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In this article, we propose an agenda promoting the development of a new

integrated assessment toolkit (theory-based toolkit) of environmental governance

in overlooked ecosystems of grasslands and savannahs in the Global South. To

explore the complexity of social-ecological and governance systems, a growing

number of systems-thinking approaches provide academics/practitioners with

numerous analytical frameworks, theories, and methodologies that are potentially

useful for unveiling institutional aspects along with their causal variables for

the access, use and management of natural resources. Yet, we argue that

achieving a comprehensive understanding of environmental governance systems

only by using one single framework or theory is limiting. Further, there is a

growing need of more social science knowledge and grassland and savannah

context-specific frameworks that are tailored and applicable to policy settings.

Therefore, by building on the five approaches of the political ecological framework

of community-based governance (CBG) relating to key environmental governance

frameworks, such as the community-based natural resource management

(CBNRM) and the institutional and development framework (IAD), we propose

a theory-based toolkit that would review, synthesize, connect, relate and test

multiple core principles in a way that more fully accounts for social-ecological

interactions in focal ecosystems. We are convinced that future empirical

analysis/research following our agenda and the toolkit approach can generate

hypotheses that are testable in real-life contexts. To this end, we suggest

guiding research questions, research methods, as well as comparable cases and

their rationales.

KEYWORDS

social-ecological systems, political ecology, environmental governance, grasslands,

savannahs, Global South

1. Introduction

Political ecology may have started as a product of academic debate on critiques and

notions in the interplay of environmental, political, economic and social issues. Yet, since

the first epistemological elaborations of political ecology (Wolf, 1972; Blaikie and Brookfield,

1987), it has evolved to incorporate manifold concepts and collective systems (Robbins,

2011; Eufemia, 2020). For instance, environmental governance scholarship and practice

lead the constant search for scientific/empirical knowledge regarding the access, use, and

management of natural resources for sustainable development (Davidson and Frickel,

2004; Bridge and Perreault, 2009). The increasing interest in environmental governance

is producing many frameworks, theories, and methodologies that are potentially useful

for unveiling institutional aspects of environmental governance systems and their causal

variables (Ostrom, 1990; Blaikie, 2008; Goldman et al., 2011; Partelow et al., 2020).
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While its conceptualization provides scholars with interpretive

tools that can be adapted to diverse social-ecological contexts,

exploring the interaction and hybridization of unlike and

heterogeneous rationalities/dimensions such as political and

cultural values overflowing the field of the political economy of

environmental goods, ecosystem services and collective integrated

landscape management (Walker, 2007; Leyshon, 2018; Eufemia,

2020), two major gaps exist. On the one hand, the empirical

practices of environmental governance scholarship have significant

shortcomings concerning how they deal with interactions and the

nexus between biophysical (structure of landscapes) and social

sub-systems (Agrawal and Clark, 1999; Hufty, 2011; Kauneckis,

2014). On the other hand, institutional and governance concerns

are often identified as the most severe obstacles to integrated

landscape management approaches, where multiple productive

land uses compete with environmental and biodiversity goals

(Sayer et al., 2013). Filling these gaps will help environmental

governance assessment/analysis to more fully accounts for social-

ecological interactions in focal ecosystems alongside growing a

deeper consideration of social capital, norms and institutions.

In this paper, our vision is to streamline and simplify the

assessment of environmental governance (of focal ecosystems)

specifically with respect to the nexus and interactions between

biophysical and social sub-systems. As an example, we first

provide background on the need for improved environmental

governance scholarship in grasslands and savannahs, describing

how a simplified and integrated toolkit could be a valid resource

for scholars to choose between core (environmental governance)

approaches and identify what fits specific problems/challenges best.

This learning can contribute to a more comprehensive assessment

leading to national and sub-national policies that create the

enabling conditions for integrated landscape management. We

then propose an agenda for future empirical analyses, including

examples of research questions and suggested methods.

2. Overlooked ecosystems

Covering about 70% of the world’s agricultural and livestock

area, grassland and savannah ecosystems have high biodiversity

values and are critically important agricultural resources, especially

in food-insecure regions (Suttie et al., 2005; Eufemia et al., 2019;

Liu et al., 2022). In the Global South, grassland and savannah

ecosystems are at the very center of human and economic

development. On the African continent alone, savannahs occupy

more than 50% of the land, generating a relationship of dependence

with the people who live there: they depend on savannahs for

water, food, medicines, timber and grass for construction, fuel

wood, and charcoal (Pennington et al., 2018; Dudley et al., 2020).

Savannahs also provide significant ecosystem services, including

carbon storage and sequestration, nutrient cycling, and numerous

cultural services (Dudley et al., 2020). However, due to increasing

global food demand and the consequent rapid expansions of

agricultural and extractive frontiers, grasslands and savannahs are

degrading faster than ever before in human history (Osborne et al.,

2018; Eufemia et al., 2020).

Often, one of the main driving forces behind environmental

degradation is weak governance reform programs for integrated

landscape management (Davies, 2016; Eufemia et al., 2020).

Although many differences exist in the Global South, on a

general note, governing and propriety right systems of grasslands

and savannahs are complex/tense negotiations of power relations

between political and economic agendas on human/industrial

development and traditional/cultural values as well as customary

practices, formal/informal norms, and institutions. For instance, in

the Colombian Llanos most land is privately owned despite unclear

land rights, the spread of land-market speculations and, most

recently, the return of internal conflict processes associated with

guerrilla/paramilitary groups’ territorial control (Eufemia et al.,

2019). Economically, subsidized agricultural as well as extractive

activities and their land acquisition potential trigger increasing

infrastructure for fossil fuel extraction and monoculture cropland

expansion (e.g., monoculture cultivation of rice and palm oil

and the exploitation of hydrocarbons, including oil), either into

natural/protected ecosystems, native pastures or intensification on

already cultivated lands, with possible consequences for increasing

land degradation (Romero-Ruiz et al., 2012). This situation has

been having detrimental effects on local cultures, institutions and

sustainable land use practices (e.g., traditional cattle ranching in

flooded savannahs; Eufemia et al., 2019).

Altogether, negative consequences on grassland and savannah

land management for the environment, local and indigenous

communities, identities, and cultures are large and only expected

to grow further (Eufemia et al., 2019). Additionally, the

(re)production of old and new social-ecological conflicts in the

Global South is often an ongoing threat, especially in rural

contexts where strong economic pressures favor the accelerated

incorporation of natural resources for immediate productive use

and export (Taiye et al., 2017; Almeida de Souza et al., 2020;

Eufemia et al., 2020; Li et al., 2020).

Notwithstanding these alarming developments, grasslands

and savannahs are widely overlooked. To date, no systematic

global characterization and distribution figures for grassland types

exist. Further, global real-time systems to monitor remaining

grasslands and savannahs, their degradation and conversion rates,

biodiversity, carbon storage and sequestration also do not exist

(Dudley et al., 2020; Buisson et al., 2021). Interdisciplinary

social science knowledge on governance similarly remains scarce

(e.g., on the causal variables and relations between governance

with landscape management and degradation). Thus, the limited

awareness/science-based knowledge of governance systems in

grasslands and savannahs contributes to their vulnerability, likely

weakening the effectiveness of public policies, as well as of global

climate initiatives (e.g., UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration, UN

Framework Convention on Climate Change; Dudley et al., 2020;

Eufemia et al., 2021; Török et al., 2021).

Against this background, very recent published accounts of

designing strategies for sustainable land use and management,

conservation, food security, conflict prevention/mitigation,

and awareness raising, as well as for strengthening local

governance show that this trend may be changing as overlooked

grasslands and savannahs are receiving growing attention by

the international community. While some studies promote

technical guidelines for adapted governance and tenure systems,

be they via pastoralism or other sustainable land use systems,

others identify ecological priorities for grassland and savannah
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FIGURE 1

Conceptual framework for community-based governance (CBG; Eufemia, 2020).

conservation/protection/restoration, and others again investigate

the sense of collective responsibility and morality underlying

grassland protection through behavior change strategies (FAO,

2020, 2021; WWF, 2020; Buisson et al., 2021; Eufemia et al.,

2021; Cai et al., 2023). Regarding the link to public policy, new

studies suggest spatially targeted policy instruments that can

increase the provision of grasslands ecosystem services, as well as

bottom-up approaches of policy implementation of subsidies and

rewards for grassland management (Ding et al., 2022; Huber et al.,

2022). To contribute to the growth of knowledge in this area, our

suggested agenda responds to the need to collaboratively design

simplified and comprehensive assessments of environmental

governance of grasslands and savannahs, improving the current

state of key indicators such as biodiversity and cultural heritage

and mitigating exposure of targeted ecosystems. Based on these

considerations, below we present a new framework and agenda for

future empirical analysis.

3. An integrated framework for
environmental governance

Because of the need for comprehensive/simplified assessments

tailored by and for scholars and applicable to policy settings, our

integrated framework aims to relate multiple existing approaches

to environmental governance in a way that more fully accounts

for social-ecological interactions in grassland and savannah

ecosystems. Building on the multi-faceted conceptual framework

of community-based governance (CBG) that is proven effective

for focal ecosystem assessments in political ecology scholarship

(Eufemia et al., 2021), we want to derive a specific, yet flexible,

toolkit for environmental governance theory and practice. Under

the umbrella of political ecology, CBG builds on development

theories and perception-representation theories using five existing

operational arrangements and their epistemologies. The five CBG’s

theoretical approaches are:

The Governance Analytical Framework (GAF) focuses on

social interactions in which actors make decisions regarding

collective issues, thereby creating, reinforcing, or changing social

norms and institutions (Hufty, 2011).

Community-based natural resource management (CBNRM)

explores the role of power given to local communities to access, use,

and manage natural resources (Agrawal and Clark, 1999; Green,

2016).

The Institutional and Development Framework (IAD)

provides a multilevel conceptual map to investigate how people

and communities self-organize across physical, institutional,

and organizational boundaries to manage common resources

sustainably, balancing individual use with the interests of a wider

public (Ostrom, 2007a,b, 2011; Clement, 2010; McGinnis, 2011;

Nigussie et al., 2018).

Common-pool resources theory (CPR) is a key concept for the

sustainability of economic goods, particularly in the light of the so-

called “tragedy of the commons” (Ostrom et al., 1994; Hardin, 2009;

Cox et al., 2010; Saunders, 2014). For the most part, our take on

CPR focuses on Ostrom’s principles for managing the commons.

New Institutional Economics (NIE) ties institutional theories

and practices (e.g., regulations, customs, formal, and informal

norms) with economic theories and practices (Williamson,

1985, 1996). As it includes work in political economy, the

Frontiers in Sustainable ResourceManagement 03 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsrma.2023.1134393
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-resource-management
https://www.frontiersin.org


Eufemia et al. 10.3389/fsrma.2023.1134393

structure of property rights, public choice, hierarchies, and

transaction costs, it helps explore how institutions deal with

economic growth and development, either furthering it or

constraining it.

Building on the above concepts, here, we suggest a way

to streamline and simplify the assessment of environmental

governance specifically concerning the nexus and interactions

between biophysical (structure of landscapes) and social sub-

systems. To this end, we propose the following two guiding

research questions:

Research question 1 (RQ1): Given the biophysical and

socioeconomic characteristics (local social-ecological context and

governance challenges) of grassland and savannah landscapes,

which aspects of which theoretical framework are likely to be most

pertinent to assess environmental governance?

Research question 2 (RQ2): Does the resulting approach

provide more meaningful empirical insights in a set of

focal ecosystems?

Figure 1 visualizes the integration of the RQs into the frame of

the CBG.

Both the framework selection and analysis rely on the

CBG empirical outcomes in the Global South (Eufemia

et al., 2021) and our genuine recognition of the value of

each of the frameworks taken individually. However, since

academics/practitioners cannot achieve the same understanding

of governing landscapes by using only one single framework

or theory, we recommend hybridization and integration of

the existing approaches. We argue that, in order to deal with

the complexity of social-ecological systems (of grasslands and

savannahs) and discover the conditions that affect decision-

making processes over resource access use and management,

political ecology and environmental governance scholarship

can benefit from an integrated toolkit of theories specifically

adjusted to suit the conditions of particular focal ecosystems.

In this manner, and through a solid understanding of the

unique, specific, and broader socioeconomics (historically,

politically, biophysically, and spatially) in which actors

and institutions are situated, more effective strategies for

the sustainability of overlooked ecosystems can be designed

and implemented.

Further, to derive testable hypotheses from our five chosen

frameworks (GAF, CBRNM, IAD, CPR, and NIE), we propose

to integrate a second and final set of knowledge from the five

environmental governance clusters that, in our opinion, are most

relevant (Figure 2). Taken from the work of Partelow et al. (2020),

these are:

Polycentricity: refers to the analysis of essential features

of complex socio-ecological systems, as they exist in practice.

Polycentric governance explores multiple, diverse, and overlapping

decision-making centers and processes.

Collective action theory: focuses on the variables hindering

and/or enabling self-organization, social mobilization, and

collective recourse outcomes from a community-level perspective.

Interactive Governance Theory (IGT): emphasizes aspects

related to the governability of socio-ecological systems. By

identifying problems and opportunities, as well as social

organizational governance features, the IGT highlights the

challenges of the system to be governed.

Adaptive governance: explores the collective learning processes

of formal/informal institutions for resilient collaborative access,

use, and management of natural resources.

Evolutionary governance theory (EGT): interprets power

relations in and within governance systems from a perspective of

coevolution among all sorts of forms of knowledge (e.g., narratives,

images, traditional knowledge, etc.).

4. Proposing an agenda

We propose an agenda that enhances the theoretical and

practical understanding of environmental governance and

improves its rigor and impact. The suggested target audience

includes practitioners, academics, and students in the field of

ecosystem sustainability and conservation. Our program is divided

into two phases: (A) The conceptual and inductive phase that

aims to assess the five CBG theoretical approaches, combining

those aspects of the theoretical frameworks that are most pertinent

for assessing environmental governance in the grasslands and

savannahs of the Global South. (B) The empirical test of the derived

hypothesis on particular focal ecosystems in the Global South that

serves as a proof of concept of the newly developed toolkit.

To achieve the aim of phase A, we recommend applying three

methods: 1. Content analysis, 2. Discourse analysis of the five CBGs

theoretical approaches (Berg, 2001; Gee, 2014), and 3. Interpretive

research. With the first method, academics/practitioners should

quantify and analyse the presence, meanings, and relationships

of concepts embedded in the five CBGs’ theoretical frameworks.

For example, they could take n (e.g., five) leading works of

each theoretical framework (e.g., Ostrom’s IAD, Agrawal and

Gibson’s CBNRM, etc.) and code for key content themes asking

themselves: What is prominent? What is repetitive? What is

different/similar? Correspondingly, using the second method,

academics/practitioners should explore how the analysis of each

of the five CBG theoretical frameworks, focusing of language

and logic, is built and thought about. For instance, what is

the goal of Ostrom’s IAD or Agrawal and Gibson’s CBNRM,

and how it can be achieved? Lastly, methods of interpretive

research are bridging conceptual hypotheses to the empirical

cases on the ground. While assuming that social reality is

shaped by human interactions and experiences, as well as the

social and environmental contexts (ontology), we also consider

the study of socio-economic, political, and historic scenarios

in order to reconcile the subjective interpretations of research

participants (epistemology; Walsham, 2006; Yanow and Schwartz-

Shea, 2015).

Therefore, we encourage academics/practitioners to interpret

and compare the social, economic, political, and historical

realities of grassland and savannah landscapes. In practical

terms, through literature reviews, expert interviews, and

surveys, the key concepts of environmental governance will

emerge, ready for discussion. For example, what are the

hypotheses/implications with regard to either a post-colonial

context or a post-conflict context? From content to discourse

and interpretative research methods, we expect hypotheses to

be built upon key concepts of the five selected environmental

governance theories (e.g., polycentricity, collective action theory,
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FIGURE 2

Logic frame (authors own elaboration).
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IGT, adaptive governance, and EGT) including, for example,

“equity of natural resources,” “trust and reciprocity,” and

“economic profitability.”

Phase B is where these hypotheses can be tested in two

distinct biophysical and socioeconomic systems that present

different governance. Testing should ask: What are the key

factors that will end up mattering for a solid assessment

of environmental governance in a specific focal ecosystem?

We suggest two groups of analysis, 1. The biophysical

properties shaping environmental governance; and 2. The

social properties that include various forms of social and

financial capital, social stratification, social movements, political

institutions, and gender relations, etc. (Faust, 2007; Klingebiel

and Grimm, 2007; Faust and Croissant, 2008; Abe et al.,

2016).

After completion of both phases A and B, we recommend

the analysis of the implications for reliability and transferability

of the environmental governance assessment toolkit as well

as the limitations of the new framework for its use in

other settings.

5. Final remarks

From early epistemologies of social-ecological systems and

their dialectics, environmental governance scholarship and

practice have evolved, developing several frameworks, theories,

and methodologies that are important to understand and

address social-ecological processes regarding the access, use, and

management of natural resources for sustainable development.

Examples include CBNRM and IAD, remarkable models that are

proven to be effective across multiple implementations. Yet, very

often these models are not related or connected to each other,

resulting in a lack of a comprehensive understanding of how

landscapes and natural resources are governed and transformed.

This is particularly true in overlooked ecosystems, like grasslands

and savannahs in the Global South. For these reasons, our

contribution proposes a systematic research agenda to address

this issue. Here above we suggest a simplified and integrated logic

frame, built upon two sets of political ecology and environmental

governance frameworks, connecting core approaches and theories

in a way that more fully accounts for social-ecological interactions

in grassland and savannah ecosystems. We conclude that whilst

the empirical insights may be more meaningful, they need to

consider both the limitations of usability and the applicability

in the context of end-user induced stakeholder analyses. In this

direction, the main limitation of this study concerns the risk of

analytical generalization of the proposed agenda, which may omit

causal links for users, local institutions, subgroups, or individuals.

In addition to bringing out the behavioral dynamics and social

norms (formal and informal) present in the field, some changes

need to be made in the way the research is conducted.
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