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arge international nongovernmental
organizations (INGOs) are increas-
ingly setting the global conservation

agenda. These INGOs have developed a range
of tools, e.g., Biodiversity Hot Spots (1),
Global 200 Ecoregions (2), and others (3) to
set priorities and to compete with each other.
They often use a corporate “branding” strat-
egy to help raise funds and to define and com-
municate their niches in a crowded and com-
petitive market. This corporate model has
been very successful for fundraising: Con-
servation International’s “Hot Spots” strategy
accompanied an increase in overall annual
expenditures from U.S.$27.8 million in 1998
to U.S.$89.3 million by 2004, and World
Wildlife Fund U.S.A.’s “Ecoregions” program
accompanied a rise in expenditures from
U.S.$80 million to U.S.$121.7 million be-
tween 1997 and 2005 (4). This helped offset
declines of ~50% in government and multilat-
eral agency investment in biodiversity conser-
vation over the past decade (5) while expand-
ing the influence of these INGOs globally.
These factors have led some to equate the
operations of large INGOs with transnational
corporations (6).

Although these brands are derived from
conservation science, they are vulnerable to
scientific criticism (7). For example, prior-

ity-setting plans that target fixed
areas for conservation (e.g., Hot
Spots and Ecoregions) are insuf-
ficient to deal with fast-moving
threats such as pathogens or
invasive species (8), the alter-
ation of species’ ranges due to
climate change (9), or spatially
dynamic marine ecosystems (10).
Furthermore, large-scale inter-
national development initiatives,
designed centrally and top-down,
have rarely met expectations
(11). This does not bode well
for globalized conservation ap-
proaches, which require that the
often inadequately evaluated
strategies of developed country
INGOs be adopted by develop-
ing countries (12, 13). Such top-
down approaches can fail to link
agendas of a broad constituency
of local communities, scientists,
conservation practitioners, and
policy-makers (14, 15).

In some cases, the investments
of foreign conservationists are
seen as a threat to sovereignty and an imposi-
tion on local peoples. For instance, in Bolivia,
where INGOs like Wildlife Conservation
Society and Conservation International have
helped establish and manage national parks,
there have been calls for the “nationalization”
of protected areas. Although protected areas
have never been out of government control,
foreign organizations are seen by some
Bolivians as usurping control of national ter-
ritory and as having disempowered grass-
roots efforts. Here, it has proven difficult to
convince government and local communities
that conservation INGOs are free of hidden
intentions (16–18) Similarly, calls made by
international conservationists to remove tribal
people from parks in India to better protect
tigers may have further polarized positions,
making the search for workable solutions
even more difficult (19).

It can be argued that INGOs are funda-
mentally different from globalizing corpora-

tions. What leads to success in commerce is
profit, whereas success in developing country
conservation typically hinges on local support
to sustain results. Globalization of industry
followed three phases (20): first the 19th-cen-
tury “international model,” with companies
selling goods through overseas sales offices;
then, the 20th-century classic multinational
corporation, where the parent created smaller
versions of itself overseas; and finally, the
21st-century globally integrated enterprise,
where the corporation acts as a single global
entity, able to place people and operations
anywhere around the world. The most effec-
tive modern multinationals recognize the
importance of local knowledge, e.g., for
product sales. However, generalized global
approaches fail for biodiversity conservation
at local scales, because solutions must inte-
grate extremely diverse natural, socioeco-
nomic, and cultural systems and usually
require a sense of community ownership.

Successful global strategies for biodiversity

conservation require increasing reliance on

local leadership and major investment in 

local capacity.
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One trend in the globalization of conserva-
tion is that INGOs are increasingly register-
ing in developing countries. For example,
Conservation International and The Nature
Conservancy are now legally registered in at
least 18 and 23 developing world countries,
respectively (21, 22). This provides greater
accountability to national governments and
donors, but also enables them to compete for
funds with local NGOs, which may decrease
efforts to strengthen local institutions. This
can result in developing-world conservation-
ists, with locally tuned priorities but lacking
donor connections, being obliged to obtain
funds from INGOs pushing global agendas.
Ultimately, this can lead to INGOs edging out
local institutions essential for sustaining long-
term conservation (19). It also means that
changes in donor or INGO priorities can
lead to abrupt withdrawals of support. Con-
servation efforts then fail if local conserva-
tionists have not been trained, or local institu-
tions have not been developed with their own
programs and funding. Training is usually
insufficiently supported: e.g., only 4% of the
U.S.$3.26 billion invested in Latin American
biodiversity conservation between 1990 and
1997 was specifically spent on capacity
building (23). Similarly, the U.S. Agency for
International Development, a key supporter of
international conservation, has cut back uni-
versity scholarships in all fields for develop-
ing world students to 900 per year from a pre-
vious 20,000 (24). Furthermore, the lack of
long-term career structures often results in
scarce local practitioners migrating to devel-
oped countries, weakening conservation
infrastructure in front-line countries.

Biodiversity conservation continues to
require improved integration with human
welfare concerns. This has been central to
a long-standing debate among environ-
mentalists stretching back at least to the
1970s when the Club of Rome think-tank,
in its “Limits to Growth,” emphasized the
global risk to humanity and ecosystems
from natural resource depletion, greatly
influencing the modern environmental
movement (25). At the same time, developing-
world scientists from the Bariloche Foun-
dation in Argentina produced the “Latin
American World Model,” which stressed
the need to address socioeconomic con-
cerns to build what we would now call a
sustainable society (26).

Investment will be most effective where
such issues (as well as social justice and gov-
ernance regimes) are addressed adequately
and where local capacity exists; however, con-
servationists need not abandon countries that
score poorly on development criteria. Here,

support can be targeted and managed so that
local capacity is built and marginalized
indigenous peoples and other local stake-
holders become equal partners to maximize
prospects for success (5). Part of the solution
is to increase local pools of practitioners at all
levels, from community parabiologists to uni-
versity professors and government officials
(27). INGOs could provide funds for salary
and staff retention at local organizations.
Investment in scholarships for first-world uni-
versities could be matched with funds for
strengthening developing country universities
and technical programs where studentships
typically cost much less.

Bolstering independent local institutions
(e.g., civil society organizations, universi-
ties, and local government agencies) is key
to keeping conservation on national agendas
in developing countries. Small, locally
focused organizations working at the front
lines of biodiversity loss are often the most
effective; witness the rise of community-
based conservation projects across the
developing world with examples including
the Mamirauá Sustainable Development Re-
serve and the Pontal do Parapanema area in
Brazil, the Kaa-Iya del Gran Chaco National
Park in Bolivia, and other similar areas in
Africa (28, 29). In these cases, although
international assistance sometimes provided
essential help, key to success has been the
existence of strong local organizations to
take the lead in implementing management.
This may hold true even in developed coun-
tries, where local chapters of national con-
servation NGOs are often the groups that
effect change (e.g., regional chapters of the
Audubon Society in the U.S.A.). Although
such institutions are weak in much of the
developing world (30), they are critically
important, because they can adapt the con-
servation agenda for local implementation,
working collaboratively with government
institutions and policy-makers. The bottom
line is that biodiversity will only be con-
served if local people and interests want to
save it for ethical and broadly utilitarian pur-
poses. This level of support has to be large
enough to resist a minority that may seek
alternative land uses for narrowly selfish
utilitarian reasons.

Some INGOs have fostered collabora-
tion by setting up egalitarian networks of
local conservation organizations that are
mutually supporting, around the world.
Examples include Birdlife International
(31) and the Wildlife Trust Alliance (32). In
these cases, developed country NGOs help
raise funds for agendas set by local partners.
We recognize that INGOs have efficiencies

of scale and operation, as well as an im-
portant role in influencing global policy.
However, we argue that leadership in con-
servation has to be decentralized and better
integrated into local conditions. Locally
produced strategies and agendas, imple-
mented by strong local institutions and indi-
viduals are key to success.
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