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Summary




Summary 

Multi-stakeholder platforms are increasingly 
recognized as important vehicles to build 
sustained dialogue among actors aiming to 
improve policy design and implementation.1

In the field of land and natural resource rights, 
the International Land Coalition has made 
perhaps the broadest global investment in 
such platforms, designed to promote people-
centered land governance through national 

engagement strategies in 22 countries. A key 
challenge concerns how to effectively engage 
government in the dialogue process to achieve 
maximum influence. Designing an effective 
strategy requires a solid understanding of the 
national context, a well-developed vision of 
the appropriate role of the platform within this 
context, and a willingness to jointly evaluate and 
adapt approaches based on experience.
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introduction
Introduction

The Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible 
Governance of Tenure signal a convergence of 
interest at the global level among a significant 
set of civil society organizations, development 
agencies, and multilateral institutions.2  However, 
advances in securing land rights for rural people 
by reforming and implementing land tenure 
policies and practices rely primarily on the 
success of engagement at the national level. The 
International Land Coalition places engagement 
at the country level at the heart of its approach 
to achieving impact and has invested in building 
multi-stakeholder platforms as a cornerstone of 
its national engagement strategies (NES). Active 
in 22 focal countries in 2017, ILC plans to reach 
35 countries by 2021.3 

The ILC experience is perhaps the most extensive 
effort to date of a sustained investment 
in multi-stakeholder platforms for policy 
change across such a range of countries, 
with systematic efforts at monitoring and 
evaluating outcomes. By investing in platforms 
to build a common agenda, provide “backbone 
support” to coordinate joint action by diverse 
national players, and measure progress using 
shared indicators, the effort aims to fulfill 
multiple conditions for collective impact.4  
As such, it provides a unique opportunity 
for learning. Evidence of NES achievements 
in recent years show that combined efforts 
by diverse stakeholders, with different 
expertise and sometimes distinct interests, 
can achieve positive outcomes in influencing 

and accelerating reforms, and ensuring that 
these result in actual changes on the ground. 
Critical factors enabling such success include 
the ability to build and sustain dialogue among 
different actors, develop strategic alliances, and 
keep policy makers engaged, informed and 
influenced.

This Guidance Note is the result of a structured 
process of exchange of experience and lessons 
among NES facilitators from Asia, Africa, Latin 
America and Europe. Its focus is on choices 
that guide the design and evolution of the 
NES platform in its relationship to government 
to achieve influence on policy reform and 
implementation in support of people-centered 
land governance. The guidance is presented in 
three steps: 

1.	 Undertake a joint situation analysis of the 
scope for policy influence and associated 
policy implementation to bring about the 
desired change.

2.	 Define the focus, role and composition 
of the NES platform appropriate to the 
national context.

3.	 Plan stages of NES development, 
evaluate progress, and adapt to changing 
conditions. 

 
Throughout the text, you’ll find In Practice boxes 
with case examples illustrating NES experiences 
and Insight boxes going into more depth on a 
particular conceptual issue.
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introduction

What are the 
key issues to 

address?

How can 
collaboration 
be sustained? Where should 

dialogue take 
place?

How can 
learning 

influence the 
next steps?

What role do 
facilitators 

play?
Who should 
take part in 
evaluation?

How do we 
manage the 

process?

Who should 
be involved? What can we 

expect to 
achieve?

1.	 Exploring the 
potential for 
collaboration

3.	 Evaluating  
outcomes and 
sustaining 
collaboration

2.	 Facilitating 
dialogue 
and action

Insight: Reflecting on policy influence in a cycle of action and learning

The lessons presented in this Guidance Note are drawn from a structured process of exchange 
among NES facilitators, reflecting upon their achievements, challenges encountered, and 
strategies that have evolved to address these. In designing their strategies, many NES 
facilitators have drawn upon the Collaborating for Resilience approach, which describes a 
cycle of action and learning simplified in three phases, as shown in the figure below.

Active reflection is embedded in each phase of the cycle. Such structured reflection on 
experience is especially important in the development and evolution of multi-stakeholder 
partnerships such as those organized to achieve the national engagement strategies. Choices 
about how most effectively to engage with government agencies and policy processes 
need to take into account the sometimes divergent interests and expectations of different 
members, and must be tailored to a dynamic institutional and policy context. 

See Ratner, B.D. and W.E. Smith (2014), Collaborating for Resilience: A Practitioner’s Guide. Penang, Malaysia: Collaborating for 
Resilience. Available at http://coresilience.org/manuals/guide. (French and Spanish versions also available.)
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1. Analyse the scope for influence

Determining the most effective route to 
engaging government for policy influence 
through the national engagement strategy 
requires a solid understanding of the context.  
A situation analysis can be done by one or 
more specialists, but it is most useful (and most 
likely to contribute to a solid design) when 
the full spectrum of NES members is engaged 
in this analysis and contributes to a shared 
understanding of the challenges (see Box In 
Practice: Approaches to joint analysis).
 
Key factors to assess include: 

a.	 degree of alignment between existing 
policy priorities and NES goals

b.	 public recognition or sense of urgency 
around the change targeted

c.	 level of agreement or debate on policy 
directions among NES members

d.	 government willingness to consult or 
cooperate with CSOs/NGOs/NES members

e.	 level of legal protection for CSOs, NGOs 
and their degree of autonomy

f.	 level of political stability

  
Where existing national policy goals are 
more aligned with the NES, the platform 
may seek a closer involvement of decision-
makers early in the process. In the case of 
Bolivia, the NES goals coincide with government 
policy, while grassroots communities directly 
engage government units and participate in 
both the definition and the implementation 
of land-related policy. In sharp contrast, 
Nicaragua’s government does not officially 
recognize the existence of a NES or share its 
goals. NES members are perceived as opponents 
to government, even though they are careful 
not to criticize official policy. For example, in 
2015 and 2016, the NES platform invited local 
authorities to review a land market study, but 
they declined, commenting that they were not 
authorized by the national government. The 
platform has also sought to engage in dialogue 
on pathways to address the government policy 
goal of increasing agricultural exports, which can 
entail expansion of land area for export crops 
under cultivation versus increased productivity 
or product value added. Yet, officials have 
interpreted any proposal from the NES as a 
grievance regarding land related issues.5 
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Representatives of the National Federation of Communal Forests and Pastures of Albania, Forest Regional Federation, 
and forest users identifying and mapping forest area to help municipalities develop agreements with traditional users

1.	Undertake a joint analysis of the scope for influence on policy  
	design  and implementation
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1. Analyse the scope for influence

In Practice: Approaches to joint situation analysis

An in-house joint analysis can build relationships and quickly integrate findings into 
strategy. It is possible to conduct the analysis in-house if the NES facilitator has the appropriate 
training and skills. This was the case in Cameroon, where a facilitator with capable technical 
profile and good connections with government and CSOs worked with well-qualified 
representatives of both CSOs and government in a formulation workshop that identified land 
governance challenges and potential actions. A first position paper summarized the results 
of this workshop. The platform then called for policy proposals from all stakeholders, and a 
second position paper presented them with one voice, building credibility and coherence of the 
emerging NES platform, and greatly facilitating engagement with government.7

An outside facilitator can provide a mirror to reflect on the NES. An experienced resource 
person from outside the platform can also effectively guide the NES members in joint analysis 
of the scope for policy influence and associated policy implementation. It’s helpful if the 
expert has a good understanding of national politics, excellent contacts in government and 
research institutions, plus experience with grassroots communities and land rights and use in 
the country. It’s also desirable that such an expert know the goals, resources, and activities of 
the NES members so that they can better orient the joint analysis using the complementarity 
of capacities and the members’ understanding of the context in which they operate. Whether 
or not this is the case, it’s essential that they have the ability to draw out, compare, and help 
analyze the perspectives of different actors on the national context. 

This was the case in Togo, where an influential and capable resource person with a wealth of 
experience and ample contacts with key stakeholders aided the NES platform to gain credibility 
in a short time. His expertise in land reform, including his ability to approach the analysis 
from a comparative perspective drawing on his experience in other African countries, plus his 
sharp understanding of stakeholder dynamics and his handling of the inception workshop 
demonstrated the appropriate skills to carry out the joint analysis and to document the 
findings.8

In either approach, whether using ‘in-house’ NES resources or outside facilitators, NES 
members need to actively contribute to  a good background analysis to define strategies. 
The main purpose of the background analysis is to inform the national engagement strategies. 
To this effect, a thorough knowledge of land issues—land distribution, land rights, land use, 
and social arrangements to access land, involvement of political stakeholders, formal and 
informal distribution of power in decision-making, including level of corruption and entitlement 
culture—plus a broad network of connections in government, academia and grassroots 
organizations connected to land matters is necessary. This information is key to effectively carry 
out a stakeholder analysis, a main input in the definition of strategies to influence policies, 
processes and agendas of people-centered land governance. 

Strong public recognition and sense of 
urgency around the proposed changes may 
also improve government responsiveness. 
Social mobilization, fact-based awareness 
raising and public interactions on the NES goals 
can help to emphasize the pressing need for 
government actions to improve rural livelihoods. 
Public recognition of land issues in Cameroon, 
for example, achieved through a wide-ranging 

campaign, led to a significant reduction in 
corporate land concessions and an increase in 
land lease rates, providing better compensation 
to communities where concessions were 
established.6 Heightened awareness of land 
grabs and land rights together with nonviolent 
resistance in communities forced the corporate 
palm oil business to abandon all operations in 
some concessions.
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1. Analyse the scope for influence

The level of policy agreement among NES 
members increases their scope for collective 
influence. Sometimes NES members do not 
share the same information and perceive 
policy opportunities and risks differently. They 
may work with distinct constituencies, such as 
smallholder farmers, peri-urban workers, forest 
communities or indigenous people’s networks. 
They may also have different core interests, 
such as women’s rights, youth employment, 
or environmental protection. There may be 
competition for funding, which highlights 
the need for donor transparency and donor 
coherence. Research institutions, grassroots 
organizations, and NGOs that support social 
mobilization can have different priorities 
that respond to the individual organization’s 
orientation. Multiple NES facilitators describe 
a gradual process of convening and dialogue 
that, over months and sometimes years, has 
led to a greater degree of trust and shared 
understanding among the NES members 
themselves, and as a result a more coherent 
policy agenda (see Box In Practice: Seeking 
convergence on a policy agenda). This is why it is 
critical to assess and acknowledge the degree 
of agreement as well as to understand the 

points of ongoing debate among NES members 
regarding the goals of policy engagement—and 
the strategies to achieve these. In advance of 
achieving a certain level of coherence, it may be 
counterproductive to engage government too 
closely. 

Government readiness to consult with civil 
society and other non-state actors on policy 
matters also favors a closer relationship.  This 
concerns both the general stance of government 
towards civil society involvement in the policy 
process, as well as the specific relationships 
cultivated by the NES platform or its members. In 
some instances, such as Nepal, the prior strong 
relationships of members with government 
provided a foundation for close engagement 
from the start of the NES process. At the other 
extreme, in Nicaragua government has excluded 
civil society from land policy deliberations, 
preferring to engage private sector players, 
and the consolidation of the NES platform has 
not changed this.9 More often, there is some 
scope for engagement at the start but also a 
strong need to build legitimacy of the NES as a 
credible actor in policy processes. This was the 
case in Albania and Togo, where state agencies 
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Farmers plow the fields in Amuru District in northern Uganda, where the Uganda Land Alliance is working to 
halt forced evictions



10

1. Analyse the scope for influence

or parliamentary bodies became closely 
engaged in NES activities, and in Tanzania, 
where government has recognized and grown to 
appreciate the NES platform as a reliable source 
of expertise and information.10 

Where legal protection for CSOs and NGOs 
involved in land issues is not well established, 
they may need to be more cautious. In 
India, while NGOs have historically enjoyed 
strong protections, recently there are more 
restrictions on freedom of expression. The 
central government is increasingly sensitive to 
organizations involved in defense of human 
rights, particularly when it entails dissent from 
government policy, making work on land 
issues progressively difficult.11 Bangladesh 
and Cambodia have each seen increased legal 
restrictions on NGOs in recent years, including 
a heightened risk of losing legal status for 
criticizing government. In Tanzania, government 
promotion of a large corporate agricultural 
project has generated strong opposition by 
NES members, who must be careful not to be 
perceived as “inciting the public or painting 
a negative view of the government and its 
policies” for they can be decertified and, in the 
case of individuals, their cases taken to the 
police. Alliances with international development 
NGOs (such as Oxfam and CARE) may provide 
some measure of protection to domestic CSOs 
and NGOs engaged in land policy advocacy, as is 
the case, for example, in Tanzania and Cameroon. 

Political and institutional instability may also 
limit the scope for sustained engagement 
with government counterparts. In an 
exceptional case such as Bolivia, where the 
Constitution recognizes the pluri-cultural 
character of the country and respect for 
indigenous communities, relations between 
grassroots organizations, policy makers, and 
government functionaries are relatively stable. 
More commonly, NES members face a more 
dynamic situation. Elections and shifting 
alliances in a parliamentary democracy result 
in frequent changes in government officials 
and politicians who can affect policy. In Nepal, 
nine Prime Ministers and their cabinets have 
ruled in the last eight years. There, just as in 
Tanzania, Togo, or Guatemala, the NES platform 
has cultivated relationships with the more stable 
functionaries in technical and advisory roles in 
government departments, who tend to have 
more longevity than political appointees.12 
Nevertheless, bureaucratic instability affects 
the continuity of grassroots organizations’ 
struggle to gain and protect land rights. 
Sometimes functionaries sensitive to the cause 
of the landless are removed or transferred to 
other posts. There’s also a risk that opposition 
politicians may seek to mobilize civil society 
organizations for narrow partisan gains, so 
leaders need to be mindful of maintaining broad 
legitimacy in the eyes of their constituency. 
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Pastoralists in the Western Foothills of Mongolia, home to one of the newest National Engagement Strategies
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1. Analyse the scope for influence
In Practice: Seeking convergence on a policy agenda

Clarity, coherence and shared commitment to a policy agenda is critical for influence. However, it 
is often precisely because these are missing that different groups are motivated to create a NES 
platform in the first place. So, how do these shared conditions emerge? 

Sometimes convergence comes from a long process of advocacy, opposition and 
adjustment. Before the Nepal NES platform convened the present members, their different 
priorities and goals diluted the effectiveness of social mobilization. It has taken years to shape 
a strategy that is modified as the social movement matures, NGOs reorient their goals, and 
government responds to the changing conditions. 

Other times, a more structured approach to dialogue yields rapid progress. In India, 
organizers recognized the great diversity in challenges and priorities across different states and 
regions. They used the NES platform to identify and focus on shared policy priorities through 
deliberation, thus connecting stakeholders from diverse social and cultural groups, NGOs and 
intergovernmental bodies. 

Such a dialogue can explicitly address points of tension and conflict. In Togo, the platform 
developed guidelines for stakeholder cooperation that included very targeted requests to 
diverse experts. In particular, the conflictive relationship of government with civil society was 
overcome by inviting functionaries to contribute their knowledge of specific issues. This gave 
them a positive role to play by contributing to a shared base of information and analysis, rather 
than responding from the start to demands and critiques. The policy agenda continues to evolve 
with regular discussion and reflection around challenges and achievements by civil society 
members and the ministries participating in the NES.

Training on mechanisms for land access with community representatives and local government officials in the 
Sierra Norte region of Ecuador
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2. Define platform
 focus, role, and composition



A range of options for the role and composition 
of the NES platform may be suitable depending 
on the country context, from a NES that is in fact 
convened by government, one that includes 
government representatives within the NES as 
full members or in advisory roles, to one that has 
members of government or parliamentarians 
as members of the platform or a governing 
body but acting in a personal capacity. In other 
instances, it may be appropriate to build a 
NES that cultivates government relationships 
through dialogue processes only, or, in contrast, 
one that acts in a more confrontational advocacy 
role vis-à-vis government. (See Box Insight: 
Mapping strategies for engaging government.) The 
situation analysis will help guide the choice. 

When appropriate, inclusion of government 
can accelerate adoption of changes in 
policy and implementation. Government 
participation in the NES can facilitate access to 
key information on rural people, land rights, 
and resource use. Most importantly, when 
government representatives help define goals of 
the NES platform and debate options for policy 
reform and institutional strengthening, they 
are more likely to champion the adoption of 
these reforms. Direct access to decision-makers 
also aids follow up on effective implementation 
of policy and regulatory reforms. This is the 
approach found in Albania, where the depth 
of NES members’ experience, knowledge, and 
grassroots representation is recognized by 
government. Key members of parliament are 
part of the NES coordinating committee and 
part of the parliamentary group responsible 

for submitting the draft law on forestry. 
Having them in the coordinating committee is 
crucially important to the NES platform’s policy 
influence.13  Similarly, in Togo, multiple ministries 
are formally represented in the platform, and the 
NES is chaired on a rotational basis—a choice 
made explicitly to build mutual trust. 

When government officials are not directly 
involved as members of the NES platform, 
they may still maintain a strong connection. 
This is the case, for example, in Bangladesh 
and the Philippines. The example of Nepal is 
particularly interesting in this regard, because 
a strong record of policy engagement by NES 
members led to direct involvement in electoral 
campaigns. Strong grassroots representation 
among the NES members, combined with 
a record of oppositional advocacy, put NES 
platform members in a position to negotiate 
with political parties that share their goals to 
name three candidates for parliament during 
the 2017 campaign. Most recently, with growing 
government recognition of the role the platform 
provides as a trusted forum for dialogue, there 
is now a move to explore a formal role for the 
Ministry of Lands as convener.

Where there is strong agreement among 
members, a focused agenda can be more 
effective in bringing about change. NES 
member organizations that agree on specific 
priorities can concentrate their efforts and 
combine their expertise and skills to sway public 
perception and better influence decision makers.

2.	Define the focus, role and composition of the NES platform 		
	appropriate  to the national context
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2. Define platform
 focus, role, and composition



Agendas may be oriented and aligned around 
specific resource sectors, such as forest 
lands or common property pasture lands. In 
Nepal the main focus of the NES is on access 
to agricultural land, given the concentration 
of land with large landowners. In Albania, the 
focus is on communal forests and pastures and 
the elaboration of a new forestry law. Individual 
forest rights and pastoralist rights over grazing 
lands have emerged as a central focus in India. 

The NES may focus on a particular policy 
initiative. In Cameroon, the main concern, 
as part of the new law on land policy and 
land tenure, is implementation of land reform 
aimed at fulfilling a set of fundamental rights 
of local and indigenous populations to land 
management. In Peru, the government’s 
emphasis on private investment in mining has 
posed a serious threat to community lands, 
backed by a legislative norm enabling the 
practice. Members of the NES platform informed 
and influenced policy makers, and in May 2017, 
with the support of two parties in Congress, the 
norm was rescinded.14

The NES may also focus on a specific social 
sector, such as women’s land rights or 
indigenous peoples’ rights. In Malawi, as 
in many countries, “customary law in land 
administration perpetuates gender imbalance 
and prevents both men and women . . . from 
accessing or owning land.”15 Recognition of 
women’s rights is in the hands of local traditional 
authorities, often introducing considerable 
obstacles. The NES platform has enabled 
conversations with local chiefs, and broader 
dialogues empowered women and men to 
demand more clarity and equity in inheritance 
rights. The new land laws represent a significant 
advance, though regulations to operationalize 
them are still pending.

Cross-cutting issues such as such as land 
dispute resolution can serve to build a NES 
agenda. In Bangladesh, cases of land grabbing 
from poor and disadvantaged communities are 
common, and over 70 percent of court litigations 
result from conflict over land ownership.16 
Advocacy by the NES platform, coordinating 21 
organizations with different and complementary 
actions, has contributed to recognition of land 
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Group of experts identifying forest pilot areas in Golaj Village, Albania as part of participatory annual planning
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2. Define platform
 focus, role, and composition



rights and more equitable land and natural 
resources use, particularly by indigenous 
communities. Conflict over land has been a 
constant in the Guatemalan countryside as well. 
As a result, grassroots organizations prioritized 
the implementation of conflict resolution 
mechanisms and constitutional requirements of 
justice in land ownership. The recent disposition 
of government to dialogue with indigenous 
organizations stems from this sharp focus.

When NES membership is diverse, a nested 
approach may be suitable, with a broad 
shared agenda and more focused sub-
groups organized by priority issue. In India, 
for example, issues raised in the NES platform 
may be specific to pastoralists as a group or 
women pastoralists in particular; others may 
be specific to smallholder farmers or forest 
communities. Often NES members can jointly 
differentiate issues that need attention from 

local government authorities from those that 
require consideration from central government, 
and act on each accordingly. This is the case with 
NES platform in Tanzania, with a coordinating 
body playing an advocacy role at the national 
level, while thematic working groups focus on 
issues like women’s land rights, rangelands and 
pastoralism, and land-based investments.
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A pastoral woman in Kayarakhet Village, India

Secure access to shared forests has helped farmers in Kayarakhet village, Udaipur District, Rajasthan, boost their 
modest farming income
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2. Define platform
 focus, role, and composition


Insight: Mapping strategies for engaging government

No single approach to the national engagement strategy would be suitable for a wide range of 
diverse country contexts.  The aim instead is to tailor an approach that fits the particular context. 
The graphic below illustrates the diversity of approaches to NES development on two related 
vectors: the breadth of issues addressed and the role of government (as represented by particular 
agencies or officials) in the NES platform.

Consider, for example, the sharply contrasting cases of Bolivia, Nicaragua, and Albania. In Bolivia, 
the present government is aligned with the people centered land governance priorities of the 
NES. For this reason, the platform has cultivated a close, advisory role, focused not on debating 
policy goals but on assisting government to improve implementation. For example, collective 
land rights defined by community use are recognized by the state, so members aid local 
stakeholders to sort out overlapping claims and regularize land titles. NES members have chosen 
to downplay the distinct identity of the NES so as to maintain this special relationship. They 
work on a broad set of issues, including land tenure and registration, water rights, the effects 
urban growth on indigenous communities, communal management of the archeological and 
cultural endowment, community tourism, approval of land related decrees by municipalities, and 
supporting the Land Reform Institute of Bolivia.

In Nicaragua, by contrast, land policy issues are hotly contested on many fronts. The Nicaraguan 
Canal and Development Project, for example, has driven speculation in the land market, with the 
participation of high government officials and private investors, both domestic and international. 
The government exercises tight control over land issues and the president’s office restricts 
the interactions of ministers as well as technical and midlevel functionaries. In the absence of 
direct access, the NES platform works with communities to raise public awareness, share ideas 
and propose research-based policy recommendations and programs related to land rights. In 
addition to addressing rapid commercialization of the sector, they work to strengthen family 
farming and access to land by disadvantaged groups, mainly women and youth.

Role of government in NES platform

Nicaragua

Guatemala

Bolivia

Togo

Malawi

Albania

absent

broad

narrow

consulted advisory convenor

Breadth 
of issues 

addressed
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2. Define platform
 focus, role, and composition



At the other end of the spectrum, the NES in Albania is both tightly focused and integrated 
with government. The platform maintains a narrow focus on forest users’ rights, working to 
build synergies among actors in forest governance. Because the policy issues are relatively 
non-contentious, the NES platform has been able to cultivate a climate of joint education and 
experimentation, building evidence around solutions. Environment and agriculture ministries, as 
well as members of parliament, are part of the NES platform.

Other examples are more intermediate. The NES in Malawi has focused on land bills that 
decentralize decision-making and promote public participation in the administration of 
land related matters. It has worked closely with the Ministry of Land and some members of 
parliament. In Guatemala, the NES platform works to inform rural communities about the 
agrarian policy and enable them to effectively participate in public debates over land conflicts. 
Through the platform, ILC signed a letter of understanding with the government regarding land 
disputes and conflict resolution. In Togo, the NES has engaged policy-makers and grassroots 
communities on the participatory development of a land and property code, promoting 
equitable access to land between men and women and sensitisation of local and national 
policy-makers. The platform has facilitated dialogue between civil society and the government 
and created an important space for exchange and cooperation, with ministries often chairing 
dialogue events.
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The Miskitu indigenous community in Wangki Tangni, on the North Atlantic coast of Nicaragua, has 
organized to fight encroachment on their collective land rights
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experience in collective advocacy for land 
rights, to women’s rights organizations, to 
academic and research institutions working 
on land issues. Often there are NGOs with 
national scope providing support to grassroots 
organizations and facilitating access to resources 
and information. In Cameroon, NES members 
recognized from the start that the wide range 
and often contradictory nature of advocacy 
coming from civil society could jeopardize 
their chance for influence at a critical window 
of opportunity for land policy reform. This 
realization motivated a sequenced set of 
dialogue activities resulting in a unified set of 
position papers for clearly defined thematic 
areas, dramatically improving the responsiveness 
of government to the NES agenda.  This 
coincided with the explicit demand from both 
parliamentarians and government for a unified 
civil society voice, and the platform was able to 
fulfill this need, becoming a trusted interlocutor 
for the government.18  Government agencies 
now have a defined role in the NES platform 
and the platform contributes positions papers, 
advocacy documents and case studies as inputs 
to drafting the new land law.19

Government presence in the NES platform can 
be desirable once there is a shared agenda 
and common goals. In the case of Albania, a 
mature NGO focused on the forest sector had 
previously established its legitimacy vis-à-vis 
both government and international agencies. 
This enabled the involvement of the World Bank, 
the Swedish development cooperation agency 
(Sida), and key government institutions early 
in the NES development process, resulting in a 
platform seen as inclusive and well-informed, 
and ultimately influential in the policy process.20 
Facing a very different policy context, the NES 
platform in Nicaragua has focused on expanding 
grassroots support and linking this to solid 
academic and research organizations in order 
to build the evidence base for reform, aiming 
over the medium term to consolidate a common 
agenda. The platform is betting on a future 
when direct policy dialogue with government is 
possible. 
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Women leaders from indigenous Kayambi and 
Afro-Ecuadorian communities gather to strengthen 

ties among their networks in Imbabura and Carchi 
provinces, northern Ecuador

3.	Plan NES development, evaluate progress, and adapt to  
	changing  conditions

The effectiveness of a NES platform is 
influenced by the diversity and depth of its 
membership. Though a powerful grassroots 
movement can exert pressure to achieve results 
on specific issues, connecting with NGOs and 
research and academic institutions broadens the 
base of knowledge, capacity, and opportunities 
to shift public opinion and influence decision 
makers. As documented in numerous African 
cases, NES members that already benefit from a 
good reputation nationally and internationally 
can be an asset to the platform.17 The NES 
platform in Tanzania, for example, involves the 
Ministry of Lands, legal aid organizations, and 
research institutions that help to review land 
use and implementation, ensuring a broad 
base of information and analysis, as well as 
the presence of grassroots perspectives. The 
participation of international and multilateral 
institutions has created an environment for 
more effective advocacy and consideration of 
these organizations as part of the NES platform. 
Recently, international donors to the Land 
Tenure Support Program have insisted that the 
NES platform participate fully in implementing 
it, a testament to growing legitimacy of the 
platform. 

Investing effort in consolidating the NES 
agenda early can help build a more effective 
platform. NES members often come to the 
platform with diverse aims, from grassroots 
organizations and civil society networks with 
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Collaboration with government too soon, 
however, may narrow the options for 
independent analysis and voice. In Tanzania, 
while there are openings for policy influence, 
NES members struggle to reach a common 
position on key trends affecting local land rights. 
Substantial debate is focused on responses to 
the government effort to expand corporate 
investment through the Southern Agricultural 
Growth Corridor of Tanzania. Some grassroots 
organizations representing pastoralists and 
small farmers reject any engagement with the 
initiative, while other NES members advocate 
engaging to monitor investment activities and 
their results. In the absence of such agreement 
on strategy, including government directly in 
NES platform is unlikely to be helpful. There 
is an understanding that NES members need 
to convene and jointly evaluate the project’s 
pros and cons and consider the implications of 
a monitoring role, in order to have a common 
voice and remain independent. 

A range of strategies can be used to moderate 
and sequence the degree of engagement. 
Early activities may be limited to a defined scope 
such as joint awareness, addressing information 
gaps, or assessing specific challenges of policy 
implementation (see Box In Practice: Sequencing 
engagement with government). Support and 
sponsorship from well-recognized international 
NGOs may also help create the political and 
institutional space for dialogue, important 
in building credibility of the NES platform. In 
Tanzania, Malawi, and Cameroon, international 
NGOs have facilitated government presence 
and participation in NES dialogue activities. 
In Togo, NES members recognized the need 
for government in the platform but were also 
concerned that the presence of ministries 
that could limit frank exchanges among civil 
society members. As a result, the Civil Society 
Committee was created within the NES platform 
to provide a forum for this unfiltered dialogue 
and debate among civil society members. 
At the same time, the platform has obtained 
representation within the high-level inter-
ministerial committee, providing a way to track 
and have a voice in a wide range of policy 
discussions that may impinge upon land and 
natural resource rights. 

Past experience should also inform the choice 
of how to engage government. In Nepal, 
NGO leaders have learned that cultivating 
close relationships with government offers 
both benefits and risks. In particular, the close 
government ties of some NGO leaders can 
create inroads to the policy process and at the 
same time also lead to a conflict of interest 
that jeopardizes grassroots mobilization. 
In the words of the NES facilitator, “Social 
movement is not possible by jobholders,” 
because their professional interests and 
expectations sometimes differ from the 
aspirations of grassroots movements, so they 
become unwilling to contribute with their full 
potential. Recognizing this tension, the NES as 
a platform maintains a diverse mosaic of both 
grassroots membership-based organizations 
and professionalized NGOs, coordinating 
the engagement with government without 
sacrificing the autonomy of each actor. In 
India, similarly, NES members have identified 
the need to adopt a blend of approaches 
to influence policy. Some work closely with 
government to develop policies and implement 
acts effectively, while others adopt strategies of 
mass mobilization, campaigning and showing 
strength of masses to hold government publicly 
accountable. Others generate evidence for 
advocacy highlighting land struggles, social 
movements and on the ground implementation 
of the land reform agenda. 
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A Regional Forest Federation representative 
discussing women’s land and forest rights in Rubik, 

northwestern Albania
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In Practice: Sequencing engagement with government

To have influence, civil society actors need to agree on coherent and defined policy messages and 
proposals. Yet it’s also vital to understand and gain access to policy decision making processes. 
What are some of the ways to engage with government in advance of advocating specific policy 
solutions? 

Consult to build appreciation for the policy process. Early engagement can signal a willingness 
of NES members to recognize government’s authority over land matters while offering 
knowledge and capacity, and thus avoiding the perception of antagonism over such issues. This 
was a critical step, for example, in Togo and Madagascar, and more recently in Kyrgyzstan and 
Mongolia.

Help officials gain a deeper understanding of local realities. In Albania, local consultations 
with forest users served to identify common challenges in land and forest management and 
develop a shared understanding of the most pressing issues. Then members of parliament were 
brought to rural communities, so they could learn firsthand. Research institutions and academia 
also partnered to develop a trusted evidence base to support such shared understanding and 
help appraise implementation of land laws, and identify failings and gaps in policy.

Address information gaps. In Cameroon, for example, the NES platform responded to a specific 
request from the Ministry of Land to learn about policy options from other African countries with 
successful land reforms. The result was an international workshop to enable this exchange of 
experience, with officials and researchers from the region participating.  

Assess policy implementation obstacles. With Tanzania reviewing its national land policy, NES 
members gathered information and organized a series of dialogues, examining measures to 
protect community lands and options for regulating the leasing and acquisition of such lands,21 
and assessing the future of rangelands, including 35 pastoral organizations that take part in the 
platform.22 

Members should regularly evaluate progress 
in development of the NES platform and 
adapt strategies for engaging government. 
Given the diverse character of NES platform 
members, the evaluation of strategies employed 
should identify and take into account diverging 
perspectives, for example, between leaders of 
local grassroots networks and national NGO 
leaders with connections to government. The 
annual progress review, requiring a structured 
assessment of goals, achievements, obstacles, 
and outcomes of the NES, provides a great point 
of departure for this internal dialogue and critical 
reflection. Regular reporting on performance 
and impact measures can build trust and 
commitment among members and elicit 
discussion of unanticipated areas of progress or 
constraint. When done in a participatory way, 

the evaluation of progress can deliver significant 
capacity building for NES members as they 
reflect on ways to improve on the strategies 
employed in prior years.

Such joint reflection may also prompt 
reassessment of the vision of the NES 
platform, and the composition of its 
membership. Based on the evaluation and 
experience acquired in the previous year, 
NES members may reconsider what the 
platform can achieve, or refine the vision 
of the relationship with government. NES 
activities also put members in contact with 
non-member organizations, providing an 
opportunity to assess their contributions and 
to consider whether inviting them to join the 
platform would strengthen shared effectiveness. 
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Diversity in the NES platform often brings 
complementary skills, resources, and contacts, 
which can strengthen the scope for influence on 
decision-makers. Examples include international 
NGOs, media organizations (online, print, 
radio or television), research institutions, and 
industry associations. Depending on the types 
of communication networks and relationships 
that new members bring, this may open new 
possibilities to jointly address policy priorities 
that in the past were deemed beyond the scope 
of NES influence. 

Insight: “Representing” versus strengthening local voices

Does the NES platform claim to “represent” local voices? Or does it aim to provide a channel that 
ensures local voices are more directly heard in policy deliberations? The difference may hinge on 
the character of the NES member organizations, and the policy context.

There can be a tension between the multiplicity of pressing grassroots issues and the need for 
a unified, powerful voice that represents community concerns at the national level. Activists in 
Guatemala, along with CSO and NGOs, do frequently present a joint position on land grabs and 
access to land. Before a public pronouncement is made, they consult extensively with grassroots 
organizations. By contrast, in Nicaragua limitations imposed by government make it impossible 
for NES members to represent grassroots in their struggle over land, much less provide a direct 
route to policy stakeholders. Their work with communities instead aims to raise awareness of land 
rights and support grassroots networks to be more effective in their own advocacy efforts.

Where the policy context is favorable, an emphasis on strengthening local actors to 
access their rights makes good sense. In Bolivia, the Taller de Iniciativas en Estudios Rurales y 
Reforma Agraria (TIERRA), accompanies indigenous communities in normalizing land tenure and 
obtaining land titles from the state. The NGO, a NES member, supports the processes of traditional 
communal conciliation that sort out family and communal rights to land. Once regularized 
through these traditional mechanisms, the communities then obtain individual or collective 
titles from the state. TIERRA is developing communication tools and procedures so the process 
can be completed successfully without the accompaniment of an NGO.23 The goal is to ensure 
the communities have their own voice without an intermediary to represent or translate their 
institutional arrangements and decisions. 

Within a single NES, there may be room for both modes of engagement. In Tanzania, issues 
specific to pastoralists differ from those of women smallholder farmers or hunter-gatherers. NES 
members identify and act on issues that need attention from local authorities as well as those 
that require responses from central government. Local support often translates into assisting 
local groups with technical skills, documentation, targeted capacity building, or other resources. 
By contrast, where lobbying is required at the level of ministries or parliament, significant 
coordination is needed to consult all platform members regarding issues and priorities. The NES 
platform explores the best options from the grassroots and then validates its positions, as it did 
in providing responses to the draft National Land Policy. The Tanzania NES platform eventually 
issued a declaration incorporating the concerns raised by all members but with a single voice. The 
final document was circulated among members and delivered to government representatives. 
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addressing ancestral land rights and land use in the 

Chota Valley of northern Ecuador
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CONCLUSIONConclusion
Despite the force and vibrancy of social 
mobilization, protest and advocacy, a broader 
range of routes to influence land governance 
is often needed. Conditions vary dramatically 
across countries, and there is no sole ‘right way’ 
to engage. The political economy, government 
interests, strength and involvement of grassroots 
organizations, NGOs and research institutions, 
the composition of the NES platform, as well as 
the characteristics of the issues at stake, demand 
specific courses of action adapted to the 
evolving context. Efforts to monitor and evaluate 
progress in securing land rights for rural people 
around the world demonstrate that multi-
stakeholder platforms can effectively channel 
and accelerate the collective influence of civil 
society and other stakeholders on policy reform 
and implementation. 

The exchange of experiences among NES 
facilitators from Latin America, Asia, Africa, 
and Europe is part of the ILC’s investment in 
a continuous cycle of action and learning. 
Decisions on when and how best to engage 
government in the work of the multi-stakeholder 
platforms emerged as a top priority for more 
detailed comparative analysis. The reflections 
and emerging lessons presented here reflect 
both the diversity of national contexts and 
the convergence on underlying principles of 
engagement. These principles include building 
collective understanding of the national context 
based on dialogue among diverse actors, 
jointly defining a strategy to engage decision-
makers, and consistently reviewing progress and 
adapting approaches.
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Miskitu indigenous women in Wangki Tangni, Nicaragua, have spearheaded efforts to secure collective land rights, 
while also championing gender equality
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