© CONSERVATION INTERNATIONAL/PHOTO BY TORY READ

LANDSCAPE ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK
CONCEPT & GUIDELINES

An accessible framework for holistically measuring, monitoring
and communicating the sustainability of a landscape

October 2017

These guidelines for application of the Landscape Assessment Framework were
developed in consultation with Conservation International’s field offices and
departments in the U.S. offices. To learn more, please visit www.conservation.org/laf
Lead Writer: Danielle King, Sustainable Landscapes Fellow, dking@conservation.org
More info: Fabiano Godoy, Technical Director, Carbon Fund, fgodoy@conservation.org

SUMMARY
Current pressures on ecosystem services and
precious natural capital to meet the planet’s
resource needs will only increase with population
growth and climate change. As a result, the
landscape scale has emerged as a unit for
holistically managing various land uses and
stakeholder needs within a region. The
landscape or integrated approach
simultaneously addresses multiple objectives by
seeking synergies and minimizing tradeoffs. To
support this approach, there is a need to
systematize analysis and communication of
performance on and progress towards those
multiple sustainability objectives. Such a
framework could guide local activities, inform
policy decisions and advise investment priorities.
This document introduces the Landscape
Assessment Framework (LAF) as Conservation
International’s (CI) contribution to filling this gap.
The LAF is a structure for measuring, monitoring
and communicating the sustainability of a
landscape based on existing metrics and
datasets. It supports CI’s Sustainable Landscape
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Approach (SLA) in monitoring the
implementation of sustainable landscape
management projects and is applicable in a
variety of contexts. The framework can also be
used independently from the full SLA for a rapid
assessment and characterization of a landscape
before any activities have begun.
The LAF is not a system for the monitoring and
evaluation (M&E) of projects, but rather of
indicators that together characterize the
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sustainability of a landscape against broader
management objectives.
Application of the LAF enables stakeholders to
answer questions such as: What is the state of
the natural capital, and what is driving ecosystem
degradation? How sustainable is the level of
agricultural production? Are people benefitting
from interventions?

SUSTAINABLE LANDSCAPES
The landscape is interpreted as a geographical
space that results from the interaction between
social, ecological, economic and governability
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processes. Landscape delineation may be
complex and should aim to identify a coherent
integrated unit of analysis. A landscape should
be delineated such that the area is large enough
to understand the connections and tradeoffs
between conservation and production, yet small
enough to feasibly support and manage in a
holistic manner. It might be beneficial to
delineate landscape boundaries in relation to
administrative or jurisdictional boundaries to best
integrate government actors and enable use of
pre-existing datasets.
CI believes that in a sustainable landscape:
• Natural ecosystems are conserved or
restored;
• Agricultural systems are productive,
economically viable, sustainable and
resilient to climate change;
• Livelihoods and well-being of all social
groups are enhanced;

(Eds.), Climate-Smart Landscapes: Multifunctionality in
Practice (p. 3-17). Nairobi, Kenya: World Agroforestry
Centre.

•

o

Decision-making processes at all levels are
inclusive, equitable and participatory.

CI’s SLA brings together governments,
businesses, community members and nongovernmental organizations to identify, develop
and test new solutions aimed at sustaining
natural capital and avoiding ecosystem
degradation through the development of
environmentally friendly, low-emission policies,
practices and business models.

LANDSCAPE ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK
CI's LAF evaluates and monitors the status and
trends in key indicators that collectively
characterize landscape sustainability, and then
communicates the results through a series of
graphs, charts and maps that are easy for all
stakeholders to understand and use. After
providing a status assessment of the
sustainability of a landscape early in a landscape
initiative, LAF application can be repeated to
assess the changes in a landscape over time.
The LAF is highly adaptable and enables
stakeholders to select and track the most
pertinent indicators for sustainability in the
context of their landscape across the four
dimensions of landscape sustainability: natural
capital, sustainable production, human well-being
and governance.
Key features of the LAF include:
• Use of relevant indicators reflecting the
status of all four dimensions to ensure a
holistic assessment;
• Reliance on existing sources of credible,
low-cost data to promote ease of
development;
• Regular updates to monitor trends in the
landscape, based on time series and
spatial data from credible datasets;
• High level of adaptability for various
landscape features and contexts (e.g., size,
location, scope);
• Production of accessible graphics and
user-friendly summaries to maximize
accessibility and easy communication,
including:
o Development and conservation
organizations

conservation.org/LAF

o
o

Commodity sourcing and producing
companies
Investors and financial institutions
Local and national governments

APPLYING THE FRAMEWORK
As a foundation, it is critical to start by
delineating boundaries and defining sustainable
landscape goals and targets across all four
dimensions of landscape sustainability. Once that
is complete, the steps to apply the LAF cycle are:
1.
2.

Select relevant landscape indicators
Compile and analyze specific data for
selected indicators
3. Communicate current status and change
through summary card and interactive
dashboard
4. Guide investments and adaptive
management
5. Monitor changes over time
6. Review indicators and available datasets
These steps are designed to enable and
promote the adaptive management of landscape
initiatives.

OUTPUTS
The LAF provides three unique outputs to
support transparency and effective decisionmaking: a framework summary card to capture
overlying trends at the landscape level, an
interactive online dashboard for monitoring and
communication, and an interactive online web
map allowing stakeholders to perform additional
simple analysis and interpret different
visualizations. Use of the LAF can help provide
stakeholders with a holistic view of landscape
sustainability, credible data to inform decisionmakers and consistent information to support
adaptive management.

This guidance enables CI teams to begin the
process of applying the LAF for their landscape
and to identify areas where collaboration with
other experts may be required.

