and practitioners, 
promoting safeguards (see Section 4.3 below) and 
reducing duplication of tools and guidance. However, 
compilations like these are also resource intensive to 
produce and maintain and it can be difficult to engage 
information providers and users over the long-term. In 
addition there are several key gaps which need to be 
addressed: certain ecosystems (such as grasslands and 
peatlands) remain under-represented in terms of dedicated 
tools and case studies; some emerging areas, such as 
NbS for health and well-being, also lack information 
and case studies; and compilations and resources are 
still largely provided in European languages. For 
example, inventorying as part of the development of 
the EbA Tools Navigator showed that only 32 of 222 
tools and methodologies reviewed were produced in a 
language other than English. Of these, only seven had 
accompanying materials in a non-European language.123 
Resources and compilations also need to better support 
IPLCs and other local actors to lead implementation of 
NbS (see Section 4.4 below) and to recognize the role 
of indigenous and local knowledge. As noted above, 
the upcoming UNEA-mandated intergovernmental 
consultations will help to compile examples of NbS best 
practices, criteria, standards and guidelines. 

4 .2 Adopt integrated approaches to scale up NbS, 
combining	policy,	finance,	and	safeguard	measures	

Significant scaling up and the long-term sustainability 
of NbS will require international, national, and local 
decision-makers to apply an integrated approach, in 
which NbS are embedded in policies with concrete 
targets, backed up by appropriate financial resources 
and mechanisms, and compliant with social and 
environmental safeguards and standards. Although the 
design of NbS often recognises the importance of all of 
these elements, in practice scaling up has been restricted 
by siloed policies and programs, a lack of sufficient 
and long-term finance, inadequate technical capacity 
and a lack of confidence in their economic, social, and 
environmental integrity. 

Embed NbS in a range of policies and programs 
across sectors, including detailed targets and actions. 
To scale up the use of NbS, especially at national and 
local levels, NbS need to be integrated into, and linked 
across, different policies, strategies, action plans and 
programs. Building on national commitments (e.g. under 
international conventions, like NDCs), NbS need to be 
further integrated, with detailed actions and concrete 
targets, into national plans and policies to help deliver on 
those commitments. The inclusion of NbS within sectoral 
plans – such as for agriculture, water, biodiversity, 
infrastructure, health, urban planning, etc. – can be 
fostered in several ways. For example, mainstreaming 
of NbS in planning being mandated by a higher level of 
government, promoted through cross-sectoral working 
groups or committees, and incentivised through cross-
sectoral funding mechanisms. 

Ensuring that NbS interventions are included in 
integrated land use planning is another strategy to 
promote mainstreaming. For example, in South Africa, 
EbA is included in key policies such as the National 
Climate Change Response Policy (2011) and the 
National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy (2019). 
This policy mandate led to the development of an 
“Ecosystem-based Adaptation Action Plan and Priority 
Mapping”, which sets out “immediate tactics” for EbA 
implementation as well as pilot locations and a logical 
framework for a five-year pilot program.124 Embedding 
NbS in policies and programs requires more than simple 
references to nature and NbS; it needs the adoption of 
concrete targets and practical actions to achieve those 
targets (with funding identified). 

††† For more information, please visit https://oppla.eu/ 
‡‡‡ For more information, please visit https://panorama.solutions/en/ 
§§§ For more information, please visit https://www.naturebasedsolutionsinitiative.org/ 
**** For more information, please visit https://toolsnavigator.friendsofeba.com/ 
†††† For more information, please visit https://www.unep.org/nbs-contributions-platform 
‡‡‡‡ For more information, please visit https://networknature.eu/ 
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Robust monitoring and evaluation of progress against 
targets for NbS and the implementation of interventions 
is also needed. For example, Thailand’s NDC Roadmap 
(2021-2030) is endorsed by cabinet and identifies a set 
of mitigation and adaptation actions and targets, such 
as increasing national forest cover to 40% through local 
community participation, including in particular headwater 
and mangrove forests to enhance adaptive capacities.125 

Link	policies	for	NbS	to	financing	strategies	that	
secure and increase the funding available for 
NbS. Policy instruments to promote NbS need to be 
accompanied by financial strategies and instruments. 
These financial strategies also need to reflect integrated 
approaches, meaning that financing should be allocated 
for policy development/reform, stakeholder participation, 
feasibility studies and assessments, technical capacity 
building, on-the-ground implementation, monitoring 
and evaluation, and safeguards. Some countries, such as 
Belize, are developing integrated policy and financing 
strategies, linking commitments to financing. Belize 
submitted its updated NDC to the UNFCCC in 2021, 
emphasising NbS for climate change mitigation and 
increasing coastal community resilience. To achieve its 
NDC targets, Belize has developed a Climate Finance 
Strategy (2021-2026) that aims to mobilise resources and 
to strengthen synergies among different sectoral plans and 
investments.126

Rapidly	and	significantly	increase	the	funding	flowing	
to NbS. If NbS are to be delivered to the extent suggested 
by expanding commitments and the urgency of challenges 
to be met, then current levels of funding are insufficient. 
Using 2020 as a base year, public funds directed towards 
NbS total some USD 115 billion/year, with over a third 
being invested by national governments in biodiversity 
and landscape protection.127 The private sector invests 
around USD 18 billion/year in NbS-related activities, 
including biodiversity offsets and private equity impact 
investment.128 In addition, across the past 20 years, less 
than 15% of funds directed at climate change mitigation 
and adaptation globally were spent on NbS.129 For NbS 
to help meet global climate change, biodiversity, land 
degradation, and other goals, a funding gap of USD 4.1 
trillion will have to be closed by 2050.130 Both public and 
private action, as well as global and national mechanisms, 
will be needed to transform financing – including markets 
– for NbS. 

Official development assistance (ODA) is a major source 
of funding for Lower and Middle Income Countries 
(LMICs) in particular to address the types of challenges 
that NbS target, from climate change mitigation and 
adaptation, to food insecurity, urban development, 
pollution, and poor health outcomes, among others. 
However, to date, NbS and other interventions focused 
on the environmental dimensions of these challenges 
have received a low proportion of the funding available. 
Actions to increase bilateral and multilateral funding 
to scale up NbS, especially by UN agencies and 
development partners, include: strengthening the ability 
of countries and local actors to apply for and access 
multilateral funds and build relationships with bilateral 
donors interested in supporting NbS; working with 
multilateral financing organizations to better document 
the impacts of NbS within current portfolios and increase 
the inclusion of NbS in funding programs; increasing 
the scale of NbS supported, e.g. moving towards larger, 
more extensive and/or more integrated, programmatic 
NbS implementation; and mainstreaming NbS in regional 
mechanisms, such as regional funding programs and 
strategies, including the European Green Deal§§§§ and the 
ASEAN Climate Resilience Network (ASEAN-CRN).***** 

Better integrate NbS into public budgets. The public 
sector often takes the lead in identifying and channeling 
funding towards sustainable development options, such as 
NbS, and in developing regulatory frameworks to support 
public financing of NbS. Subsidy reform could re-direct 
funds from harmful activities toward NbS. One study 
found that “The world is spending at least $1.8 trillion a 
year, equivalent to 2% of global GDP, on subsidies that 
are driving the destruction of ecosystems and species 
extinction”.131 Resources from subsidy reform, taxation, 
COVID-19 recovery packages and other public sources 
could be invested in NbS. For example, investing in NbS 
as ‘green’ infrastructure could account for part of the 
trillions of dollars in annual infrastructure investments that 
are expected over the coming decades.118 Post COVID-19 
recovery and other stimulus packages offer another 
opportunity to deploy public funding synergistically, 
enabling actions for nature and NbS that can bring 
benefits for jobs, livelihoods, and health. For example, 
the Government of New Zealand’s 2020 NZD 1.1 billion 
investment responding to the impacts of COVID-19 aimed 
to create 11,000 environment-sector jobs, and includes a 
contribution to the Jobs for Nature Fund.132 The package 
allows businesses considering downscaling to redeploy 
their staff on environmentally focused activities. Similarly, 
Pakistan’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic includes 
an “Ecosystem Restoration Fund” platform to bring 
public and private partners together to work towards a 
green recovery, and has attracted USD 180 million from 
multilateral partners.133  

§§§§ For more information, please visit https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
***** For more information, please visit https://asean-crn.org/  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://asean-crn.org/
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A variety of approaches are available to fully 
consider NbS costs and benefits in decision-making, 
including impact assessment and tools that incorporate 
dependencies on nature134 and Natural Capital Accounting 
(NCA). In the longer term, NCA approaches at the 
national or subnational level can help to identify 
opportunities for NbS and make the case for channeling 
finance towards them. Applying NCA can assist 
policymakers to value the goods and services provided 
by nature, and to scale up the use of NbS in the context 
of managing the wider natural environment. In line 
with the technical specifications of the System of 
Environmental Economic Accounting (SEEA), NCA can 
present and communicate information on biodiversity 
and ecosystems in a way that can be clearly understood, 
compared, and used across sectors, policies, and plans. It 
can provide information to help compare policy options 
and investments towards actions with the most potential 
to deliver benefits for building sustainable and resilient 
cities, communities, and ecosystems, including through 
the application of NbS. Development partners and 
countries can support the roll out of SEEA pilots, where 
possible firmly linked to ongoing policy processes. For 
example, piloting has taken place in Indonesia, Kenya, 
Malaysia, and Uganda focused on energy, air emissions 
and water accounts.

Better	integrate	public	and	private	financing	
approaches. Scaling up NbS will not only require the 
channelling of public funds, and an increased role for the 
private sector; it will also benefit from recognising the 
role of both these sectors together. For example, while 
some private markets for NbS are growing, the public 
sector still plays an important role – particularly where 
NbS may not deliver a financial return in the short-term. 
Reducing the financial risks of interventions, through 
approaches like blended finance or guarantees, can help to 
increase private sector implementation of NbS.135 Public-
private partnerships (PPP) for NbS could also help to 
make these approaches more attractive by sharing risks 
and responsibilities. In addition, better consideration 
of NbS options in decision-making on publicly funded 
projects (as described above) can contribute to the private 
sector role. By requiring NbS to be considered as options 
in public procurement and in lending for public projects, 
it is likely that more companies will build expertise in 
NbS and integrate them into tenders. 

Encourage private sector-led implementation of NbS. 
As mentioned above, public sector actions can help to 
create an enabling environment for increased private 
sector collaboration. It is also important to support the 
uptake of NbS within company operations, across their 
value and supply chains, and through market mechanisms 
where appropriate. Encouraging appropriate and robust 
nature-based “insetting” (which involves implementing 
NbS along supply chains) could potentially help scale 
up the impact of private sector implementation. For 
example, coffee as a crop and smallholder coffee growers 
are considered particularly vulnerable to increased 
temperatures, reduced water availability, natural disasters, 
and market changes. The Nescafé Plan includes training 
in water efficiency and soil conservation, and promotion 
of agroforestry and intercropping. A 2021 summary of 
the Plan’s achievements in the previous decade indicated 
that 81% of farms under the plan in the Philippines 
have structured intercropping planting systems, while in 
Colombia farms under the plan in Valle Del Cauca have 
seen an 87% increase in productivity over seven years.136

NbS are potentially more cost-effective, particularly 
when compared to relatively new and as yet untested 
technological measures, like carbon capture and 
storage137 or artificial reefs. However, several barriers 
exist and markets for NbS are relatively restricted or 
nascent in some cases. Additional actions will be needed 
to expand the private sector role in delivering NbS 
that fully match the characteristics established in the 
UNEA resolution. Where private sector commitments 
to nature are widespread and markets are growing, 
financial mechanisms can be used to encourage further 
private sector uptake of NbS. Such mechanisms 
include carbon markets, green financial products (e.g. 
green bonds), payments for ecosystem services (PES), 
facilitating reduced insurance premiums through 
adoption of environmental measures, and the growing 
range of public (e.g. the European Agricultural Fund 
for Rural Development,††††† the Adaptation Fund‡‡‡‡‡ 
and the LEAF Coalition§§§§§) and private funds (e.g. 
Climate Asset Management****** and Mirova Natural 
Capital††††††).138,139,140 In the case of carbon markets, NbS 
have the potential to account for a certain proportion of 
the mitigation needed to meet the targets of the Paris 
Agreement.141 According to Forest Trends, the volume 
of REDD+ transactions on the voluntary carbon market 
nearly quadrupled from about 28 million tCO2 in 2019 
to 100 million tCO2 in 2021.142 As these markets grow 

†††††  For more information, please see https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/european-agricultural-fund-rural-
development-eafrd_en 

‡‡‡‡‡ For more information, please see https://www.adaptation-fund.org/ 
§§§§§ For more information, please see https://leafcoalition.org/ 
****** For more information, please see https://climateassetmanagement.com/ 
†††††† For more information, please see https://www.mirova.com/en/invest/natural-capital 
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and private sector actors increasingly pledge to net zero 
emissions, is critical that where companies purchase 
NbS-derived offsets to meet these pledges, these 
complement real decarbonization and are appropriately 
safeguarded.143 Financial mechanisms that have been 
put forward for securing peatland ecosystem services 
include biodiversity offsets, PES and voluntary carbon 
markets (among others).144 As an example of nature-based 
insurance products, the government of Quintana Roo, 
Mexico, purchased an innovative insurance policy for its 
coral reefs in 2019. Following Hurricane Delta in 2020, 
the policy will help offset the costs of reef restoration by 
almost USD 800,000.145 

However, mechanisms may suit one type of NbS but not 
another – for example carbon markets that support NbS 
for climate mitigation, or insurance products linked to 
EbA. Over the long term, the role of the private sector in 
scaling up NbS needs to be supported by the inclusion 
of dependencies on nature in economic, financial and 
private sector decision-making processes.146 Like NCA 
at national and subnational levels, transparency about 
dependencies and the impacts of investments, through 
initiatives like the Taskforce on Nature-related Financial 
Disclosure (TNFD)‡‡‡‡‡‡, can help to clarify these impacts 
and contribute to reducing and removing them from 
financial and corporate portfolios, potentially driving 
more investment towards NbS. 

4 .3 Apply appropriate safeguards, standards, and 
guidelines for NbS

An important element in an integrated approach to scaling 
up NbS are measures to ensure that rights are respected, 
that NbS do not have other unwanted social and 
environmental consequences, and that they are sustainable 
over the long-term. There are different ways in which 
to achieve these aims, but currently most attention has 
been paid to the use of safeguards and standards. In the 
simplest definition, safeguards are principles or measures 
that aim to protect someone or something from harm or 
damage. In the context of NbS, safeguards aim to prevent 
negative impacts and promote positive impacts. Standards 
outline the requirements to meet a certain level of quality 
or achievement and can serve as a basis for assessing 
compliance or quality. Some of the key safeguards issues 
relevant to NbS include147 respect for the rights of IPLCs 
including to land and natural resources, the inclusion and 
participation of stakeholder groups (including people 
of all genders) and design of gender-responsive actions, 
transparency and access to information, prevention of 
negative environmental impacts, and the long-term 
sustainability of interventions. 

There are growing calls for safeguards and standards to 
guide NbS design and implementation.148 For example, 
the recent Glasgow Climate Pact149 mentions the need to 
ensure social and environmental safeguards in relation 
to natural climate sinks and reservoirs. The UNEA 
resolution on NbS specifically calls for the respect of 
social and environmental safeguards in line with the three 
“Rio conventions”, including safeguards for IPLCs.150 
Box 3 below provides a summary of current safeguards 
and standards that are or may be applied to NbS. 

‡‡‡‡‡‡ For more information, please see https://tnfd.global/ 
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Box 3: Safeguards and standards for NbS

To date there are limited examples of agreed and institutionalized standards and safeguards specifically aimed 
at ensuring the integrity of NbS. The most prominent examples are: the IUCN Global Standard for NbS,151 which 
sets out criteria for effective NbS (though does not explicitly include safeguards); and the internationally agreed 
requirements and guidance for REDD+ under the UNFCCC, which include the Cancun Safeguards152 and Safeguard 
Information Systems (SIS). There are also other quality and effectiveness criteria for specific types of NbS, which 
aim to help planners and implementers assess whether their activities are effective and meet quality expectations. 
These include the Friends of Ecosystem-based Adaptation (FEBA) Framework for Defining Qualification Criteria 
and Quality Standards,153 the CBD Voluntary guidelines for the design and effective implementation of ecosystem-
based approaches to climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction,154 the International Institute for 
Environment and Development (IIED)-led framework for assessing EbA effectiveness,155 and a set of four high-level 
guidelines for NbS for climate developed by a consortium of 20 UK-based organizations.156 

There is also a growing range of resources and procedures that - even if not developed for NbS specifically - can be 
and are being applied to NbS activities. These include:

●  Donor and institutional safeguards . The major funders and implementers of NbS projects through official 
development assistance, such as the GCF, the IKI, the World Bank, regional development banks, the GEF and  
UN agencies all require safeguards policies to be applied to the activities that they support. NbS specific 
examples include the World Bank principles on NbS for disaster risk reduction and water management157  
and the guidelines for evaluating the impacts of NbS by the European Commission.158

●  Lending/investment	guidelines	from	banks	and	other	financial	institutions.	Often encompassed in 
Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) Frameworks or Performance Standards, these provide criteria for 
investments to be considered for funding. For example, Mirova has ESG principles and policies for its Natural 
Capital fund.159 Other relevant standards (though not specifically designed for NbS) include the International 
Finance Corporation’s (IFC’s) Environmental and Social Performance Standards. Performance Standard 6 on 
biodiversity, for instance, sets out expectations related to adherence to the mitigation hierarchy, no net loss and 
maintenance of ecosystem services,160 while other Performance Standards cover NbS-relevant topics, such as 
cultural heritage, community safety, and indigenous peoples.161 Many individual private funds/banks also have 
guidelines on investing in NbS-relevant activities, such as forests, agriculture, water, or infrastructure. 

●  Relevant sectoral and ecosystem guidelines and standards . These exist for a wide range of activities that 
fall under the umbrella of NbS, and include: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
voluntary guidelines on plantations and tenure; IUCN guidelines on protected area categories, management 
and other topics, e.g. forest landscape restoration guidelines;162 Global Partnership on Forest and Landscape 
Restoration (GPFLR) Principles on forest landscape restoration;163 Principles on ecosystem restoration to guide 
the United Nations Decade on Ecosystem Restoration; 164 guidelines on ecological restoration by the Society 
of Ecological Restoration;165 forest certification standards; WWF principles on for flood risk management;166 
technical guidelines produced by relevant conventions, such as the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands technical 
handbooks on wetlands167 and the recently launched Guidance for Peatlands Restoration;168,169 and guidelines for 
implementation of Eco-DRR.170

●  National safeguards frameworks and systems . Some countries have developed national safeguards 
frameworks, setting out key safeguards issues and requirements (including regulatory requirements like 
environmental impact assessment (EIA)). Examples include national REDD+ safeguards and safeguards of 
nationally accredited entities to funders like the GCF. 

●  Generic instruments . These instruments and approaches are often incorporated into safeguards policies at 
national and international level, such as: participatory appraisal and planning; Free, Prior and Informed Consent 
(FPIC) for rights holders; environmental and social impact assessment (ESIA) and strategic environmental 
assessment (SEA); benefit sharing plans; and gender assessment and action plans. For example, the UN-REDD 
Programme’s Guidelines on FPIC for REDD+.171 
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Although there are few examples of internationally agreed 
and institutionalized standards and safeguards specifically 
for NbS, there is a wide body of resources to support 
improved safeguarding of NbS (see Box 3 above). However, 
at the same time, there are challenges and considerations in 
operationalising these safeguards and standards for NbS, 
and in ensuring that they are comprehensively applied and 
monitored. Key considerations include:

●	 	Because there are many different existing safeguard 
frameworks and standards that could be applied to 
different NbS, it can be difficult for implementers to 
know which ones to select or apply, if selecting one on 
a voluntary basis. This is especially the case for NbS 
interventions that do not have a mandatory safeguards 
requirement (e.g. when the funder does not specify 
safeguards) or where a clear, specific standard is not 
available (in contrast to REDD+, for instance).

●	 	Most existing safeguards policies are generic, either 
in terms of content (e.g. a standard set of safeguards 
to be applied to any project, such as those of the IFC 
or GCF), or because they were developed at the global 
level to be applied in any geography (e.g. Cancun 
Safeguards for REDD+).172 This means that when 
applied to NbS, these safeguards policies may require 
interpretation or unpacking, and contextualisation (such 
as defining what full participation means in the context 
in question). This usually requires a combination of 
safeguards expertise and local knowledge.

●	 	Except where specifically mandated by a funder, an 
international agreement or a certification process, 
safeguards frameworks and standards may lack 
coordination, compliance, or reporting mechanisms.173 

The implementation of safeguards and standards on 
the ground, i.e. what procedures to follow and how, 
and how to pay for it, can be a significant knowledge 
and resource gap. The lack of full implementation 
and reporting forms a key missing piece between the 
development of a safeguards policy and compliance.

●	 	Similarly, various funders and financial institutions 
may require the use of safeguards and standards for 
the projects, including NbS, that they support, and 
may require reporting on safeguards implementation. 
However, this does not necessarily translate into 
comprehensive and transparent reporting on the 
technical and safeguards performance of their project 
and/or lending portfolios.

●	 	As mentioned above, apart from the IUCN NbS 
Standard, there is no specific set of safeguards that 
have been agreed at international level for NbS. It can 
be argued that there will never be a globally agreed set 
of safeguards for NbS as a category, due to the wide 
range of actions that fall under the NbS umbrella, which 
are covered by multiple international conventions and 
involve multiple sectors. 

Given these challenges and considerations, recommendations 
for improving the application of safeguards, standards, and 
guidelines for NbS include those listed below.

Comprehensive application of safeguards and 
standards for NbS interventions, regardless of 
the	source	of	financing. There are already sufficient 
safeguards policies and standards to apply to NbS design 
and implementation, although they may differ across 
different types of NbS (for example, technical standards 
for water sector NbS compared to forest sector NbS). 
Appropriate instruments should be applied to all NbS 
regardless of their type, funding source, level, or location, 
and who is leading their implementation. Safeguards 
are needed in new and emerging platforms for NbS (e.g. 
those based on digital technologies, small-scale funds, 
private sector schemes) as well as in large, publicly 
funded programs. There is also a need to build capacity 
around the standards and safeguards instruments already 
available for NbS, and to ensure these are known and 
useful to key NbS actors, including in non-European 
languages (see also Section 4.1 above). Beyond project 
level safeguards and donor mandated safeguards, 
countries can also be supported to expand the application 
of safeguards, including to publicly funded programs. 
This could include the development of national policies 
and standards on NbS broadly or for specific types of 
NbS where appropriate, or the development of national 
streamlining of multiple safeguards frameworks. For 
example, the Safeguards+ Honduras platform brings 
together its “National Environmental and Social 
Safeguards Framework for Climate Change Projects and 
Programs in Honduras” with a set of tools to facilitate its 
implementation in climate projects across the country.174 
It includes nine national safeguards aligned to the 
Cancun safeguards for REDD+, UNDP’s Social and 
Environmental Standards, and various standards from 
the World Bank, GCF and the Central American Bank 
for Economic Integration (among others).It is aimed at 
government agencies, project developers, civil society, 
academia, and IPLCs.175 

A comprehensive review of the standards and 
safeguards available. This paper presents only an 
overview of the wide range of safeguards, standards, 
and guidelines available to support NbS design and 
implementation. Further assessment is needed of the 
completeness and applicability of existing safeguards 
and standards for NbS, the extent of current application 
of safeguards and safeguard information systems, and 
options for practical implementation and monitoring. For 
example, there is long-standing experience and resources 
available in relation to safeguards for REDD+ that can 
inform this process.176,177 The upcoming intergovernmental 
consultations on NbS convened by UNEP are to support 
the compilation of best practice examples and the 
assessment of standards and guidelines, among other 
topics, and may thus provide an opportunity to also 
review resources available for safeguards for NbS. 
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Robust monitoring of social and environmental 
safeguards. Monitoring of safeguards compliance 
and reporting on safeguards outcomes is still lacking, 
especially where safeguards reporting is not mandated by 
governments or funders. Support should be provided for 
the development of Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) 
systems for understanding safeguards risks and tracking 
the application of safeguards. Attention should be paid 
to collection of data disaggregated by stakeholder group, 
gender, and other important categories. This can include 
integration of environmental and social safeguards 
information into disclosures by the private sector, and 
strengthening analysis and monitoring of this information 
in donor portfolios. For example, the IFC has developed 
MALENA, an Artificial Intelligence (AI) powered 
platform that identifies ESG impact risk from unstructured 
text data, and makes sentiment analysis available to 
institutional investors to identify ESG risk and create 
better-aligned investment portfolios.178 

4 .4 Enable locally-led actions on NbS

In addition to the development of integrated approaches 
linking policy, finance, technical advances and safeguards, 
the scaling up of NbS can also be facilitated at the local 
level. Local actions, including local participation and 
knowledge, are an important element of effective NbS. 
Evidence, particularly in the climate adaptation arena, 
shows that community-led actions are key to ensuring the 
effectiveness and sustainability of projects, For example, 
the Principles for locally-led Adaptation,179 proposed 
by the Global Commission on Adaptation (GCA) and 
developed by IIED, WRI and the International Center for 
Climate Change and Development (ICCCAD) through 
a consultative process, are designed to empower local 
people and build their capacities for climate resilience.180 
Realizing the potential of locally-led NbS will require 
leadership by and co-design with IPLCs as well as finance 
and capacity building that specifically targets the local 
level.

Recognise and protect rights to land, resources, and 
decision-making. IPLCs, women, youth and other 
groups are often in the best position to comprehend their 
own needs, priorities, and capabilities,181,182 as well as 
vulnerabilities and risks.183 Yet local rightsholders and 
stakeholders may be seen as mere beneficiaries, and are 
often not fully involved in decision-making processes, 
funding allocation, and leadership.184 As noted in 
Section 2.2, a lack of respect for IPLC rights, traditional 
knowledge and historical role in managing natural 
resources forms a key concern for the future of NbS. 
Effective scaling up of NbS requires that this concern is 
addressed and that rights are recognised and respected 
– including rights to land, to access and use natural 
resources, and rights to decision-making and participation 
in NbS design and implementation, including whether 
or not NbS will be implemented at all. In addition to the 
need for legal frameworks to recognise rights, there are 
a range of other mechanisms that can strengthen the role 

of local actors, such as: devolution of responsibilities and 
budgets for planning and implementing NbS;185 consistent 
application of safeguards by all actors planning and 
implementing NbS, particularly the use of instruments 
like FPIC (see Section 4.3 on safeguards above); 
and meaningful, gender-responsive consultation and 
collaboration mechanisms. 

Existing processes can be adapted to support participation 
in NbS, such as “town hall meetings”, community-
based forest and wetland management groups, and 
river basin management committees. National and local 
policies and guidelines can also be put in place that 
require multi-stakeholder participation in assessment 
and design of programs and projects including NbS 
(e.g. public participation requirements in EIAs) and that 
promote community-based or co-design of NbS (e.g. 
budget incentives for local governments that use such 
guidelines). An example of a local governance mechanism 
for NbS for economic development comes from Papua 
New Guinea. In 2009, a nationwide ban on fishing for 
all sea cucumber species (a highly valuable product) 
was put in place. In Manus Province, with the support 
of The Nature Conservancy, the Mwanus Endras Tribal 
Network mapped their whole seascape and designated 
protected areas for key habitats for fish and other marine 
species. They also evaluated the sea cucumber fisheries, 
and developed sustainable management plans. Manus 
Province has now re-opened fishing and the revenues are 
returned to the tribal co-operative, paying fair salaries to 
fishers and reinvesting in local community projects.186 

Establish	and	expand	financial	mechanisms	to	support	
locally-led NbS actions. According to research by IIED, 
less than 10% of global climate finance targets local action, 
and it is even rarer that investments reaching this level are 
actually “locally-led”. For local communities to effectively 
replicate and implement NbS, simpler access to funding 
and feasible timeframes are needed.187,188 The financing 
of NbS implementation by local governments, local 
communities, NGOs and other actors may need different 
channels and approaches, in contrast to large-scale loans 
or national scale programs.189 Some examples of these 
mechanisms include: public budgeting exercises allowing 
community participation in local budget allocation; 
small grants programs supporting NbS; and local-level 
PES schemes and voluntary carbon market projects. An 
example of locally targeted finance is the Forest Investment 
Program (FIP) Dedicated Grant Mechanism (DGM), which 
dedicates around USD 80 million to IPLC organizations, 
which in turn delegate funds to local projects. So far, 
this DGM has demonstrated that forest restoration and 
management led by IPLCs fulfil community needs more 
accurately and produce results with fewer resources than 
standard projects.190
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Targeted capacity building and support networks for 
locally-led NbS. Similar to finance, there are special 
considerations for building capacity and maintaining 
knowledge networks for locally-led NbS. Specialised 
training should be built into projects and programs to 
strengthen the technical and institutional capacities 
at local level to ensure the effective implementation 
and long-term sustainability of NbS.191 For example, 
Singapore’s Active, Beautiful, Clean Waters (ABC 
Waters) Programme aims to integrate parks, reservoirs, 
waterways and recreational facilities to both improve 
stormwater management and create inviting spaces. It 
includes a range of capacity development approaches, 
such as ABC Waters Design Guidelines, ABC Waters 
Professionals programme, training of third parties on 
maintenance, incorporation into the tertiary education 
curriculum, and ABC Waters Certification.192 The wealth 
of local and traditional knowledge and expertise already 

existing at local levels also forms an important resource, 
provided it is appropriately and equitably accessed, with 
local knowledge holders in the lead. Other approaches 
include working with universities and colleges to develop 
joint research and monitoring with local communities. For 
example, Thailand’s Office of National Water Resources 
together with GIZ and five university partners are testing 
M&E approaches for EbA in the water sector involving 
local communities and digital technologies.193 In Mali, 
a community-based project aimed at reducing erosion, 
restoring soil quality, and creating jobs194 has set up 
community-led Village Tree Enterprises (VTEs). The 
VTEs have received support to improve non-timber forest 
product (NTFP) production processes, product quality, 
and business and financial skills, run savings and loans 
schemes, and trade as one entity — through which they 
can often negotiate better prices. 
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Conclusions

This paper aims to inform ongoing discussions and 
progress on mainstreaming NbS at global, regional, 
and national levels. Despite the increased recognition 
of the interconnections between nature and many of the 
challenges that we face, there is continuing degradation 
of ecosystems and loss of biodiversity which is damaging 
our ability to respond to these challenges. NbS aims to 
work with nature and natural processes to address various 
social, environmental and economic challenges. In 2022, 
the UNEA resolution on NbS195 represented significant 
progress in reaching consensus on what NbS are and how 
they can be used. 

As this paper shows, NbS are being considered by a 
range of actors to help address sustainability challenges, 
and are the subject of growing expressions of support 
and commitments – by governments, international 
organizations, the private sector and civil society. However, 
despite this growing consensus around the role and value of 
NbS, there are still a set of important issues, concerns and 
barriers that need to be addressed before these solutions can 
be scaled up and deliver on their potential. These concerns 
are implicitly acknowledged in the UNEA resolution and 
include the need for NbS to demonstrate environmental, 
social, and economic integrity, to respect the rights of 
IPLCs, and to ensure that they do not replace or distract 
from other urgently needed solutions.

NbS offer effective ways to tackle particular challenges, 
including climate change, food and water insecurity, disaster 
impacts, and threats to human health and well-being, 
among others, while reducing environmental degradation 
and biodiversity loss. As discussed, single NbS can deliver 
multiple benefits, and can be effectively combined with other 
strategies, such as engineered “grey” measures for climate 
change adaptation, decarbonization for climate change 
mitigation, early warning and surveillance for disaster risk 
reduction, and combating health threats. 

Building on the growing recognition of NbS, there is an 
opportunity to translate commitments into concrete action to 
scale up these solutions on the ground. Actions to support the 
scaling up of NbS have been a key focus of this paper, with 
recommendations set out in four main areas:

●	 	Continue to build a common understanding of NbS, 
tackling the lack of awareness and agreement that forms 
one barrier to their scaling up. The definition provided 
in the UNEA resolution and growing recognition of 
NbS helps to overcome these barriers, but further 
actions are needed. These include active support for 
upcoming intergovernmental consultations and similar 
processes on NbS, strengthened cross-sector and 
stakeholder engagement to build consensus at national 
level, and improved exchange of information on best 
practices for NbS.

●	 	Apply integrated approaches for NbS that 
coherently link policies, financial mechanisms and 
technical advances, especially at national and local 
levels. Scaling up and long-term sustainability will 
require an integrated approach, in which NbS are 
embedded in policies with concrete targets, backed up 
by financial resources and mechanisms and compliant 
with social and environmental safeguards and 
standards. Creating cross-sector support and platforms 
for NbS, increasing and redirecting finance towards 
NbS, improving technical capacity, and the use of 
safeguards and standards are all elements of these 
integrated approaches. 

●	 	Robust safeguards, safeguards systems and 
standards must be in place to guide NbS design and 
implementation. These involve measures to ensure that 
IPLC rights are respected, that NbS do not have other 
unwanted social and environmental consequences, and 
that they are sustainable over the long-term. There are 
a range of existing safeguards, safeguards information 
systems, standards, and guidelines relevant to NbS, 
though challenges remain in their operationalisation. 
The consistent application of safeguards and standards 
for all types of NbS, comprehensive review of existing 
standards and safeguards, and promotion of monitoring 
and reporting can all contribute to ensuring the integrity 
of NbS and their scaling up.

●	 	Empower locally-led action on NbS that is built 
on respect for the rights of IPLCs, through targeted 
funding and technical support to local actors. In 
addition to integrated approaches, the scaling up of 
NbS can also be facilitated at the local level. Local 
leadership, participation and knowledge are important 
elements of effective NbS, but must be supported by 
respect for the rights and decision-making of IPLCs as 
well as finance and capacity building that specifically 
targets the local level.

In the near future, governments, international organizations, 
and other actors will have further opportunities to shape 
the global agenda around NbS. Intergovernmental 
consultations to be convened by UNEP, as well as 
consultation processes and discussions under climate 
change, biodiversity, and other conventions, will provide a 
window to continue to build consensus on what constitutes 
appropriate and effective actions, to promote best practices, 
and to put in place frameworks for effective, sustainable, 
and socially inclusive NbS going forward.
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