[image: International Land and Forest Tenure Facility ...]

Learning Report
Financing Community-Led Solutions at Scale: How to Break Climate Finance Bottlenecks
AVPN Global Conference 2026 | 25 August 2026

On 25 August 2026, Tenure Facility hosted a panel discussion on why funding community-led solutions is essential to unlocking climate finance, and how funders can do so more effectively. We thank the panellists for generously sharing their experience and perspectives, and are pleased to present a summary of the conversation below.
· Moderator: Rohini Chaturvedi, Tenure Facility Advisor, India
· Swati Agarwal, Asia Philanthropy Circle
· Professor Ashwini Chhatre, Indian School of Business,
· Rajat Sindhu, Oak Foundation
· Sreejan Dutta, LGT Wealth India
Executive Summary
The panel strongly validated the central premise of the session: the primary barrier to scaling community-led climate and nature solutions is not a lack of capital. Rather, it is the absence of investment in the institutional, governance and intermediary infrastructure that enables capital to reach communities effectively. 

Across philanthropy, venture philanthropy, academia and collaborative funding perspectives, speakers consistently argued that current funding systems are designed around investor requirements, organisational efficiency and risk management rather than around how communities govern territories, manage resources and make decisions. 

Several themes emerged repeatedly:

1. Governance is infrastructure, not overhead.
2. Funders systematically underestimate community capabilities while overlooking community assets and governance strengths.
3. Intermediaries play a critical role in bridging the gap between communities and capital providers.
4. Philanthropy's comparative advantage lies in funding institutions, governance systems and enabling conditions, not simply projects.
5. Coordination failures increasingly constrain impact as much as, or more than, funding shortages.
6. Long-term, flexible and trust-based funding is essential to building investment-ready community institutions.
7. Narrative change remains a critical unfinished task. Communities are often invisible within funding ecosystems despite generating significant environmental and social value.

The discussion ultimately challenged a prevailing question in the sector. Rather than asking whether communities are ready for investment, participants suggested funders should ask whether funding systems are ready for communities.

Key Learning 1: The bottleneck is financial architecture, not capital availability

The discussion repeatedly returned to the point that large volumes of climate, biodiversity and development finance already exist. The challenge is that very little reaches community-led organisations directly because the systems governing capital allocation are poorly designed for community realities. 

Panellists identified several interconnected bottlenecks:

· Poor visibility of community value.
· Poor visibility of community organisations.
· Funding architectures designed for large institutions rather than local organisations.
· A mismatch between the scale at which capital is deployed and the scale at which communities operate. 

One important insight was that many investor requirements are not actually indicators of impact. Requirements such as extensive compliance systems, lengthy track records and sophisticated reporting structures primarily function as risk management tools. They often fail to assess factors that matter most for long-term success, such as:

· Community trust.
· Local legitimacy.
· Stewardship capacity.
· Governance quality.
· Representation and accountability. 

The implication is that many funding systems are optimised to avoid risk rather than identify effective community-led solutions.

Key Learning 2: Community governance is frequently misunderstood

A major theme concerned misconceptions about community institutions.

Dr. Ashwini Chhatre argued that funders often begin with assumptions about community incapacity, illiteracy or weak governance. According to the discussion, these assumptions are frequently contradicted by practical experience. Communities routinely demonstrate sophisticated organisational capabilities when provided with appropriate support and opportunity.

The panel highlighted that communities possess:

· Extensive local knowledge.
· Established governance practices.
· Decision-making systems.
· Stewardship traditions.
· Adaptive problem-solving capabilities.

What many funders interpret as lack of capacity is often a lack of familiarity with community forms of governance.

A particularly important insight was that community governance frequently operates through deliberation, discussion and consensus-building rather than hierarchical decision-making. These processes require time, which can conflict with investor expectations for rapid decisions and standardised procedures. 

The challenge is not choosing between community systems and institutional systems, but finding practical ways to bridge them.

Key Learning 3: Governance, rights and institutions generate investability
One of the strongest conclusions from the panel was that governance investments should be understood as productive infrastructure.

Speakers consistently argued that tenure rights, community institutions, governance systems and organisational capacity create the conditions that allow future investment to succeed. 

Examples cited included:

· Community forest rights leading to significant reductions in forest fires.
· Land rights initiatives improving resilience, environmental outcomes and local agency.
· Community stewardship mechanisms strengthening conservation outcomes.
· Governance structures enabling future engagement with carbon markets and other financing mechanisms.

The discussion reframed governance spending from a cost to an investment.

Under this framing, governance investments support:

· Contract negotiation.
· Resource management.
· Accountability.
· Collective action.
· Market engagement.
· Policy influence.
· Long-term investment readiness. 

The panel therefore largely endorsed the proposition that governance infrastructure is as important as financial infrastructure.

Key Learning 4: Intermediaries are essential bridge institutions
A recurring finding was the importance of intermediary organisations.

Several participants noted that communities and investors often operate in entirely different systems, languages and decision-making environments. As a result, successful capital deployment frequently depends on organisations capable of bridging both worlds.

These intermediaries help:

· Translate community realities into investment frameworks.
· Build trust between stakeholders.
· Aggregate opportunities.
· Reduce transaction costs.
· Support governance strengthening.
· Manage learning across systems.

The panel specifically emphasised the value of institutions able to operate close to communities while simultaneously engaging boards, philanthropies, governments and investors. 

This suggests that strengthening intermediary capacity may be one of the highest-leverage investments available to funders seeking systemic change.

Key Learning 5: Philanthropy's unique role is catalytic rather than substitutive
The discussion highlighted a clear distinction between philanthropic capital and investment capital.

Several speakers argued that philanthropy should focus on:

· Building enabling conditions.
· Supporting institutions.
· Funding experimentation.
· Generating evidence.
· Strengthening governance.
· Reducing barriers to larger capital flows.

Rather than replacing markets or public finance, philanthropy can play a catalytic role by proving models and de-risking future investment.

One speaker described philanthropy's role as building "the pathways and systems on the road" before larger investors arrive.

This perspective positions philanthropy as infrastructure capital rather than project capital.

Key Learning 6: Trust-based and flexible funding matters
The panel repeatedly returned to the importance of trust.

Participants argued that meaningful community-led transformation requires:

· Core funding.
· Flexible support.
· Long-term relationships.
· Adaptable measurement systems.
· Patience regarding outcomes.

Importantly, speakers did not argue against accountability. Instead, they distinguished between accountability and inflexibility.

A notable insight from the discussion was that communities should be held accountable for results, but measurement frameworks should not be so rigid that they prevent adaptation and learning. 

Several speakers suggested funders should increasingly reserve portions of portfolios for flexible, exploratory and capacity-building investments where outcomes may emerge over longer time horizons.

Key Learning 7: Coordination is a critical but underfunded function
The discussion reinforced the importance of collaborative philanthropy.

Participants suggested that many failures arise because no single organisation funds the full set of conditions needed for lasting change. Community-led initiatives often fall into funding gaps between actors working on different parts of a system.

Successful collaboration was associated with:

· Shared goals.
· Trust and benevolence.
· Visibility into each actor's role.
· A coordinating infrastructure that keeps partners aligned.

A particularly important observation was that coordination itself requires resources, institutions and leadership. Coordination cannot simply be expected to emerge organically.

Key Learning 8: Narrative change remains unfinished work
The panel identified storytelling as a strategic challenge.

Participants argued that many successful examples of community governance remain invisible to decision-makers.

The issue is not merely communication. It is translation.

Communities often demonstrate practices and results that funders would value, but these achievements are not communicated in forms recognised by philanthropic or financial institutions.

Speakers suggested the sector must:

· Make community organisations more visible.
· Elevate examples of successful community governance.
· Increase direct community voice in philanthropic spaces.
· Tell stories beyond expert audiences and sector insiders.

Without this narrative change, bias and misconceptions are likely to persist.

Implications for Funders and Investors
The panel suggests five practical shifts for funders:

1. Treat governance and tenure systems as infrastructure investments rather than overhead costs.
2. Include legitimacy, trust, stewardship and representation within due diligence frameworks.
3. Increase flexible, unrestricted and long-term funding.
4. Invest in intermediary organisations that bridge communities and capital.
5. Fund portfolios, ecosystems and enabling conditions rather than isolated projects. 
Conclusion
The strongest message from the discussion was that communities are not simply recipients of climate and biodiversity finance. They are governing institutions, rights-holders and stewards whose capabilities are frequently underestimated by existing funding systems.

The central challenge is therefore not how to make communities fit existing financial architectures, but how to redesign financial architectures so they recognise, support and scale the governance systems that communities already possess. When viewed through this lens, governance, rights, institutions and intermediary capacity are not supporting activities. They are the foundations upon which successful climate and biodiversity investment depends.





6

image1.png
VAR

&0t Tenure Facility

Uiy




