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I
t gives me great pleasure to 
introduce the Cambridge 
Conservation Initiative’s Five Year 
Plan 2015–2020, which sets out the 
major areas of activity CCI partners 
expect to collaborate around to 
deliver the CCI Strategy. 

The slender nature of this document belies both 
the effort that has gone into the creation of this 
Plan, and the significance of the Plan for CCI. 
The development of this Five Year Plan has been 
a consultative effort across the breadth of the 
CCI partnership. The identification of activities 
was carried out by two Working Groups, each 
examining one of CCI’s programmatic areas: 
Capacity Development and Leadership, and 
Research to inform Policy and Practice. Each 
co-chaired by an academic and a representative 
of a conservation organisation, the Working 
Groups brought together a group of individuals 
to develop a set of activities for inclusion in the 
Plan. A third Working Group drew up a menu of 
the collaborative approaches that CCI partners 
can apply to these activities in order to effect 
transformational change within the landscape 
of biodiversity conservation. The co-chairs 
met regularly throughout the Five Year Plan’s 
development to ensure the outputs of their 
groups developed in parallel and remained 
complementary. 

As might be expected, a major part of the latter 
stages of the Five Year Plan’s development 
has involved the whittling down of content 
for inclusion in this final document. For 
a comprehensive view of the ideas and 
recommendations generated during the 
consultations, the raw material from the 
Working Groups is available on the CCI website 

at www.cambridgeconservation.org/five-
year-plan. Additionally, during the process of 
consultation among members of the Working 
Groups a number of constraints and catalysts to 
collaboration were identified. Prominent among 
the constraints were: the lack of time and funds 
to work on collaborative projects; the difference 
in reward systems between academics and 
conservation organisation staff; and the risk that 
a lack of trust could hold partners back from 
sharing ideas openly. Catalysts for collaboration 
included: the CCI Campus encouraging vital face 
to face contact; the recognition of externally 
added value; and the idea of CCI collaborations 
acting as ‘proof of concept’ projects, leading 
to scaled-up work in the future. The full list of 
constraints and catalysts can be viewed on the 
CCI website at www.cambridgeconservation.
org/five-year-plan.

The Five Year Plan is primarily aimed at an 
internal CCI audience. It provides a framework 
that staff members within the CCI partners 
can use to base productive and meaningful 
collaborations around. As such, the Plan provides 
a direction of travel for CCI collaborations 
and the tools to shape them. However, the 
germination, growth and flourishing of the 
joint activities that grow around this framework 
will depend on CCI’s lifeblood, the people who 
work within the CCI partners and who wish 
to collaborate. CCI’s achievements to date 
show the value of collaborations between 
CCI partners; this Plan provides an agreed and 
shared direction that CCI partners wish to follow 
over the next five years to contribute to the 
transformation of biodiversity conservation.

Mike Rands, Executive Director
Cambridge Conservation Initiative

Introduction
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The Cambridge Conservation Initiative and its role 
in biodiversity conservation

The Cambridge Conservation Initiative (CCI) is a 
unique collaboration between the University of 
Cambridge and the largest distinct geographical 
cluster of leading biodiversity conservation 
organisations in the world. By working 
together CCI partners seek to transform global 
understanding and conservation of biodiversity 
through the integration of research, practice, 
policy and capacity development.

Biodiversity loss continues at unprecedented rates 
despite growing worldwide awareness. However, 
current measures to conserve biodiversity are 
largely disconnected from the mechanisms 
used to address other planetary challenges. 
Furthermore, institutional structures at national 
to global levels are disconnected from each 
other and fail to take the need for conserving 
biodiversity into account.

CCI is well-placed to help address institutional 
failure to incorporate biodiversity conservation 
concerns into policies and other mechanisms 
that examine wider planetary challenges. 
Pathways of influence that CCI can harness in 
these efforts include direct engagement with 
relevant institutions and individuals using CCI’s 
convening power, as well as CCI’s capacity 
development activities and communications. 
These direct routes of influence complement 
the indirect impacts that will arise from research 
findings and empowerment of a community of 
better-connected practitioners in the biodiversity 
conservation field.

CCI adds value to worldwide conservation 
efforts by uniting the critical mass of skills and 
expertise that exists amongst the CCI partners 
to work beyond organisational boundaries 

through co-location, closer collaboration and 
global convening. Since its creation in 2007 CCI 
has instigated a number of novel collaborations 
between its partners and other institutions, has 
established a Masters Programme in Conservation 
Leadership, and has created a Conservation 
Campus in the David Attenborough Building as a 
hub to co-locate partner staff and foster greater 
collaboration.

One of the differences between CCI and 
other conservation bodies is its structure. CCI 
is a collaboration between organisations, not 
an organisation in its own right. A distinctive 
feature of CCI that follows from this structure is 
the ability to bring different actors together in 
configurations and collaborations that can then 
be used to deliver a series of activities. A range of 
approaches that have been, or will be, developed 
to facilitate these collaborations are described in 
this Plan under the heading CCI’s Collaborative 
Approaches. 

CCI partners believe they can make a distinctive 
contribution to informing and catalysing stronger 
institutional responses that address biodiversity 
conservation by:

•	 Conducting research to inform policy and 
practice 

•	 Developing capacity and leadership
•	 Fostering collaboration and influencing 

others 

This CCI Five Year Plan describes approaches to 
be used and activities to be undertaken by CCI 
partners together to deliver CCI’s mission, vision 
and strategy between 2015 and 2020.
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 CCI Vision 

Secure a sustainable future for biodiversity and society 

Transformational 
changes

Research to inform 
policy and practice

Impact

Capacity for Conservation website

International hubs for capacity development

Women in conservation leadership

Changing behaviour by mainstreaming capacity for conservation 

Training needs

Sharing expertise among CCI

Regional or country-specific focus 

Marine focus

Integrate capacity development with research strategies

Future technology

Conservation as a social phenomenon

Conservation interventions

The state of nature

Threats to biodiversity

Biodiversity conservation and other human needs

Natural capital and ecosystem services

Decision making and policy

Protected areas/important areas for biodiversity

People and nature conservation

Climate change

Costs and funding of conservation

Capacity development 
and leadership
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The strategic objectives of CCI

In 2012 the governing body of CCI (the CCI Council) developed and adopted a strategy for 
2012–2020, which identifies five strategic objectives:

•	 To increase the effectiveness of conservation actions by catalysing innovative and collaborative 
interdisciplinary work that delivers sustainable solutions for natural resource management

•	 To enhance global leadership and knowledge exchange through capacity development, 
training and networking

•	 To foster and champion a comprehensive understanding of the values of biological diversity in 
order to address the urgent need for sustainable biodiversity conservation

•	 To engage with and provide analysis to inform decision-making by government, industry and 
civil society in local, national and international contexts

•	 To find new ways of working beyond organisational boundaries through co-location and closer 
collaboration and convening

CCI collaborations 2015–2020

CCI partners have identified a series of activities they will collaborate on, by applying one or 
more collaborative approaches to address CCI’s strategic objectives. These activities encompass 
terrestrial, freshwater and marine environments; have geographic remits that are both national and 
international; and, to be successful, will require working across disciplines.

The activities are divided into the categories of: a) research to inform policy and practice, and 
b) developing capacity and leadership. All activities are priorities for CCI partners to collaborate on, 
with those at the top of each list having the broadest level of engagement across CCI at the 
present time.
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The activities outlined below have been agreed following consultation across CCI by the Working 
Group on Research to Inform Policy and Practice. The activities are grouped into 11 thematic areas 
where the application of research to policy and practice can be expected to have a transformational 
effect on biodiversity conservation. Furthermore, these thematic areas are ones where 
complementary CCI partner expertise lends itself to conducting these activities collaboratively. The 
full output of the Working Group on Research to Inform Policy and Practice can be found at 
www.cambridgeconservation.org/five-year-plan

Research to inform policy and practice 

Conservation interventions 
Finding solutions to improve the status of threatened species, sites, habitats, ecosystems and 
degraded landscapes, including habitat/ecosystem restoration. Synthesising and disseminating 
information on the effectiveness of conservation interventions. 

The state of nature 
Quantifying changes in the state of nature, from species to landscapes, including the use of 
citizen science, novel methods and new technologies. Evaluating what ‘naturalness’ means in 
different contexts.

Threats to biodiversity 
Identifying and predicting threats, their likely severity and urgency and determining where threats to 
biodiversity and ecosystem services are greatest. 

Biodiversity conservation and other human needs
Assessing the trade-offs in producing food, fibre, energy and infrastructure while conserving 
biodiversity, and finding solutions to achieving sustainable development. Exploring limits to growth, 
ecological thresholds and planetary boundaries.

Natural capital and ecosystem services 
Understanding to what extent the flow of useful ecosystem services depends on stocks of natural 
capital and associated species and ecosystem diversity. Quantifying natural capital, estimating 
monetary values for it and incorporating these into policy. Creating markets or similar to provide 
incentives for resource users to conserve scarce ecological assets. Understanding the circumstances 
under which ecosystem service delivery can be a threat to biodiversity conservation.

Decision making and policy 
Determining how best to influence government decisions on conservation, measuring the impact of 
their policies, and discovering what factors are critical for policy success. 

Protected areas/important areas for biodiversity 
Informing the designation, management and governance of protected areas and other sites 
important for biodiversity, including the values of such areas to people. 
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People and nature conservation
Understanding how people benefit from, and connect to, nature and discovering the best ways of 
changing behaviours in favour of biodiversity conservation. Understanding the effects of culture on 
conservation priorities and success.

Climate change 
Identifying and managing the impacts of climate change on species and ecosystem services. 
Understanding how human responses to climate change might impact on biodiversity and 
examining the roles of biodiversity and ecosystems in helping reduce people’s vulnerability to 
climate change.

Costs and funding of conservation 
Quantifying the costs of conservation, establishing how these can be met and understanding how a 
changing donor base might influence conservation delivery.

Conservation as a social phenomenon 
Understanding how conservation organisations work and why. Exploring the role of leadership in 
shaping conservation practice and effectiveness. Understanding the values held by conservationists 
and how these are expressed in conservation practice. Identifying opportunities to improve the 
practice of conservation through better understanding of its dynamics as an industry. 
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Capacity development and leadership 

Capacity for Conservation website    
A reference hub for capacity-building and leadership among conservation organisations worldwide, 
the Capacity for Conservation website aims to become a  ‘one-stop shop’  for conservation 
organisations seeking to build their organisational capacity. 

International hubs for capacity development 
Building on the success of the Masters in Conservation Leadership and capacity development 
experience within the CCI partnership, by establishing a number of key international hubs from 
which capacity development activities could be delivered and co-ordinated. 

The activities described below have been agreed following consultation across CCI by the Working 
Group on Capacity Development and Leadership. These activities were selected based on their 
importance to conservation, the desire of CCI partners to work on these topics collaboratively, and their 
potential to be ground-breaking and transformative. The full output of the Working Group on Capacity 
Development and Leadership can be found at www.cambridgeconservation.org/five-year-plan
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Women in conservation leadership
Supporting a more gender-balanced leadership of conservation organisations, by transforming the 
institutional culture of these organisations. 

Changing behaviour by mainstreaming capacity for conservation 
In order to maintain biodiversity and the services it provides, this activity seeks to mainstream 
understanding of the importance of conservation among key sectors, including business, politics, 
and the development and donor communities. 

Training needs
Delivery of training to a diverse set of audiences, including: the establishment of a professional 
doctorate in conservation; partnerships with overseas universities to develop part-time MPhil courses; 
delivering training courses at the Conservation Campus; and online training courses.

Sharing expertise among CCI
Harnessing the diversity of skills within the CCI partnership and building on the benefits of co-
location within the Campus.

Regional or country-specific focus 
Many areas of the world already have a significant CCI partner presence. This activity will bring 
together the different CCI areas of expertise and in-country networks/relationships to create a more 
comprehensive and integrated approach to capacity development. 

Marine focus
CCI partners work predominantly in terrestrial and freshwater habitats. This activity proposes a series 
of actions to build CCI’s capacity to contribute to marine biodiversity conservation. 

Integrate capacity development with research strategies
Research on the impacts of capacity development and leadership on biodiversity conservation, and 
the most effective ways of incorporating capacity development within research projects. 

Future technology
Using new technologies to support capacity development, as well as catalysing emerging 
technologies by harnessing CCI expertise with others based in Cambridge (e.g. spin-out companies).

Impact
Development of improved ways to monitor the conservation impact of capacity development. 
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CCI’s collaborative approaches

Existing collaborative approaches
•	 Masters in Conservation Leadership, a collaborative degree programme that involves 

all CCI partners in offering an innovative, post-experience degree programme that seeks to 
establish a force for change

•	 Interdisciplinary seminar programmes e.g. the Cambridge Conservation Seminar Series
•	 Identifying novel issues and priority questions by convening diverse expert groups to 

identify the key issues and priorities for the future of biodiversity and its conservation, using 
approaches such as horizon-scanning  

•	 Collaborative workshops that bring global experts together to tackle specific problems, 
producing a series of outputs

•	 Applying the CCI Influence Agenda as a means of coordinating CCI partners’ actions to 
influence a particular decision that will have an impact on biodiversity 

•	 Student Conference on Conservation Science (SCCS) series, which help young 
conservation scientists gain experience, learn new ideas and make contacts. Instigated in 
Cambridge, the model for these conferences is now in use in a number of countries.

•	 Conservation IdeasSpace, a physical space in the Conservation Campus designed to 
foster collaboration between participants from across CCI and beyond, focused on new 
issues or novel solutions to conservation challenges

•	 Harnessing Cambridge’s convening power, through the organisation of a 
comprehensive programme of events, targeted at a range of audiences, to promote 
conservation research, policy and practice

•	 ‘Big’ collaborations around globally significant conservation challenges (e.g. placing 
biodiversity at the heart of  natural capital, large-scale landscape restoration), combining 
the skills, knowledge and networks of each partner to develop novel and transformative 
conservation solutions 

•	 Engaging a range of early-career researchers, through the establishment of Masters 
and PhD programmes, and post-doctoral opportunities, by working with the University of 
Cambridge Conservation Research Institute 

CCI has already developed a number of novel approaches that facilitate collaboration between 
partners. These existing approaches are given below, alongside a number of new approaches 
to be implemented over the next five years that have been drawn up by the Working Group on 
Collaborative Approaches.
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Collaborative approaches being developed
•	 Rapid response mechanism to deliver swift responses to conservation emergencies, be 

they caused by natural or anthropogenic factors. CCI partners will establish the means and 
mechanisms to mobilise in response to a particular threat, policy or practical opportunity 
that arises unexpectedly, with working groups tracking emerging situations for which this 
response might be required.

•	 Fostering interaction between CCI partners and others through the establishment of 
a programme of internships and visiting fellows 

•	 Harnessing new technologies, innovation and entrepreneurship for the benefit of 
biodiversity conservation

Funding collaborative approaches
CCI established the Collaborative Fund for Conservation in 2009, to stimulate partners to 
collaborate. CCI plans to establish other collaborative funds to underpin the collaborations 
outlined above, and to deliver the Five Year Plan.
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Delivering transformational change - the scale 
of CCI’s ambition

Mainstreaming biodiversity into decision making 
Governments and businesses will recognise and address the often hidden and missing values of 
biodiversity as part of the natural capital they depend on. 

Changing public perceptions and behaviours towards nature
Local and global audiences will engage in many and varied ways with nature, better understand the 
challenges we face, the opportunities we all must grasp, and embrace ways to make a contribution to 
conservation.

Building capacity for conservation leadership and practice
A critical mass of conservation leaders and practitioners around the world will ensure sustainable 
conservation outcomes will result.  

By applying collaborative approaches CCI intends to have a significant impact on the 
conservation of biodiversity. Areas of transformational change will include:
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Transformative Actions

Integrating biodiversity into SDG implementation in ways that take account of the values of 
biodiversity to human health and wellbeing, thereby enhancing biodiversity outcomes. This will be 
facilitated through multi-disciplinary conservation research, and supporting practitioners and decision-
makers to apply it. 

Promoting resilient agroecosystems and encouraging healthy and environmentally-friendly 
consumer behaviour and diets, through conservation evidence gathering, demonstration projects and 
then translation into policy and business decisions, so that biodiversity and people can co-exist and 
flourish in an increasingly crowded world.

Placing biodiversity at the heart of natural capital by promoting and enabling action by 
businesses and governments to address the often hidden and missing values of biodiversity as 
part of the natural capital they depend on. Provision of analyses, assessment methods and tools 
for measurement of stocks, costs and benefits will support business decision making that values 
biodiversity as a central concern in their attention to natural capital dependency and impacts.

Restoring degraded landscapes, through priority-setting, participatory planning, capacity 
development, collaborative research, policy advocacy and action on the ground. We will demonstrate 
and deliver an exciting vision in which landscapes are enriched with biodiversity, establishing 
resilient, more self-sustaining ecosystems that provide sustainable and resilient cultural, social and 
economic benefits.

Promoting the need for increased and innovative financial resources to support biodiversity 
conservation, and increasing the size of the pot by reaching out to potential investors to develop new 
conservation finance models, developing thinking on investment returns, producing CCI publications 
on priority issues, and encouraging changes in how to value biodiversity and its conservation, all to 
secure greater investment in conservation (and for CCI partners).

Conserving migratory species through the use of technology and collaborative partnerships 
to study and understand their whole life cycle requirements. Recognising that migratory journeys 
transcend national boundaries, we will connect the conservation and international development 
sectors to enable the delivery of solutions that recognise the needs both of people and biodiversity.

Engaging citizens in biodiversity conservation, resulting in a shift in public attitudes towards 
nature and biodiversity. The outcomes will be that people are not only aware of nature, but are able 
to change their behaviour in ways that have a positive effect on biodiversity in the long term. 

Increasing the quantity and reach of proactive, confident conservationists to deliver 
effective, conservation actions that have a tangible impact. This will be delivered by providing 
conservation practitioners and leaders with practical learning and skills development (including 
academic and non-academic courses, collaborative project grants, technical training, internships, 
and networking).
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Measuring progress in delivering the Five Year Plan

CCI will assess progress towards delivering the Five Year Plan by three independent methods:

a)	 Using a series of ‘conventional’ indicators drawn up to assess progress against CCI’s original 
objectives (see www.cambridgeconservation.org/five-year-plan)

b)	 An annual self-evaluation of the added value of CCI carried out by CCI partners; 
c)	 An independent research project examining how CCI partners interact and assesses how this 

interaction changes as the Five Year Plan is implemented – including any changes resulting from 
moving into the Campus.

Since CCI’s inception in 2007 the added value of collaborating across organisations and between 
disciplines has been clearly proven through the success of a range of CCI activities (see www.
cambridgeconservation.org/overview-collaborative-programmes). By drawing together the activities 
and approaches that CCI partners will conduct and employ over the next five years, the CCI Five Year Plan 
provides an indication of CCI’s direction of travel that has been agreed upon through consultation across 
CCI’s partners. 

The dynamic nature of CCI, coupled with the fact that the Initiative is a collaboration between a number of 
partners, means that the Plan is anticipated to evolve during the next five years. The most recent version of 
the Plan will be available on the CCI website, at www.cambridgeconservation.org/five-year-plan.

In conclusion
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Thanks 
CCI is very grateful to the following people who were involved in the three Working Groups:

Research to inform policy and practice
Co-chairs: Bhaskar Vira (Geography/UCCRI) and David Gibbons (RSPB)
Members: David Aldridge (Zoology), David Coomes (Plant Sciences), David Gill (FFI), James
Pearce-Higgins (BTO), Jenny Merriman/Stu Butchart (BirdLife International), Neil Burgess/Fiona Danks 
(UNEP-WCMC) and Roger Mitchell (CCF).

Capacity building and leadership
Co-chairs: Rosie Trevelyan (TBA) and Nigel Leader-Williams (Geography)
Members: Chris Sandbrook (UNEP-WCMC/Geography), David Thomas (BirdLife International), Ed Turner 
(Institute for Continuing Education), Ieuan Evans (BTO), Marianne Carter (FFI), Pamela Abbott (CCF), Richard 
Jenkins (IUCN), Sarah Sanders (RSPB), Steve Broad (TRAFFIC) and Will Banham (UNEP-WCMC).

Collaborative approaches
Co-chairs and members: Steve Broad (TRAFFIC), Ros Aveling (FFI) and Mike Rands (CCI).

The Cambridge Conservation Initiative is a collaboration between ten independent organisations and 
is governed by a Council. The Council members, as of 1st October 2017, are: Pamela Abbott, Director of 
Programmes, UN Environment World Conservation Monitoring Centre; Professor Chris Abell, Pro-Vice-
Chancellor, University of Cambridge; Steven Broad, Executive Director, TRAFFIC; Dr Andy Clements, Director, 
The British Trust for Ornithology; Dr Humphrey Crick, Chair, Cambridge Conservation Forum; 
Dr David Gibbons, Head of Conservation Science, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds; Melanie Heath, 
Director of Science, Policy & Information, BirdLife International; Dr Richard Jenkins, UK Manager, Global 
Species Programme, IUCN; Dr Mike Rands, Executive Director, Cambridge Conservation Initiative; Dr Chris 
Sandbrook, Senior Lecturer, Department of Geography, University of Cambridge; Professor Bill Sutherland, 
Miriam Rothschild Chair of Conservation Biology, Department of Zoology, University of Cambridge; 
Dr Rosie Trevelyan, Director, Tropical Biology Association; Dr Bhaskar Vira, Director, University of Cambridge 
Conservation Research Institute; and Dr Matt Walpole, Senior Director Conservation Programmes, Fauna & 
Flora International.
 
This Five Year Plan has been approved by the CCI Council on behalf of the CCI partners and has benefitted 
from the input from all members of the Council throughout its creation. In 2017, the Five Year Plan was 
reviewed and updated by CCI Council, with particular emphasis on revising the section on delivering 
transformational change. Special thanks to Tony Whitten, Steven Broad and Andy Clements for their 
contribution to this updating.
 
CCI warmly thanks the CCI Advisory Board for stimulating debate and recommendations that encouraged 
the Council and staff of CCI to create this Five Year Plan.
 
The final text for the Five Year Plan was drawn together by Elizabeth Allen and Mike Rands. Particular thanks 
are due to Matt Bilton for his skilful design of this final version of the Plan.
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