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PERSPECTIVE

Three Approaches to Restoration and
Their Implications for Social Inclusion 3

Emily Sigman and Marléne Elias

ABSTRACT

Building on the Bonn Challenge, the UN Decade advances global restoration on an unprecedented scale. Research increas-
ingly points to the need for greater social inclusion in restoration projects, yet the approaches that favor such inclusion
remain opaque in practice. In this paper, we identify three restoration approaches that figure in the international agenda
and analyze these through the lens of social inclusion. We argue that: (1) restoration aimed at bringing ecosystems back
to a previous state, or “return” restoration, favors natural science at the landscape scale over social inclusion at the com-
munity scale; (2) restoration seeking to recreate functional ecosystems in locations away from where the degradation
has occurred, or “reorganization” restoration, fails to adequately address historical inequities and perpetuates legacies
of exploitation; and (3) “resilience” oriented restoration is promising but remains theoretical, and risks instrumentalizing
marginalized communities and their lands as experimental sites for restoration. Though both “return” and “reorganize”
restoration face substantial criticism, these approaches continue to play a central role in the major paradigms and prac-
tices that enliven the global restoration agenda. To improve prospects for social inclusion in the global restoration move-
ment, we advance that the movement must evolve beyond productivity-based inclusion schemes and address the role
that international initiatives play in perpetuating systems of exploitation. Finally, we argue that “resilience” restoration
offers the most promising pathway towards meaningful social inclusion when it can empower community members to
participate in restoration as agents of change and co-experimenters.
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¥ Restoration Recap ¢

e Three approaches to restoration animate the interna-
tional restoration agenda: return, reorganize, resilience.
Each of these approaches have different implications for
social inclusion.

e “Return” restoration is based in ecological science, and
social inclusion is limited to productivity-based incen-
tives, which do little to advance effective social-ecologjical
restoration.

e “Reorganize” restoration focuses narrowly on ecosystem
services to the exclusion of other social considerations.

ince 1974, the United Nations (UN) has marked June
5th as World Environment Day, an observance intended
to amplify global environmental action (UN 2020). World
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This approach, though widely criticized, remains a central
tenet of the Bonn Challenge, and should be reconsidered.

e “Resilience” restoration holds promise when it engages
communities as agents of change and co-experimenters
rather than experimental “sites”.

e Global initiatives should be critically examined for the
role they may play in upholding systems of exploitation
and social-ecological destruction.

Environment Day 2021 will officially launch what prom-
ises to be a monumental rallying cry: The UN Decade on
Ecosystem Restoration (2021-2030). The Decade aims to
prevent, halt and reverse the degradation of ecosystems
worldwide (UN 2021). It builds on the Bonn Challenge,
launched in 2011, which set a global goal of bringing 150
million hectares of degraded and deforested landscapes
into restoration by 2020, and 350 million hectares by 2030
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initiative which mobilized tremendous resources and set
the international agenda towards increasingly ambitious
restoration goals.

The Bonn Challenge and UN Decade on Ecosystem
Restoration seek not only to effect biophysical change
upon hundreds of millions of hectares of land, but also to
raise the living standards of innumerable impoverished
rural communities through the linkage of social-ecological
restoration with the UN Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). Fernandez-Manjarrés et al (2018) characterize
social-ecological restoration as a process that simultane-
ously addresses social and ecological issues. It abides by but
also departs from the principles of ecological restoration
in three primary ways, namely by: 1) initially prioritizing
the basic livelihood needs of local people; 2) re-centering
human-nature relations on cultural values; and 3) requiring
external economic inputs to support local people in orga-
nizing themselves to support their degraded ecosystems.

In the same vein as these principles, research points
to a need for meaningful stakeholder inclusion in social-
ecological restoration projects (Baker et al. 2014), and
suggests that effective projects take place at small, com-
munity scales (Maynard 2013, Habtezion et al. 2015). At
the same time, globally conceived programs like the Bonn
Challenge are concerned with speed and scale to respond
to urgent global crises, such as climate change, the loss of
biodiversity, and degradation of the world’s landscapes
(Temperton et al. 2019). This framing, however, makes
it difficult to address the contextual realities of the local
communities that depend on lands to be restored, and in
some cases, may exacerbate inequalities and dispossession
of local lands and livelihoods.

Though they have served as monumental platforms for
galvanizing action and directing resources towards envi-
ronmental amelioration, the Bonn Challenge and other
global-scale initiatives have also demonstrated a tendency
to privilege the knowledge and desires of powerful nations
over historically sidelined communities. In so doing, such
initiatives—at times and often unwittingly—perpetuate
approaches that are blind to local realities, exclude local
knowledge and preferences, and constrict meaningful
local participation (Fox and Cundill 2018). This tendency
becomes particularly fraught as global initiatives embrace
social-ecological restoration and confront the reality that
social inclusion is not simply a desirable add-on to ecosys-
tem remediation. Rather, genuine community empower-
ment is a fundamentally requisite precursor to success-
ful restoration. Without it, “restoration” easily serves to
entrench—rather than upend—the very systems that inex-
tricably link environmental degradation to social exclusion.

Recognizing this tendency, and motivated by a desire to
correct the course as the UN Decade commences, we seek in
this paper to facilitate a deeper understanding of how large-
scale initiatives employing different restoration approaches
are linked to restoration outcomes within communities.
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To that end, we have extracted and synthesized ideas from
the rapidly growing body of literature on social-ecological
restoration and its adjacent fields, moving chronologically
through highly cited journal articles to chart the evolution
of social-ecological restoration in theory and in prac-
tice. From this, we identified three broad approaches cur-
rently employed in restoration projects and analyzed these
through the lens of social inclusion. We have termed these
approaches “return’, “reorganize’, and ‘resilience’ restora-
tion. We demonstrate that these approaches are steeped in
different epistemological lineages, and as such, embody
different paradigms about the purpose and practice of
restoration. We acknowledge that approaches are blended
in practice, and moreover, that certain approaches currently
employed in the spirit of restoration may fall outside of our
typology. While not exhaustive, we find that this typology
encompasses three dominant approaches in restoration
practice that present different characteristics, which open
or foreclose possibilities for social inclusion. In that regard,
examining these approaches is instructive for understand-
ing how different ideologies generate practices that foster
or hinder inclusive restoration.

Making use of these delineations, we demonstrate how
the Bonn Challenge—through its implicit enlivening of
“return” and “reorganize” restoration approaches—per-
petuates practices which limit social inclusion and render
social-ecological restoration less effective. This understand-
ing stimulates reflection around opportunities for better
alignment, and more equitable outcomes, of restoration
projects across scales through restorative approaches that
embrace “resilience” as a guiding concept and central
objective.

Return Restoration: Towards
“Pre-Disturbance” Conditions

Though social-ecological restoration is becoming an
increasingly interdisciplinary field, restoration science
originated as a subdiscipline of ecology (Higgs 2005), and
these origins continue to strongly influence the way res-
toration is conceived and deployed throughout the world.
In its infancy, restoration was understood as a method by
which natural science could be applied towards a reversal
of harmful human activities (Bradshaw 1992). Often, and
particularly in the field’s early days, restoration practi-
tioners implicitly aimed to bring environments back to
former states, usually with some type of “pre-settlement”
or “pre-disturbance” point as a reference. In this optic,
success centers around biophysical attributes like presence
of native species and reference stand structures (Trigger
et al 2008), and emphasis is placed on functional traits of
reference species and ecosystems, and on ecological history
(Brudvig 2011).

Restoration ecologists have long acknowledged the
shortcomings of this approach, however. Early criticisms
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of “return” restoration focused on its biophysical rather
than socio-cultural limitations (Hilderbrand et al. 2005).
They questioned how to define reference ecosystems amid
a lack of historical baselines from previous ecological
states (Hobbs 2004, Higgs et al. 2014), and asked which
“pre-disturbance” natural community, occurring at which
point in time, one would seek to restore since humans
have inhabited and managed landscapes for millennia
(Diamond 1985, Elias et al. 2021). These debates sur-
rounding place history pondered what constituted native
species, and whether restoring such histories and species
would even be desirable under prevailing ecological and
climate realities (Bradley et al. 2009). Critics highlighted
the increased incidence of novel and unpredictable dis-
turbances (O’Hara and Ramage 2013) and drastic shifts
in species compositions—even in the absence of extreme
disturbance—as abiotic conditions change, and feedback
loops move to accommodate new species (Wells et al.
2019). Others argued that threshold points had already
been crossed, and that consequently, restoring to a previous
state constituted an impossible task (Toledo et al. 2011).
These concerns raised substantive questions about how to
benchmark pragmatic attempts at successful management
of dynamic systems but did not explicitly question how this
view of restoration squared with the perceptions, experi-
ences, and future prospects of communities living in and
around the landscapes in question.

Over time, research began incorporating social consid-
erations into this restoration optic. “Return” approaches,
some argued, could be valuable from a socio-cultural per-
spective (Hobbs and Harris 2001). Just as ecosystems could
be restored to earlier conditions, so too could traditional
cultural practices be revived. In this view, biodiversity
decline was not simply a threat to ecosystems, but also to
cultural identities that are based on relationships to those
ecosystems, or elements therein (Shebitz and Kimmerer
2005, Fernandez-Manjarrés et al. 2018). Interest in the
agency of traditional societies in shaping landscapes drew
attention to traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) and
has led to an outpouring of literature on how to value
and incorporate TEK into restoration projects (Ludwig
and Macnaghten 2020). Understanding previous societal
responses to environmental change, moreover, became
recognized as a way to inform current responses to envi-
ronmental change (Bennett et al. 2015).

However, most historically motivated restoration proj-
ects still center around ecosystem form, with a heavy reli-
ance on reference conditions that typically assume no or
minimal human interaction (Hallett et al. 2013). Few are
expressly concerned with the social goals that are increas-
ingly recognized as important for long-term project success
(Aronson et al. 2010).

Rather than increasing agency among indigenous peo-
ples and local communities, “return” restoration has dem-
onstrated a repeated tendency to advance exclusionary

March and June 2021

practices that further marginalize the already dispossessed
(Lowenthal 2013). Socio-cultural failures are often not
accounted for in measures of project efficacy, which can
stymie efforts at involving land-dependent communities
in restoration initiatives (Trigger et al. 2008). Authors
have also noted a tendency within this approach for res-
toration projects to “naturalize” cultural ecosystems; that
is, to emulate colonial patterns of land dispossession by
seeing local communities as part of the natural landscape,
and the landscape as empty or unworked, and meriting
usurpation by colonizing forces (Denevan 1992, Evans
and Davis 2019).

Though social-ecological restoration has increasingly
moved away from “return” restoration as an explicit aim,
the legacy of this proto-restoration form is still evident
in documents like the Society for Ecological Restoration
(SER) International Principles and Standards (Evans and
Davis 2019), and still very much enlivened by the Bonn
Challenge (Gann et al. 2019). In line with the thinking
around “return” restoration, the Bonn Challenge and
similar initiatives are largely invested in maximizing
landscape-level benefits from restoration, and concerned
with the formidable task of scaling up and transforming
“a thousand random acts of restoration” into a “coherent
strategy” (Metcalf et al. 2015). As such, they are informed
by landscape-scale biophysical science, where the focus
is on flows, patch dynamics and inter-patch movements
(Brudvig 2011). From this perspective, local-level initia-
tives are often criticized as piecemeal approaches that
overlook landscape-level factors (Spink et al. 2009), such
as restoring the suite of taxa and functional and genetic
diversity that require larger landscapes and patch con-
nectivity (Brudvig 2011).

Fitting socio-economic considerations into this para-
digm has proven challenging. Rather than approaching
social-ecological restoration holistically, the Bonn Chal-
lenge continues—often unwittingly—to promote ecological
science and return-type goal-setting, while treating socio-
economic considerations separately, primarily through the
lens of market capitalism. Social inclusion, in this sense, is
mediated via financial mechanisms such as Payments for
Ecosystem Services (PES). Yet, PES schemes have been
linked with instances of land dispossession via “green-
grabbing” and exacerbating existing social cleavages within
communities as elites capture benefits at the expense of
poorer households (Fairhead et al. 2012). In fact, in their
systematic review of the outcomes of PES schemes, Hejno-
wicz et al. (2014) underscore the need to better reconcile
trade-offs among effectiveness, efficacy and equity, as the
latter often falls by the wayside in PES initiatives. Moreover,
the Bonn Challenge favors the nation-state as the unit of
analysis, eliciting country-wide restoration pledges and
supporting national governments in their stated goals to
meet international restoration standards, as part and parcel
of participation in an international economic system. As
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the restoration agenda increasingly mediates the flow of
international development finance as well as national poli-
cies, it becomes more difficult to capture the complex reali-
ties of restoration at smaller scales, rendering meaningful
social inclusion tenuous at best.

Reorganization-Type Restoration

A reorganizing or “offsetting” approach to restoration
imagines a new social-ecological homeostasis based on
existing social-ecological functions but in new spaces. Oft-
sets essentially seek to counterbalance damage to the envi-
ronment in one location by generating equivalent benefits
through protection or restoration in another (Budiharta
et al. 2018). The approach reflects the ways highly indus-
trialized societies have attempted to embrace restoration
without fundamentally altering the behaviors that lead to
environmental degradation in the first place. For instance,
the United States has a “no-net-loss” policy that allows
industries or development projects to degrade or destroy
existing wetlands on the condition that they “restore” other
areas of equal or greater land area elsewhere. To this end, a
wetlands mitigation bank of restored or preserved wetlands
is made available for sale to developers who purchase habi-
tat mitigation credits as a condition for planning approval
(Baker et al. 2014).

In other national contexts, this approach is commonly
employed to offset the ecological damage caused by large-
scale development projects, such as dams (Cernea 2000,
Qun and Hanying 2007, Wei et al. 2008). One example is
an “agricultural ecological restoration” project in China
that sought to completely alter the existing hydrology to
supply irrigation water to arid lands (Wei et al. 2008), with
enormous implications for local ecosystems and peoples.
The project relied on a significant reconfiguration of eco-
systems and human systems, including a large-scale ‘eco-
logical migration’ driven by forced resettlement (Qun and
Hanying 2007).

People in these instances are forcibly resettled to make
way for infrastructure—such as dams—or to facilitate cen-
trally planned schemes that attempt to generate more pro-
ductivity from the land. Success in this approach is typically
measured in production terms, and understood as discrete
“improvements” to livelihoods, such as incomes, access to
facilities, and more. ‘Reorganization’ restoration spatially
shifts society and fundamentally changes the relationship
of people to landscapes, focusing on extraction rather
than stewardship. As Qun and Hanying (2007) indicate in
relation to China’s Three Gorges Dam restoration project:

The results from Yunyang have shown that small-scale
environmental and economic development is transform-
ing the thinking of farmers. The heart of the process is in
reconstructing livelihoods of resettled people, either on
cultivable land or in other income-generating employment.
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Similar statements have been made for large-scale res-
toration initiatives in India that suggest moving poorer
groups out of “low return forest activities and into more
gainful employment” (Paul and Chakrabarti 2011). Visions
of success center around idealized scenarios such as
“perfect and continuous protective forest systems” (Wei
et al. 2008) and practices that are expressly “centralized,
controlled, and managed in accordance with the govern-
ment plan” (Xiao et al. 2011). Measuring the success of
such efforts entails considerations that fall beyond the
scope of traditional ecology, with such metrics as gross
food production, income, livelihoods (Cernea 2000) and
GDP in aggregate (Wei et al. 2008).

Yet the ability to simply recreate degraded ecosystems,
or supplement ecosystem services in other locations has
proven challenging. Turner (2001) found that only 21%
of wetland mitigation sites met tests of ecological equiva-
lency to lost wetlands—findings which still hold true in
more recent evaluations (Moilanen et al. 2009). As this
approach scales, it can encourage afforestation schemes in
inappropriate locations (Temperton et al. 2019) and pri-
oritize ecosystems which are easily accessible or economi-
cally important, but which may not constitute the most
pressing restoration areas (Fleischman 2014). Mangroves,
peatlands, and bottomland forests, for example, represent
major global carbon sinks (Alexander et al. 2011), but only
make up small fractions of the world’s lands considered for
restoration, and are rarely given priority in national and
regional-scale moves for restoration (Ceccon et al. 2015).
They are instead often degraded irreparably with the provi-
sion that they be replaced with significantly less functional
ecosystems elsewhere (Baker et al. 2014). Many govern-
ment policies around extraction and urban development
falsely endorse this kind of restoration as an effective and
commensurate mitigation of environmentally destructive
activities (Zedler and Callaway 1999, Hilderbrand et al.
2005).

For this reason, some authors consider “reorganization”
restoration a moral hazard, as it can make it acceptable to
damage extant ecosystems with the false expectation that
they can be reversed or offset by restoration elsewhere
(Hobbs et al. 2011, Moreno-Mateos et al. 2012, Aronson
and Alexander 2013). Concerns have arisen that restora-
tion could weaken environmental policies that address
environmental issues at their source (Baker et al. 2014).
Reorganization restoration has likewise been flagged as
a concerning iteration of “Command and Control” man-
agement, where failure is likely if not inevitable as limited
human knowledge and abilities meet with unanticipated
ecological realities (Hilderbrand et al. 2005). Moreover,
this approach obliterates the historical relationships people
maintain with ecosystems and with place, wrongly assum-
ing that lives and livelihoods can be reconstructed else-
where without significant collateral damage (Milgroom
and Ribot 2020).
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Despite the sharp criticism “reorganize” restoration has
drawn from respected restoration scholars and advocates,
the Bonn Challenge is—at its core—a program that is
rooted in a reorganization restoration philosophy. Like
REDD+—a program based on carbon trading—under
the Bonn vision, landscapes predominantly located in
low-, and to a lesser extent middle-income countries, are
restored by local people vis-a-vis resources and expertise
afforded by the contributions of wealthier nations (Liu
etal. 2017). The legacies of colonialism, enslavement, and
land dispossession that accumulated wealth in the hands
of the latter nations, and systematically impoverished the
former, are not adequately addressed in the SER standards
or the Bonn Challenge (Evans and Davis 2019). Nor does
the Bonn Challenge contest the continued behaviors of
wealthy nations, which emit the vast majority of global
CO, emissions (Chancel and Piketty 2015) and uphold the
structures of free-trade market capitalism that continue
to ravage lands and communities living in less power-
ful countries (Perring et al. 2018), while tasking poorer
regions across the globe with undoing decades, and even
centuries, of ecological damage. The reorganization resto-
ration mentality implicit in the mechanisms of the Bonn
Challenge therefore severely limits meaningful social
inclusion in restoration. Seen through this lens, local
communities are able to participate in restoration only
insofar as they are allowed and encouraged by those in
positions of power, be it the architects of the agreement
who hail from wealthy nations, or the heads of national
governments who leverage community restoration as a
means to access international financing. These power
relations must be fundamentally reimagined if conse-
quential social inclusion is to become a feature of the
global restoration movement.

Restoration Towards Resilience

The third type of restoration approach falls under an
umbrella concept of ecosystem and socio-economic resil-
ience. A group called the Resilience Alliance, formed in
1999, advances a definition of resilience based on the
work of ecologist C.S. Holling as: “The capacity of . . .
systems to cope with a hazardous event or trend or distur-
bance, responding or reorganizing in ways that maintain
their essential function, identity, and structure, while also
maintaining the capacity for adaptation, learning, and
transformation” (Holling 1973). Resilience is often more
simply understood as “the capacity to allow some change
but return to pre-disturbance conditions” (O’Hara and
Ramage 2013), speaking to a desire to increase capacity
for social-ecological systems to engage in “continuous
self-renewal” (Naveh 1998). Though resilience has been
a subject of concern to ecologists for some decades, only
recently has resilience thinking expressly emerged as a way
of approaching restoration.
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Resilience approaches incorporate elements of both the
“return” and “reorganize” approaches discussed above,
but differ in that they value regenerative capacities and
stress the propensity for long-term management, study,
and interaction across scales and among communities,
researchers and other stakeholders (Winter et al. 2020).
These approaches often incorporate biophysical qualities
and socio-cultural elements. They may stress ecosystem
stability, natural disturbances, and managing nutrient flows
while also considering livelihoods, participatory manage-
ment practices, cultural values, governance, markets, and
aesthetics (Aslan et al. 2018). They often rely on historic
social-ecological data to inform present-day management
strategies and models that attempt to predict how systems
might behave as they change biophysically and socio-
culturally (Choi 2007).

Resilience approaches consider that restoration is
dynamic, and should be bracketed by flexible guiding prin-
ciples that allow for changes at all junctures (Pfadenhauer
2001). Restoration schemes under this optic leave room
for evolutionary development (Rice and Emery 2003),
embrace the emergence of “novel ecosystems” (Hobbs
et al. 2009), and anticipate a plethora of “possible future
natures” (Swyngedouw 2010). Yet, “novel ecosystems” as a
multifaceted concept has proven difficult to measure (Ives
and Carpenter 2007). Resilience restoration—though a
promising interdisciplinary approach—remains a largely
theoretical paradigm. Researchers are still in the initial
stages of developing metrics to measure resilience in the
context of ecosystem management (Shackelford et al. 2013)
and though it is gaining traction, resilience is still rarely an
explicit or measured goal in the restoration literature or in
practice (Suding 2011, Hallett et al. 2013).

In linking restoration activities to the SDGs, the Bonn
Challenge is encouraging “resilience” restoration, and
attempting to carry the concept of resilience from theory
into practice. Yet, though the Bonn Challenge may be
presented as a cohesive strategy with concrete targets, it
remains experimental and lacking in metrics and methods
as it treads new territory to embrace resilience in practice.
In contrast to such a novel, interdisciplinary field of systems
thinking, wherein metrics and methods are still largely
up for debate, ‘return’ restoration is based in ecology and
can be measured against a large body of data generated by
generally agreed-upon metrics.

Social inclusion factors heavily into the theories under-
pinning resilience restoration, but as long as the Bonn
Challenge remains an endeavor led by external actors,
local communities remain vulnerable to being treated as
experiments rather than as co-experimenters (Brick 2019).
Mediating this divide requires that the global restoration
agenda turn from funneling restoration resources through
national governments and large NGOs to consider how to
better vest power and agency at local scales (McDermott
2009, Reed et al. 2018). When this transfer of power is
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accompanied by trust building among restoration actors,
including local people, NGOs, and the state, multi-scalar
cooperation can lead to promising resilience restoration
outcomes (Christin et al. 2016). In contrast, a lack of trust
can lead to perverse outcomes (Davenport et al. 2007).
Building coalitions based on mutual trust and understand-
ing requires acknowledging and addressing place-based
legacies, particularly remnants of colonial and neolib-
eral heritage that create historical distrust between locals
and external stakeholders (Lawrence et al. 1997, Metcalf
etal. 2015) and even more particularly, troubling histories
within the environmental movement itself.

Although they also embed complex power relations and
tensions, multi-stakeholder platforms that bring different
stakeholders into discussion and in a working relationship
with one another have shown promise for managing sensi-
tive relationships in social-ecological restoration projects.
These approaches can help address conflicts of interest and
arrive at compromises, mutual understanding, and new
relationships (Healy 2003, Miller and Hobbs 2007, Healy
2009). Such stakeholder integration may involve agree-
ments that spell out the rights and obligations of each group
and acknowledge their various social, economic, spiritual
and cultural incentives and objectives (Appiah 2001, Fail-
ingetal. 2012). Long-term and constant engagement with
multiple players is needed as well as policies, projects, and
goals that set realistic social and ecological expectations
and inroads for meaningful social inclusion (Zedler and
Callaway 1999, Hilderbrand et al. 2005).

Conclusion

Understanding how restoration is conceived and
approached is key for achieving inclusive social-ecological
restoration, particularly as the world embarks upon the
UN Decade for Ecological Restoration and accelerates
global restoration activities. In this paper, we presented
three broad approaches to restoration and argued that
these have implications for social inclusion at the local
scale. Restoration aimed at bringing ecosystems back to a
previous state, or “return” restoration, is rooted in applied
ecology, which has struggled to incorporate meaningful
social metrics and sensitivities. Its focus on returning to
reference ecosystems—understood to be “pre-disturbance”
landscapes, devoid of significant human influence—erases
the history of human management of natural resources and
the place for humans in their environment. In this regard,
it shuts down the possibility for inclusive social-ecological
restoration that, as per Fernandez-Manjarrés et al (2018),
places local livelihoods and cultural values at the heart of
restoration processes. Although it is falling out of favor
with the restoration community, as the oldest and most
widely understood restoration concept, many of its central
tenets are still present in foundational documents like the
SER International Standards and initiatives like the Bonn
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Challenge. Productivity-based inclusion measures, like
PES schemes, do not alone adequately address the implicit
dominance of natural science over social science in this
approach, nor do they effectively bring attention from the
landscape to the community scale or to intra-community
dynamics.

Reorganization-type restoration seeks to equate socio-
ecosystems to one another and balance ecosystem services
across diverse places. This “offsetting” approach draws
sharp criticism from ecologists and social scientists alike,
yet this idea still enlivens the fundamental geopolitical
basis of the Bonn Challenge. Enforced from the top-down,
the approach seeks to impose new social-ecological sys-
tems—ecosystems, livelihoods and values—upon poorer
communities to compensate for degradation, often caused
by the actions of those in wealthier contexts. The Bonn
Challenge is an expressly development-oriented endeavor,
which marches to the beat of a neoliberal world order hal-
lowed in the United Nations. Designed to facilitate the flow
of capital and expertise from wealthy countries to poor
countries, it does not hold wealthy countries responsible
for upending the legacies of exploitation and oppression
which continue to disproportionately impact margin-
alized communities. Unequal power relations severely
limit opportunities for stakeholder inclusion and must
be reimagined if restoration is to become a truly effective
means of achieving a better future for all. Social inclusion
is precluded when restoration is opaquely designed and
negotiated by national governments and international
commissions, without any input from the local people on
which it is—or will be—imposed.

Finally, resilience-oriented restoration explicitly
acknowledges that social and ecological systems are mutu-
ally and inextricably embedded. It offers the most promis-
ing way forward for approaching restoration and enhanc-
ing social inclusion under the UN Decade for Ecological
Restoration. Many features of this approach have already
been embraced by the Bonn Challenge, although it remains
a largely theoretical paradigm. As “resilience” restoration
gains ground, it will be critical to ensure that communities
are not treated as test sites, but rather as agents of change,
empowered to fully participate as co-experimenters.

Future research would be well served by a more robust
understanding of what resilience looks like in practice, and
how it can be pursued and assessed from an ecological and
socio-political perspective. Such an understanding should
integrate the values and priorities of local people whose
lands and livelihoods are affected by restoration processes,
and whose voices, influence, and agency should take central
stage in these processes. The underacknowledged embed-
dedness of restoration in dynamic and unequal power rela-
tions at various scales has implications for policy, research,
and practice. Future initiatives should engage with the
historical trajectories of the landscapes to be restored not
simply to set ecological benchmarks or to chart land-use
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change—as in “return” restoration—but to understand
how legacies of marginalization are linked with landscape
degradation. Such efforts can shed light on how social-
ecological restoration can contribute to halting exploitative
behaviors and ameliorating past harm to chart new courses
for social-ecological relationships. Resilience restoration
holds promise, but only if it evolves from a theory espoused
by powerful actors into a reality shared by all. To achieve
the monumental goals of the UN Decade, communities
must be empowered to shape the policies and practices
that directly affect their lands and their lives.
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