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Preface 23 

 24 

In the face of the climate and biodiversity crisis, global targets for the restoration of degraded 25 

lands have become ever more ambitious and urgent. In this perspective we explain the case 26 

for placing justice at the heart of restoration practice. Whilst this is increasingly accepted, 27 

there is an unfortunate tendency to address justice in superficial ways, through tokenistic 28 

forms of participation and benefit-sharing. We address this problem by classifying the 29 

different levels at which justice can be addressed and by elaborating the level that restoration 30 

practice should aspire to if it is to be just and transformative.  31 
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 32 

Introduction 33 

Around the world, almost all kinds of ecosystems have been degraded and converted, eroding 34 

both the biological and cultural foundations of human wellbeing. It is estimated that the 35 

wellbeing of 3.2 billion people has already been adversely affected by land degradation and 36 

there are growing concerns for the future food security of all1. This crisis has driven calls for 37 

wide-scale ecological restoration, often as part of biodiversity and climate policy. The United 38 

Nations’ Decade on Restoration for 2021-2030 pledges to restore a billion hectares of degraded 39 

land2 and the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework  sets a target for 30% of all 40 

degraded land to be under restoration by 20303.  41 

Whilst the scale and urgency of global restoration agendas are well-founded, success will 42 

depend on how implementation programmes are designed and whether ecological targets are 43 

aligned with local social, economic and cultural ones4 5. We are concerned that progress made 44 

in gaining global commitments, securing funding, and developing ecological know-how has 45 

not been matched by progress in how to meaningfully incorporate social justice into restoration 46 

practice. Too often this leads to a superficial consideration of justice, creating unjust 47 

interactions and outcomes which impede the effective restoration and protection of both nature 48 

and human wellbeing6 7.  49 

There has been  considerable research  to understand  the impacts of conservation on 50 

Indigenous Peoples and local communities (IP&LCs)8 and the interdependencies within socio-51 

ecological, or biocultural, systems that shape the fairness and effectiveness of conservation9. 52 

Impacts can include displacement, loss of livelihoods, disruption to local institutions and 53 

governance, and disrespect for local knowledge and values10. We are now starting to see 54 

evidence of similar  impacts arising from restoration itself11 12, making it clear that this sector 55 

now requires similar attention to justice as the wider conservation sector. 56 

Approach 57 

Here we develop a typology of justice considerations for restoration practice. We argue for a 58 

high level of ambition for justice, presenting a new framework for restoration justice that 59 

goes well beyond the Society for Ecological Restoration’s call for fully participatory 60 

restoration projects that are co-designed with local stakeholders and incorporate local 61 

knowledge and cultural values13. We commend the reach of this important initiative but we 62 



propose the need for a set of even more fundamental justice concerns (relationships, 63 

knowledge systems and structural foundations), to avoid such calls being interpreted in 64 

superficial ways. As Shelton et al.14 conclude, the restoration sector exhibits a shift in 65 

discourse without accompanying depth in change to practice. We see this manifested in 66 

significant differences between how just restoration is conceived by different actors: agencies 67 

designing and implementing large-scale restoration initiatives tend to consider justice in 68 

terms of more instrumental practices such as benefit sharing, alternative livelihoods and 69 

consultation exercises; whereas Indigenous scholars and civil society organisations tend to 70 

also highlight more systemic causes of injustice linked to ecosystem and cultural degradation. 71 

Indeed, we observe a chasm in understanding, in which practitioners are accused of failing to 72 

address deeper, systemic drivers of injustice, including reluctance to address epistemic 73 

injustice (domination of some knowledge systems) or to address historic environmental 74 

injustices, including past land dispossessions11 15 12.  75 

We argue that deeper relational, epistemic and structural foundations of Just Restoration are 76 

what can make justice transformative and thus lead to more sustainable and effective results. 77 

We present our typology of approaches and proceed to explain how we associate justice with 78 

transformative change.  We then elaborate the key elements of the framework with examples 79 

of how these can be actionable and contribute to effective restoration outcomes.  We hope 80 

that this perspective serves as a basis for further debate about how we conceive just and 81 

transformative restoration and ultimately as a basis for assessing, reflecting on and adapting 82 

practices in ways that arc towards deeper attention to justice, and to addressing underlying 83 

drivers of social and ecological degradation.  84 

The need for justice-centred restoration 85 

There is a significant gap between what is considered good practice in global guidelines13 16 86 

and what is happening on the ground. Systematic reviews of forest landscape restoration 87 

projects have found minimal progress in understanding or addressing the social dimensions of 88 

restoration, a tendency towards top-down governance, exclusion of local knowledge, 89 

tokenistic approaches to community engagement and a narrow conception of social outcomes 90 

limited to economic benefits14. For example, a review of over 5,000 restoration projects in the 91 

USA found a predominant focus on ecological objectives17. The Just Conservation global 92 

database contains 102 cases (out of 648) that relate to restoration initiatives18. Among those, 93 

31% involved exclusion or low-level consultation of IP&LCs; in a further 30% IP&LCs are 94 



able to participate in only a limited way. IP&LCs could be described as equal partners in 23% 95 

of cases and as having primary control in only 16% of cases. Oversimplifying social 96 

concerns, by conflating them with economic costs and benefits, excludes many local people19  97 

20 and ignores a wider range of potential social impacts21 22. For example, failure to respect 98 

local knowledge can result in cultural harm and failure to address drivers of degradation23.  99 

There is growing evidence that this inadequate attention to social dimensions is undermining 100 

ecological outcomes24. Major global reviews have consistently found that restoration is more 101 

successful where governance is based around local institutions and leadership25  7. There are 102 

41 restoration cases in the Just Conservation database that provide evidence of ecological 103 

outcomes (Fig. 1), showing that higher levels of IP&LC control are associated with positive 104 

ecological outcomes. This mirrors the findings for a larger sample incorporating both 105 

restoration and conservation interventions (n = 170, 7).  106 

 107 

Figure 1. The ecological outcomes of restoration interventions with different levels of 108 
community control (n=41). Data from the Just Conservation database (Coolsaet and Dawson 109 
2023).  110 

 111 

Findings have also consistently shown that forms of social restoration that revitalise local 112 

capacity, authority and connections to more-than-human nature provide important 113 

foundations for effective ecological restoration26 27 12 28. For example, a systematic review of 114 

rangeland restoration in southern Africa found that integrating local and Indigenous 115 



knowledge and empowering marginalized groups significantly strengthens governance and 116 

leads to more sustainable restoration outcomes29. 117 

Broadly speaking, we take this evidence to suggest that if restoration is to be transformative 118 

(of the ecological crisis) it needs to centre core aspects of justice, including decision-making 119 

procedures, distribution of costs and benefits, and recognition of local knowledge. Our focus 120 

now is on how this can be done robustly, going beyond superficial interpretations.  121 

Levels of justice in restoration practice 122 

Our proposed solution involves developing a novel framework that integrates systems 123 

understandings of transformative change with multi-dimensional conceptions of environmental 124 

justice. We combine these to develop a typology of restoration approaches, which integrate 125 

justice to varying degrees, present key criteria for distinguishing them and exemplify ways in 126 

which just and transformative restoration can be implemented. 127 

Systems models of transformation are commonly based on multiple levels of system-wide 128 

change. Key examples include the ‘iceberg’ model and the ‘leverage points’ model, both of 129 

which imagine social-ecological systems as consisting of multiple, interconnected levels. The 130 

‘shallow’ level (e.g. tip of the iceberg) consists of easily observable phenomena or symptoms 131 

(such as degraded forest) and operational management practices (such as the design of a 132 

reforestation project). Underlying this operational level are progressively deeper and systemic 133 

roots that produce these surface level phenomena and trends, for example the underlying 134 

institutions, knowledge and values that shape dominant models of restoration practice. We 135 

build on a ‘leverage points’ model that proposes different levels of system intervention30: 136 

shallow intervention points include changes to operational parameters such as financial 137 

incentives; deeper intervention points address system ‘design’, such as the institutions 138 

(financial, legal etc) that shape decision-making in ways that produce regular patterns of 139 

behaviour; the deepest intervention points seek to shift the ‘intent’ of the system by changing 140 

mental models (or ‘views’) and the goals (or intent) of society, as well as the power to influence 141 

these31.  142 

This systems perspective on transformative change is well established in the sustainability 143 

literature32, but efforts to integrate justice agendas (i.e. for ‘just transformations’) are less well 144 

developed. We address this by introducing a commonly used categorisation of three interrelated 145 

dimensions of environmental justice: distribution, procedure and recognition33. Distributive 146 

justice concerns the distribution of the harmful impacts of environmental degradation as well 147 



as the benefits and burdens arising from restoration. Procedural justice is concerned with 148 

equity, diversity and inclusion in decision-making procedures, both for human and other-than-149 

human subjects. Recognitional justice concerns the status afforded to different justice subjects 150 

(humans, ancestors, rivers etc), including their diverse knowledge and values, addressing deep-151 

lying prejudices such as racism, coloniality and speciesism.  152 

 These different dimensions of justice have not been explicitly linked to different system levels 153 

(different leverage points). However, a multi-level reading of justice dimensions is often 154 

implicit in environmental justice analysis. For example, the environmental justice movement 155 

grew out of protests against the unfair distribution of toxic pollutants in the US. The focus was 156 

initially on observing unfair distributions of toxic waste, but it became clear that it was 157 

necessary to address underlying causes. Firstly, ill-distribution could not be resolved without 158 

addressing the procedural injustices that proliferated unfair decisions, including weak political 159 

representation in affected communities. Secondly, procedural bias was itself seen to be founded 160 

on failures of recognition – status inequalities manifesting in institutional racism and 161 

coloniality34. 162 

Our primary purpose for combining these two frameworks is to highlight that justice 163 

dimensions can themselves be addressed at different levels. Critically, to be transformative, 164 

justice will ultimately need to be addressed at ‘deeper’ levels. We can illustrate how leverage 165 

points and environmental justice framings offer complementary insights about global 166 

restoration strategies through an example of how operational level decisions about ‘what land 167 

to restore’ can be shaped by deeper lying values and intent. The global restoration priority map 168 

operationalises the intent that restoration should prioritise cost-effective biodiversity and 169 

carbon storage gains35. Whilst such exercises are intended to be evidence-based and neutral, 170 

they are inherently normative, with significant (in)justice outcomes if acted upon36. In this case, 171 

the vast majority of land prioritised for restoration falls in the tropics, in some cases 172 

representing the majority of a nation’s agricultural land36. Such mapping exercises construct 173 

and communicate an intent for land in the mind, in ways that pave the way for operational 174 

control over it on the ground37. The intent is shaped by particular ways of knowing and valuing 175 

how land should be used, and through the power relations that enable this intent to prevail. 176 

Dominant ways of knowing and valuing restoration interventions serve to identify particular 177 

forms and locations for restoration as technically and morally superior. A just transformation 178 

to restoration ultimately needs to engage with such complex connections across system levels. 179 



Environmental injustices are always linked to asymmetries in power. Dominant ways of 180 

knowing and valuing nature are associated with ideologies and interests of more powerful 181 

groups and nations and these are inscribed into the political, economic and discursive 182 

frameworks that ‘structure’ everyday environmental decision making38. Working within 183 

existing power configurations will reproduce dominant institutional relationships and dominant 184 

paradigms of both human-human and human-nature relationships, rather than promoting 185 

equity, diversity and inclusivity in the knowledge and values that inform restoration practice. 186 

Deeper levels of intervention in social-ecological systems therefore require progressively 187 

confronting power39 32. This includes: more visible forms of power embedded in economic and 188 

political institutions; less visible forms of power whereby ‘backstage’ actors set agendas, for 189 

example limiting solution framing to operational parameters; and invisible, discursive forms of 190 

power through which dominant worldviews, values and knowledge about restoration are often 191 

subconsciously reproduced40. 192 

For restoration to be just and transformative it needs to expand its practices across all system 193 

levels and dimensions of justice and power. This is not to say that operational level 194 

interventions are necessarily ineffective but rather that they will not be effective unless 195 

connected to interventions at deeper levels41 31. We suggest that this analysis holds true for 196 

justice: addressing distributional, procedural and even recognitional justice at a purely 197 

operational level can only yield superficial results and will reproduce power inequality and 198 

underlying causes of injustice. We have a particular concern that current efforts to refashion 199 

restoration as e.g. ‘respecting Indigenous Peoples’ are often restricted to operational level 200 

treatment of justice, in particular superficial forms of participation and benefit sharing that fall 201 

short of the requirements to deliver transformative change.  202 

Our typology combines system levels and justice dimensions into a single spectrum of practices 203 

(Fig. 2). We distinguish four general types of restoration approach (exclusionary, managerial, 204 

collaborative, and just and transformative). However, this is not a simple or linear typology, 205 

We provide a generalisation below but there are interactions across multiple scales and between 206 

numerous actors that characterise restoration practice and which require attention or even 207 

transformation to enable shifts towards a more just restoration approach. As we will see below 208 

(e.g. the Fandriana Marolambo restoration program in Madagsascar), there are cases in which 209 

collaborative restoration approaches already in place can function as leverage points to move 210 

towards transformative restoration. 211 



 212 

 213 

 214 

Figure 2: Typology of approaches for integrating social justice concerns into restoration practice 215 

 216 

At the lowest level (exclusionary), restoration approaches disregard social concerns, adopting 217 

a narrow, ecological reference point as their vision for restoration, and thus conceptually and/or 218 

materially segregating IP&LCs from ecosystems and governance. Attention to justice is not 219 

integral to design although claims of injustices might be addressed reactively where 220 

implementation is affected. At the second level (managerial), operational level social justice 221 

concerns are addressed, but in primarily shallow ways in isolation from key decisions about 222 

what to restore and how. Typical actions include more tokenistic forms of participation (invited 223 

consultation), compensation schemes, benefit-sharing incentives and ‘alternative livelihoods’10 224 

(Martin 2017). As previously evidenced, limiting change to these operational levels of design 225 

often fails to produce desired social or ecological outcomes. At the third level (collaborative), 226 



restoration addresses institutional conditions for meaningful partnerships that respect rights, 227 

territories, customary institutions, and cultural norms. However, these may be viewed as co-228 

benefits or achieved through safeguards and side processes, while ecological aims and western 229 

scientific knowledge ultimately still dominate. Alternative epistemologies and ontologies or 230 

restoration may not be recognised or respected, including biocultural conceptions of an 231 

inextricable link between cultural and biological diversity.  232 

The fourth level (just and transformative) is distinguished by commitment to address the 233 

systemic foundations for just restoration which includes particular attention to elements of 234 

recognitional justice and forms of power that are linked to the domination of particular 235 

intentions and paradigms for restoration. Fig. 2 identifies three main foundations of just and 236 

transformative restoration: i) relationships, ii) knowledge systems and iii) structures.  237 

The relational foundation for just restoration aligns with an emerging view that transformation 238 

to sustainability requires a paradigmatic shift from dualistic to relational cognition of nature42. 239 

Here, we are concerned with the recognition of relational values, defined as meaningful 240 

relationships with nature or relationships among humans that are enabled through nature. 241 

Introducing this ‘relational turn’ to restoration is of huge practical significance. Firstly, it 242 

reflects the diverse ways in which IP&LCs value nature bioculturally, as co-constituted through 243 

identity, place, territory and livelihoods43. Secondly, recognising such relationality radically 244 

reframes restoration - away from dualistic cognition of ‘ecological’ restoration for ‘societal’ 245 

benefit, and towards restoration of both human-nature relationships and the human-human 246 

relationships that are co-constituted with these. In other words, restoration takes on an agenda 247 

of reconnection, with transformation underpinned by an ethic of care towards nature and 248 

between humans. Included here is the need to repair harms arising from the use of more-than-249 

human nature, and helping those that have been victims of structural or cultural violence to 250 

heal or recover their sense of dignity.  251 

The knowledge foundation for just restoration requires meaningful recognition of diverse forms 252 

of Indigenous and local knowledge (ILK), not only to advance human rights but also for 253 

enriched understanding of e.g. what to restore and how. Despite enormous diversity worldwide, 254 

much ILK is marginalised, for example due to incommensurability with dominant development 255 

ideologies or scientific paradigms44. This evolving knowledge system monoculture is not only 256 

unjust, but also a constraint on sustainability, for example because it forecloses on relational 257 

ethics of care.  In practice, being receptive to a pluriversal knowledge foundationi implies a 258 



significant extension of the sphere of restoration - recognising the salience of ILK but also 259 

sometimes the need for restoring ILK and of restor(y)ing restoration45. Cultural erosion is a 260 

normal outcome of ongoing processes of epistemic violence, thus helping to restore ILK is 261 

often a necessary part of just restoration practice. 262 

The structural foundation for just restoration addresses the formal and informal institutional 263 

arrangements which render power asymmetries visible and widely impactful. Institutional rules 264 

and norms serve to enact the interests, values and knowledge of some actors but not others. 265 

Institutions that shape control over land are, among others, crucial for restoration, often 266 

reflecting political and economic intent in ways that enable land dispossession, marginalise 267 

small farmers or threaten the territorial rights and sovereignty that are known to be associated 268 

with effective conservation/restoration practice7 24). The structural foundations of just 269 

restoration require attention to wider contexts and especially to identify institutional reforms 270 

that can disrupt these conduits for power inequality, including prevailing norms and goals 271 

related to use of land.  272 

We propose this typology as a  heuristic device for learning about the gap between narrower, 273 

managerial conceptions of justice that are entering into restoration guidelines, and more 274 

foundational ideas of justice appearing in political ecology literature46. We realise that going 275 

far beyond justice as participation and benefit sharing – seeing restoration through the eyes of 276 

critical and relational social sciences – is a significant challenge for restoration practice. It 277 

might require opening up to alternatives to conservation biology as the sole knowledge for 278 

determining what should be restored. For example, recognising biocultural worldviews can be 279 

challenging because the underpinning relationality does not separate ecological restoration 280 

from struggles to oppose cultural homogenisation, to heal social relationships with more-than-281 

human nature, to restore languages and knowledge systems, and to assert rightful authority 282 

over lands and territories9. Such a biocultural perspective entails confronting the deeper power 283 

asymmetries that cause injustice in people’s relationship with more-than-human nature, which 284 

in many cases precede the restoration efforts as such.  285 

Just and Transformative Restoration 286 

Although the highest level of our typology can require some profound changes in practice, 287 

there are increasing numbers of case studies that demonstrate this to be an actionable agenda. 288 

The practices observed in these cases are clearly distinct from mainstream approaches to 289 



restoration justice, most notably due to engagement with the relationships, knowledge systems, 290 

and structures that are foundational for just restoration. It is noteworthy that most of these cases 291 

involve Indigenous Peoples. This might partly reflect the levels of exposure to land degradation 292 

faced by IPs and the contribution to global restoration by IPs25, but also national and 293 

international requirements to respect the rights, livelihoods, autonomy and cultures of IPs. As 294 

a result, cases involving IPs provide a repository of ‘bright spots’ of restoration practice that 295 

we think can be adapted for working with host communities more generally.  296 

Relational foundation for just restoration 297 

There is enormous diversity in how IP&LCs value nature, but recent work highlights 298 

widespread significance of reciprocal dependencies and kinship relationships with more-than-299 

human nature47.  Such relationships have long been acknowledged as important in the 300 

governance and management of cultural heritage48, climate change adaptation and mitigation49 301 

and increasingly in biodiversity conservation50.  It is unfortunate that their role in restoration 302 

planning remains limited because there is growing evidence that this can contribute to 303 

successful outcomes.  304 

Methods have been tested for bridging ontological differences between partners, ensuring 305 

relational values are incorporated into restoration design15 51) and into more holistic indicators 306 

of social-ecological outcomes, including wellbeing52. Studies of beaver, elk and condor 307 

recovery projects find that applying methods that recognise relationality can strengthen motives 308 

for stewardship, delivering justice for both people and wildlife28. Major global reviews of 309 

evidence have confirmed that incorporating relational values should (and can) be a priority for 310 

the long-term effectiveness of nature conservation44 32.  311 

To provide one indicative example of how this is being done, Kelp forest restoration initiatives 312 

in the Haida Gwaii archipelago of British Columbia have involved local partnership with 313 

conservation scientists. A key foundation has been a preliminary participatory process to 314 

identify local values which are then incorporated into the design of interventions. This process 315 

has rendered local relational values visible from the outset, helping to bring constructive 316 

coexistence between international conservationist and local community visions of 317 

sustainability. A set of six local values were identified and these underline the importance of 318 

the relational: Respect, Responsibility, Interconnectedness, Balance, Seeking Wise Council, 319 

and Giving and Receiving53.  320 



Knowledge foundation for just restoration 321 

Indigenous and local knowledge (ILK) systems represent holistic sets of cultural values, 322 

established customary institutions and traditional practices for governing and managing land 323 

and seascapes. ILK systems vary greatly but are commonly distinct from western scientific 324 

knowledge systems and are not always recognised or integrated in formal governance 325 

structures54. There has been increasing acknowledgement of the importance of ILK in 326 

conserving biodiversity26 7 and restoring landscapes25. This recognition is now enshrined in 327 

key international agreements such as the Convention on Biological Diversity3 and UNFCCC49.  328 

Many initiatives involving IP&LCs remain at our managerial level: selectively integrating 329 

pieces of local knowledge into Western scientific framings or simply treating IP&LCs as 330 

stakeholders to be informed, consulted or incentivised. However, there are now established 331 

good practices for more transformative knowledge practices, and tools to support, e.g. for 332 

respecting customary tenure and co-designing restoration approaches around them55. 333 

‘Community biocultural protocols’, territorial life plans or cultural mapping can provide 334 

locally-generated resources to promote recognition and intercultural collaboration. Approaches 335 

to restoration that recognise and promote place-based knowledge systems have been shown to 336 

provide the justice foundation for effective governance, shared vocabularies for future visions 337 

and better quality understanding of the drivers of degradation and the system trade-offs that 338 

require negotiation4.  339 

 340 

An indicative example can be seen in New Ireland, Papua New Guinea. Indigenous scientists, 341 

community Elders and international academics developed a locally-oriented approach to 342 

restoring fisheries using “indigenous epistemology-based marine resource management”56. 343 

This draws on scientific knowledge, including ecological knowledge and sustainable 344 

harvesting regimes but, importantly, it orients restoration around Indigenous worldviews 345 

through culturally specific priorities based on harmonious relationships between living 346 

persons, spirits and ancestors, all of which are understood as intimately connected to the health 347 

and governance of the marine system. This integration of sustainability science with Indigenous 348 

ontology and epistemology is expected to lead to more effective and durable marine 349 

conservation. 350 

Structural foundations for just restoration  351 



In many cases, to enable IP&LCs to gain authority over restoration, wider contextual change 352 

is required, both to the high-level institutions (norms and rules/laws), policies and funding 353 

flows that ‘structure’ dominant restoration practices. For IP&LC groups to be able to act upon 354 

preferred relationships with more-than-human nature, or upon place-based knowledge of 355 

social-ecological systems, they require power to influence restoration decisions at all stages57. 356 

Restoration efforts led by external actors that hold the resources and set the agendas for 357 

restoration are often viewed by IP&LCs as vehicles for replicating prevailing unequal power 358 

relations.  359 

 Bringing about structural change to power relations is not always possible for conservation 360 

and restoration practitioners. However, there is a growing body of good practice cases that have 361 

tested methods for analysing power relations, communicating power relations and acting on 362 

power asymmetries. Sometimes described as decolonial models of restoration, tools to analyse 363 

and address power relations are found to support effective outcomes, notably through a 364 

resurgence in local capacity for restoration. This is seen in many contexts, such as forest 365 

restoration26, wildlife recovery58, recovery of mining landscapes12 and urban ecological 366 

restoration27. Such case-level evidence aligns with larger synthesis studies20 25. Direct funding 367 

to IP&LCs is also becoming more feasible with recent international commitments and 368 

dedicated funds59.   369 

An indicative example can be seen in the Fandriana Marolambo forest landscape restoration 370 

program in Madagsascar. Initially led by WWF with a managerial level of community 371 

consultation, it quickly became evident that success would require a restructuring towards local 372 

ownership and stewardship. This required changes to institutions that reflected unequal power 373 

over resources. In particular, reforms to tenure rules to recognise local customary forest tenure 374 

and change to laws that prohibited shifting cultivation. This reshaped the whole project, with 375 

an initial stage being required to enable communities to help design the project. It is important 376 

to note that this did triple the time scale of the project but in doing so provided a pathway to 377 

long term success, which eventually included a formal handover from WWF to local 378 

communities60. Revitalising local control and capacity may increase start-up costs but can 379 

reduce transactions costs (e.g. of guarding tree plantations) in the longer-term.  380 

Applying the typology 381 



The novel contribution of our typology is in large part generated through the intersection 382 

between a multi-level systems approach and a multi-dimensional justice approach. This 383 

perspective is based on an extensive review of knowledge, although its application remains at 384 

proof-of-concept stage. For example, we recently trialled this through a locally facilitated, two-385 

day national workshop on just restoration in Liberia. This included using a version of Fig. 3 as 386 

a prompt for participants to i) assess the current situation in national restoration practice and 387 

ii) to begin participatory visioning for just restoration. This experience strengthened our view 388 

that the four-level typology has a useful and actionable application, as an analytical framework 389 

for assessing current practice, as heuristic for exploring future aspirations, and for identifying 390 

systemic opportunities and barriers to progress. 391 

 392 

Figure 3. Application of typology for assessment of different dimensions of justice 393 

 394 

Outlook 395 

Due to the bleak long-term trajectory for ecosystem health, the reversal of degradation and 396 

restoration of the world’s ecosystems have become policy goals at global, regional and national 397 

levels. Ambitious short to medium-term targets have been set and resources are being directed 398 

towards programs to implement them. However, the performance of restoration projects often 399 



falls short of ambitions and attention has turned to how we can bring about transformative 400 

change towards sustainability. One area of emerging agreement is that transformative change 401 

needs to pursue justice in tandem with sustainability. However, our knowledge about how to 402 

achieve this, and the practical and economic implications of reorienting restoration approaches, 403 

remains thin.  404 

Attention to justice (across all dimensions) is too often confined to project-level managerial 405 

approaches without due attention to more systemic causes. Global standards of practice provide 406 

necessary guidance but do not currently articulate the depth of change required for 407 

transformative practice. They include social standards for the engagement and sharing of 408 

benefits, but these become framed as managerial-level parameters to be addressed at a project 409 

level. There is limited recognition that fair distribution and meaningful participation are often 410 

conditional on more profound shifts to systems of knowledge, values and structures that shape 411 

dominant approaches to restoration. By contrast, IP&LCs often employ more holistic framings 412 

of the long-term dynamics of restoration in which ecological and social dimensions of 413 

degradation and restoration are profoundly interdependent. At a theoretical level, such a 414 

biocultural perspective on nature-society relations is reflected in contemporary restoration 415 

ecology, in which the modernist notion of nature and society as separate and in opposition is 416 

widely rejected in favour of social-ecological systems perspectives42. But in practice, separated 417 

ecological objectives continue to dominate models of restoration practice17 and we find the 418 

typology to be an effective way to stimulate dialogue about this apparent barrier to justice and 419 

sustainability. 420 

Our argument here focuses on that critical nuance between reproducing similar practices and 421 

results and instead shifting efforts towards the just and transformative end of the spectrum (Fig. 422 

2, Fig. 3). Specifically, designing and implementing transformative restoration projects 423 

requires a reorientation of focus to the relationships, knowledge systems and structures that are 424 

foundational to restoration practice. There are increasing numbers of ‘bright spots’ of just and 425 

transformative restoration. Nurturing such innovative local practice is necessary but will only 426 

be part of the solution. To mainstream just restoration, change is also needed to dominant 427 

models of practice - what socio-technical transitions theorists refer to as shifting the regime41 428 

- through more explicit justice guidelines for state and INGO restoration funders and 429 

implementers.  430 
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Figure 1. The ecological outcomes of restoration interventions with different levels of community 439 
control (n=41). Data from the Just Conservation database18. (Green = Positive, Amber = Mixed, Red 440 
= Negative) 441 

Figure 2: Typology of approaches for integrating social justice concerns into restoration practice 442 

Figure 3. Application of typology for assessment of different dimensions of justice 443 
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i Here we adopt the concept of ‘pluriversality’ because it clearly implies the coexistence of multiple 

worlds. The alternative term ‘plural’ is commonly used but may be (mis)construed as referring to 

multiple perspectives within a shared (dominant) world or worldview. 

 

 


