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Incentives and barriers to private finance for 
forest and landscape restoration

Sara Löfqvist    1,2 , Rachael D. Garrett    2,3  & Jaboury Ghazoul    1 

Increased private finance can accelerate forest and landscape restoration 
globally. Here we conduct semi-structured interviews with asset managers, 
corporations and restoration finance experts to examine incentives 
and barriers to private restoration finance. Next, we assess what type of 
restoration projects and regions appeal to different private funders and 
how current financial barriers can be overcome. We show that market 
incentives for corporations include meeting net-emission-reduction 
commitments, impact and sustainable branding opportunities, and 
promotion of sustainability in supply chains. Conversely, asset managers 
face stronger barriers to investing in restoration as it is deemed a high-risk, 
unknown investment with low profitability. We find that investment finance 
biases towards restoration projects in low-risk areas and corporate finance 
towards areas with business presence. Both private finance types tend to 
omit projects focusing on natural regeneration. Through expanded and 
diversified markets for restoration benefits, strong public policy support and 
new financial instruments, private finance for restoration can be scaled for a 
wider variety of restoration projects in more diverse geographical contexts.

Restoring the world’s degraded forests and landscapes is imperative to 
safeguard ecological processes and well-being for current and future 
generations. Restoration is also an important nature-based solution 
to climate change, although uncertainties remain around the scale of 
emission reductions that restoration can provide1. In recent years, there 
has been a growth in national and international policy attention towards 
restoration. Numerous commitments and pledges have been agreed 
upon to catalyse restoration globally, such as the Bonn Challenge, 
aiming to restore 350 million hectares of land by 2030, the 1 Trillion 
Trees Initiative, aiming to grow, protect and restore a trillion trees by 
2030, and the United Nations Decade of Ecosystem Restoration, aim-
ing to catalyse restoration globally during the present decade. Yet only 
around a fifth of land pledged to be restored by 2020 had been brought 
under restoration as of 20192, and a recent progress report shows that 
countries are off track for meeting restoration targets set for 20303.

Previous restoration studies focused on ecological aspects of 
restoration4–6, mapping the spatial potential for restoration7–9 and 
investigating the social processes that influence and are influenced by 

restoration outcomes10–13. Some studies have also explored restoration 
cost and benefit structures14,15 and financial mechanisms for restora-
tion16. All of these studies provide crucial information on the potential 
of restoration and its possible sustainability outcomes.

There has been considerably less attention on the global pull 
factors needed to promote restoration. In particular, a lack of finance 
is one of the key barriers to upscaling restoration to meet global tar-
gets17,18. Most finance for restoration currently comes from public 
budgets19, but these funds are too limited to support restoration needs, 
and they compete with a wide array of other public commitments. 
Since private actors have a strong influence over landscape changes 
through their investment decisions20, they can potentially play a large 
role in complementing public-sector activities to enhance global res-
toration efforts.

There is a growing interest from asset managers to invest sustain-
ably21. To date, 128 banks from 41 countries, holding in total US$74 
trillion (around 40% of global banking assets), have committed to the 
industry-led and UN-supported Net-Zero Banking Alliance aiming to 
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Market incentives for corporations to finance restoration
We identified three incentives for corporations to finance restora-
tion. These are (1) as a means to mitigate climate change and adhere 
to net-emission-reduction commitments, (2) to enhance sustainability 
of supply chains and (3) for impact and sustainability branding. These 
incentives often overlap. For example, agroforestry interventions to 
increase sustainability in supply chains can be counted towards net-zero 
emission reduction commitments while simultaneously being a means 
towards impact and sustainability branding (Fig. 2).

Finance for net-emission-reduction commitments. The potential 
for restoration to yield net-emission reductions that could be counted 
towards internal climate commitments was stated as a key incentive 
for corporations to finance restoration either within supply chains or 
externally through intermediary organizations. When companies had 
supply chains linked to landscapes, these types of projects were often 
conducted within the supply chain through insetting, for example, 
by integrating trees into agricultural landscapes. When restoration 
was driven by a net-emission-reduction agenda outside of the supply 
chain, active restoration and tree plantations were generally favoured 
as such projects were perceived to be simple to quantify and com-
municate. All in all, the drive for emission reductions was perceived 
to be a crucial funding stream for restoration; “Right now carbon is 
the only currency we have that directly finances restoration, besides 
donations. So it’s a huge role, it really can’t be overseen. And this year 
has been tremendous in the uptake especially around nature-based 
solutions, tree planting, reforestation and so on. (…) some businesses 
have this year shown as much interest in it, as in the last 12,13 years  
combined” (EC1).

Despite indications for a substantial growth in interest, several 
barriers were noted when restoration is financed for carbon objec-
tives. Notably, there is a lack of knowledge around how different res-
toration interventions relate to emission reductions (Fig. 2). There 
is also a lack of quantification systems for many associated benefits 
such as biodiversity and well-being benefits. This makes it difficult 
for corporations to capitalize on the broader array of environmental 
and social benefits from projects. As uncertainties remain around the 
benefits different types of restoration projects deliver, it is difficult 
for corporations to know where to channel funding. Furthermore, 
because some benefits cannot be properly verified, it is difficult to 
count them towards any existing targets. “I think the idea is, under the 
Science-Based Targets, that we reduce and avoid emissions and there 

align investments to carbon neutrality by 205022. The Principles of 
Responsible Investment, outlining commitments to environmental, 
social and governance standards (where consistent with fiduciary 
duty), has over 3,000 signatories, which in total manage assets with a 
value of over US$103 trillion (ref. 23).

Financial instruments such as green bonds can unlock invest-
ments for environmentally sustainable assets, but these have not yet 
released substantial finance for restoration. Only 5% of green bonds 
are allocated to investments in land, compared with more established 
sustainable asset classes such as renewable energy (35%), sustainable 
buildings (30%) and sustainable transport (18%) (ref. 24).

For corporations, restoration is increasingly gaining attention 
as a means to address carbon emissions and meet net-zero emission 
reduction goals25. More than 4,000 corporations have committed to 
the Science-Based Targets, aiming to reduce emissions in alignment 
with the Paris Agreement26, and carbon offsets from restoration are 
increasingly recognized as a means to this end. Carbon credits traded 
in the voluntary market exceeded a value of US$1 billion in 2021, of 
which Forestry and Land Use credits accounted for 61%27.

Furthermore, it is increasingly recognized that unsustainable 
behaviours can lead to reputation risks, especially for companies 
with consumer-facing brands28–30, and growing public concern for 
environmental issues makes sustainable actions beneficial for market-
ing purposes16,31.

Despite this growing interest, private-actor funding for restora-
tion remains limited17,32. In 2019, it was estimated that funding for bio-
diversity conservation globally needs to increase by on average more 
than US$700 billion per year, to halt and reverse land degradation, 
biodiversity loss and climate change32. Finance for agriculture was  
15 times the scale of finance with forestry objectives in countries with 
high levels of deforestation in 20192, which illustrates the magnitude 
of financial counter pressure restoration interventions face. This lack 
of restoration finance stands in contrast to the growing interest from 
private actors in restoration. To date, no study has (to our knowledge) 
explored why these funding shortfalls persist.

In this article, we examine private financial actors’ and restora-
tion finance experts’ perceptions of funding potential and barriers 
in restoration to increase understanding on why the gap between 
restoration finance ambition and reality persists. Our study focuses on 
asset managers and corporations as two financially powerful groups 
of private-funding actors. We choose to make the distinction between 
these groups as asset managers and corporations have different objec-
tives and therefore are likely to have different approaches to restora-
tion finance. We ask the following questions: (1) what incentives do 
private actors have to finance restoration? (2) what restoration pro-
ject types and regions align with these incentives? (3) what barriers 
do private actors face when financing restoration? and (4) how can 
these barriers be overcome? We investigated these questions through 
30 semi-structured interviews with corporations, asset managers, 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), environmental consult-
ants, a foundation and an agroforestry initiative. We used a snowball 
sampling approach until saturation across key themes was achieved. 
The data were analysed in NVivo through thematic analysis in which 
themes across respondents were identified inductively. A list of eco-
nomic terms relevant for this section can be found in Table 1, and an 
overview of the actors interviewed in this study can be found in Table 2.

Results
We will first present incentives and barriers for corporations and then 
for asset managers. Insights from all interview groups underlie both 
sections, and the specific codes behind each statement can be found 
in Supplementary Appendix A. Exemplary quotes underlying each 
statement are presented in Supplementary Appendix B. A summary 
of private finance flows towards restoration and the resulting benefits 
are visualised in Fig. 1.

Table 1 | Economic terms

Economic definitions used in this paper:

Asset manager: Actor investing money with the aim of Return on Investment 
(ROI), often on the behalf of a client.

Corporation: A business entity engaged in selling goods or services with the 
aim to make financial profit.

Non-governmental organization: An organization working independently from 
the government, most commonly with a social or environmental mission.

Private good: A good that yields excludable and rival benefits. This means the 
benefits from producing the good fall primarily to the property owner (i.e. 
others can be excluded), and the property owner’s use of that good prevents 
other actors from using it (i.e. there is rivalry in consumption). Agricultural 
products are examples of a private good.

Public good: A good that yields non-excludable and non-rival benefits, 
meaning that the wider public can enjoy the benefits regardless of who is 
paying for them. Clean air and healthy forests are examples of public goods.

Green bond: A tradeable financial asset (also known as a security) focusing 
on sustainable projects. A bond is a debt instrument in which the debtor owes 
the creditor a debt that is to be repayed at a fixed date. The debtor is also 
obliged to pay cyclical interest on the debt.

Overview of economic terms used in this paper.
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might be an option that planting trees, at least in your supply chain, 
can come with carbon drawdown opportunities that may in the future 
be counted towards your climate or your emission reduction strate-
gies. It’s not entirely clear yet how that can work. There are no accred-
ited methodologies to do this. So it remains a bit of a grey area at the  
moment” (CP4).

Some actors noted the risk that strong corporate focus on carbon 
could crowd out ecological and social objectives of restoration. “All of 
the net-zero companies are driven towards the carbon side of things. 
And they need a return of carbon. And the other returns kind of don’t 
have the same weight. So, everyone races to develop carbon projects, 
and the other ones get left behind potentially” (NGO5).

Finance to promote sustainability of supply chain. For corpora-
tions with supply chains linked to landscapes, such as those acting in 
the coffee, cocoa or dairy industry, barriers and incentives linked to 
restoration partly differed from when restoration was financed for 
net-emission reductions outside of the supply chain. For corporations 
with supply chains in degraded landscapes, restoration was often per-
ceived to be a direct business opportunity to enhance landscape pro-
ductivity and a means to support farmers both directly and indirectly 
by increasing ecosystem functionality. When restoration was executed 
within agricultural supply chains, it was done through agroforestry and 
regenerative agriculture to, for example, restore soil function (Fig. 2).

While this type of restoration sometimes provides a justifiable 
business case, it was noted that restoration benefits largely are public 
goods where financial benefits sometimes cannot be internalized or 
secured. Further, lack of knowledge and quantification systems for 
benefits resulting from such a project poses a barrier, just as when res-
toration is financed for net-emission reductions (Fig. 2). High upfront 

costs linked to, for example, capacity building and infrastructure can 
thus inhibit action if the business case of such investments is unclear or 
not strong enough. There is high competition to identify the cheapest 
possible suppliers regardless of sustainability attributes. Furthermore, 
if a company invests in agroforestry, they often have no guarantee that 
farmers will continue selling to them rather than seeking other buyers.

Some interviewees referred to the hesitancy of farmers, who might 
not trust the new practices or worry that promised finance will not meet 
their expectations. Furthermore, unclear tenure makes financing of 
restoration risky as land could be claimed by other actors after invest-
ment. This is tied to a weak political environment and unsupportive 
land-use policies, often reflected by frequently changing laws and lack 
of transparency or enforcement of the law. Some policies, particularly 
subsidy schemes and policies that incentivize other land uses, may not 
align with restoration interests and can make farmers less willing to 
engage in or maintain a restoration project.

Finance for impact and sustainability branding. Corporations noted 
the value of financing restoration for its social, ecological and climate 
benefits alone and for associated branding benefits. With growing 
public environmental concern, communication of restoration can 
allow corporations to position themselves as being sustainable and 
through that gain market benefits. These motivations draw corpora-
tions towards projects with storytelling potential (to better communi-
cate sustainability credentials), for which agroforestry or tree-planting 
initiatives appear especially amenable. Conversely, a lack of storytell-
ing potential and quantification systems for benefits was a barrier to 
financing restoration approaches, such as natural regeneration, which 
did not have easily communicated pathways linking intervention to 
outcomes (Fig. 2).

Table 2 | Overview of interviewees

Group Actor Corporate role of interviewee Continent interviewee is 
based in

Asset managers Impact investor specifically targeting restoration 
and climate change (I1), Impact investors without 
specific focus on restoration and climate change 
(I2, I3), Impact investor and advisory firm focusing 
on climate change (I4, I5), Pension fund (16), 
Corporate and investment bank (I7), Global timber 
investment firm (I8), Private equity firm focusing on 
forestry investments in Africa (I9)

Executive director and the fund manager for the 
climate change fund (I1), President and CEO (I2a), 
Vice President, Investments (I2b), Responsible 
investment officer (I3), Director (14), Founding 
partner and joint CEO (I5), Senior portfolio 
manager natural resources (I6), Country head of 
investment management (I7), Executive chairman 
and founding partner (I8), Managing partner (I9)

Europe (I1, I3, I4, I6, I7, I9), 
North America (I2, I8), 
Oceania (I5)

Corporations Multinational dairy cooperative (CP1), 
Multinational food and beverage companies 
(CP2,3,4), Chocolate and confectionary company 
(CP5), Multinational chemical company (CP6), 
Manufacturer and retailer of outdoor wear (CP7)

Development manager of sustainability (CP1), 
Leader agricultural procurement team (CP2), 
Sustainability manager (CP3), Senior climate and 
land use advisor (CP4), Sustainability manager 
(CP5), Technology and sustainability leader (CP6), 
Sustainability manager (CP7)

Europe (CP1, CP3, CP4, 
CP5, CP7), North America 
(CP2, CP6)

NGOs Sustainability focused global research NGO 
(NGO1), Restoration focused international NGO 
(NGO2), Association for conservation finance 
experts and practitioners (NGO3), Landscape 
focused international NGOs (NGO4, NGO5), 
Landscape focused international NGO (NGO6), 
International sustainability NGO (NGO7), Branch 
within international NGO focusing on finance for 
sustainable landscapes (NGO8), Organization 
promoting rewilding of landscapes (NGO9), 
Organization promoting forest research and 
providing policy guidance (NGO10)

Senior associate focusing on restoration (NGO1), 
Donor relations manager (NGO2), Executive 
director (NGO3), Executive director and founder 
(NGO4), Partnerships and communications 
director (NGO5), Landscape coordinator and 
managing director (NGO6), Consultant in the 
international development sector (NGO7), Project 
lead and founder (NGO8), CEO and founder 
(NGO9), Director (NGO10)

Europe (NGO2, NGO4, 
NGO5, NGO8, NGO9, 
NGO10), North America 
(NGO1, NGO3, NGO7), 
Africa (NGO6)

Consultancies Carbon finance consultancy (EC1), Organization 
developing mechanisms to link financial actors to 
conservation (EC2)

Land use fund manager (EC1), Co-founder and 
chief technical officier (EC2)

Europe (EC1), Asia (EC2)

Foundation Philanthropic foundation targeting environmental 
and social challenges across Asia (F1)

CEO and founder (F1) Asia (F1)

Agroforestry initiative Agroforestry coffee project to promote Forest and 
Landscape Restoration (AG1)

Associated scientist (AG1) Latin America (AG1)

Overview of actors interviewed in this study. The numbers in parenthesis represent the code of each interviewee.
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Asset managers face barriers to finance restoration
In addition to improving their sustainability profile, restoration invest-
ments can provide an avenue for asset managers to hedge risks against 
more unsustainable investments such as oil and gas, which can turn 
into stranded assets and incur reputational risks. Investments in resil-
ience can also hedge risks from natural disasters threatening assets in 
landscapes. Yet none of these incentives alone will drive investment 
finance if the restoration project lacks a clear return on investment 
(ROI) profile, which is required for impact investors and conventional 
asset managers alike (Fig. 3).

To attract investments from asset managers, restoration pro-
jects must provide a business case with risk-adjusted ROI. This would 
translate into projects from which a commodity can be derived, such 
as timber or agricultural products, or carbon and biodiversity credits 
in low-risk areas.

The sustainability attribute of restoration was perceived to be a 
fundamental reason for why asset managers could imagine engaging 
in restoration. This emerges from intrinsic motivations from asset 
managers, as well as pressure from investors and the general public, 
which are increasingly concerned about the environment. “Particularly 
at the time when we were setting up, we were just coming out of the Paris 
Agreement, and it was a feeling that we all should be doing something.  
It was a very concrete, tangible thing to do. So, I think it’s a bit of external 
pressure, and more genuine interest of people in these organizations. 
I would say it’s a mix” (I1).

Risk hedging was also identified as a possible incentive for asset 
managers to invest in restoration. This was linked to hedging reputa-
tional risks from more-unsustainable investments to investments that 
are vulnerable to natural disasters and to diversifying the portfolio 
when being at risk of ending up with stranded assets. “For some inves-
tors and banks, where they’re highly exposed to extracted markets, 
oil and gas or non-sustainable markets, they want to hedge that risk. 

But again, from a PR perspective, but also from a pure value perspec-
tive” (I4).

Despite a budding curiosity, we found low activity by asset man-
agers in restoration finance, and strong barriers appear to hinder 
this group from engaging in restoration at scale (Fig. 3). There is a 
mismatch with fiduciary duty, in which an asset manager is obliged to 
make the best financial decision for their investees. Both the financial 
and non-monetary benefits from restoration require a long time frame, 
making restoration an illiquid investment, and many projects are too 
small to make associated transaction costs worthwhile. The current 
reality is that there is a lack of bankable restoration projects that fit 
investment criteria, partly as the benefits of restoration are largely 
public goods. “There is stuff available, but it has not been de-risked 
enough for the likes of our fund or our big institutions to get involved 
in, so that it passes their internal sort of investment committee and 
risk criteria and solvency tests. And I mean that’s the problem—these 
banks are not set up to invest in these sectors” (I4).

There is, in addition, a lack of standardization and knowledge 
around what works and what does not in terms of restoration invest-
ments. This uncertainty increases the perceived risk of restoration 
investments. An impact investor developing business cases for restora-
tion stated, “We’re very small and very experimental. Nobody invests in 
us because we have nothing. We have no track record. We don’t know 
whether these models will work financially or not. I mean, we need to be 
honest, and that is the case for the majority of these restoration business 
models” (I1). When there is a track record, it is not always sufficient to 
meet investment standards. Upon discussing timber projects in African 
countries, a representative for a forest equity firm stated, “The return 
profile hasn’t been there. And there has been too many failures” (I9).

Finally, restoration largely takes place in the Global South in which 
weak institutions, poor governance and lack of rule of law are perceived 
to create a difficult operating environment for any type of investment. 

Agroforestry Active restoration Natural regeneration
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landscapes 

Public benefits
Climate change 
mitigation
Biodiversity benefits 
Improved resilience 
and ecological 
functionality of 
landscapes 

Private benefits
Potential for 
carbon and 
biodiversity credits 

Asset managers  Corporations 

$ $

Social and cultural 
benefits

Social and cultural 
benefits

Fig. 1 | Asset managers’ and corporations’ financial flows for different 
restoration interventions and the public and private benefits they can result 
in. Green lines indicate ongoing financial flow; blue lines indicate interest but low 

levels of financial flow. Yellow dotted lines indicate low levels of private finance 
interest and financial flow, which could be ameliorated through the interventions 
suggested in the discussion.
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“I think, wanting to start landscape restoration in the tropics is prob-
ably a non-starter, because it’s too much risk” (I6). Shifting political 
priorities leading to changing legislation poses another risk as it can 
be difficult to change project design once established. Just as for cor-
porations, weak institutions and governance also lie behind uncertain 
tenure issues that represent another risk for restoration investments, 
as land can be claimed by other actors after an investment has been 
made. There is also a reputational risk that comes from not being able 
to ensure that investments are aligned with humanitarian rights.

Discussion
Our study finds that market mechanisms can and do finance resto-
ration, albeit currently not at the scale needed to meet global resto-
ration targets. Current policy frameworks promote other types of 
private financial decisions and do not hold private actors sufficiently 
accountable for environmental harm. Thus, market mechanisms 
alone are unlikely to channel sufficient funding towards restoration, 
and better implementation of policy mandates is needed to scale 
funding and ensure that associated ecological and social integrity  
is maintained.

Corporations can have a direct business incentive to engage in 
restoration in production areas, through agroforestry and regenerative 
practices, and in non-productive areas through active restoration for 
net-emission reductions and impact and sustainability positioning. Yet 
corporations are held back by barriers such as a lack of knowledge and 
business case for many types of restoration projects.

Asset managers are driven primarily by ROI, unlike the broader 
objectives of corporations. This makes them perceive even greater 
barriers to financing restoration. Though there is some interest in 
restoration as a sustainability investment that can yield commodities, 
restoration is in general deemed a high-risk, unknown asset class with 
too-low ROI to justify those risks. Insufficient knowledge could be 

linked to a lack of capabilities as asset managers tend to be trained in 
finance and may not have knowledge about sustainability outcomes.  
At the same time, restoration practitioners may not have knowledge 
about financial realities. Few actors hold understanding of both resto-
ration and financial markets which creates a capability void on how to 
scale restoration investments.

Restoration further competes with other sustainable asset classes 
with a proven track record and better risk-adjusted ROI profile, such 
as renewable energy. While both renewable energy and restoration 
produce positive externalities, restoration outcomes, unlike those 
from energy, are not always marketable.

Here we outline three public and civil society interventions that 
can improve the conditions for investment and corporate finance in 
restoration.

Expanded markets and quantification systems for restoration 
benefits
Current voluntary carbon and biodiversity markets release some 
finance for restoration, but not at the scale needed and not always in 
a way that is beneficial from an ecological and social standpoint. The 
creation of wider restoration benefit markets together with improved 
systems to quantify a broader array of restoration benefits can increase 
private-funding incentives and steer private finance towards projects 
without a conventional economic business case.

Accounting for social aspects adds another challenging element to 
restoration benefit markets. Just as with biodiversity metrics, measur-
ing social metrics is difficult and individual proxies can never encom-
pass the myriad outcomes of restoration. Yet, including metrics that 
reflect the income and equity outcomes of restoration, as well as a wider 
integration of carbon and biodiversity metrics is crucial for signalling 
the mutual importance of these outcomes, and is likely to be important 
for the long-term effectiveness of restoration projects33.
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Fig. 2 | Corporate incentives to finance restoration, explaining the types of 
interventions and areas these incentives match and associated barriers. 
This figure illustrates the strongest incentives and barriers we found for each 

restoration project type and area. The arrows are in different colours for visual 
clarity. Dashed lines indicate incentives that are currently low but can be 
strengthened through interventions suggested in the discussion.
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If proper safeguards are not in place, scaling these markets intro-
duces new risks. Markets, left to their own devices, may promote cheap, 
poor-quality carbon credits over more complex and expensive credits 
to maximize profit. Strong policy mandates are necessary to ensure 
that restoration credits generate ecologically sound and equitable out-
comes. Policies should also emphasize net positive impact rather than 
offsetting, which facilitates environmental harm elsewhere. Finally, 
markets will be more effective if they are legally binding rather than 
voluntary.

Green finance instruments and public finance
Blended finance and green bonds can spread restoration investment 
risk across several actors, increase the overall investment size and 
increase liquidity as bonds are tradable securities. One such example 
is the Forest Resilience Bond, a blended finance mechanism worth  
$25 million developed by the World Resources Institute, Blue Forest 
Conservation, National Forest Foundation, US Forest Service, Yuba 
Water Agency and the North Yuba Forest Partnership, aimed at lev-
eraging private finance for restoration projects that promote forest 
resilience and post-fire restoration projects in California34.

Public involvement in restoration provides a long-term perspec-
tive and the potential for social safeguards. Public finance can cover 
start-up costs linked to infrastructure and capacity building in res-
toration and decrease risk for asset managers by providing first-loss 
guarantees in blended finance schemes. Public support can also help 
ensure that private profit objectives work with, rather than against 
the desires of the 1.4 billion people who live on areas identified to be 

of highest restoration priority, many of whom belong to groups with 
below-average levels of income, health and education33.

There is a risk that blended finance schemes come at societal 
costs if public actors bear the initial costs of failed projects while pri-
vate actors reap benefits or, at least, avoid losses. Thus, just as with 
restoration benefit markets, regulations and policy mandates are 
needed to stipulate private actors’ investments in restoration. Blended 
finance mechanisms need to focus on investments that meet stringent 
pre-defined criteria that suggest they are financially sound and will 
have positive ecological and social impact, and outcomes need to be 
continuously monitored and verified.

Without supportive regulations, there is further risk that private 
funders exit after a marketable activity—often tree planting—has been 
completed, leaving no funding available for the maintenance that is 
crucial for restoration longevity. Improved monitoring and quanti-
fication systems will increase investor confidence in restoration but 
also hold private actors accountable to deliver on their commitments.

Regulations and subsidies for restoration investments
Similar to the process of promoting investments in renewable energy35, 
trustworthy policy signalling will be important to mobilize finance in 
restoration. Policy mechanisms similar to the feed-in tariffs for renew-
able energy36 can provide long-term price certainty and cost guarantee 
for actors developing quantification systems for restoration benefit 
markets. For example, regulatory establishment of markets with a 
cap-and-trade system for biodiversity credits can increase momentum 
around restoration projects with stronger biodiversity profiles37.

Incentives

Project and area
preferences

Barriers

Active
restoration in
low-risk areas

Agroforestry
and

regenerative
practices in

low-risk areas

Risk-
adjusted 

ROI

Risk-adjusted 
ROI

+
impact and

sustainablity
positioning

Risk-adjusted 
ROI

+
risk hedging

Restoration 
opportunities are

often in areas 
with high 

financial risk

Asset class- 
specific 

challenges: 
illiquidity, scale,  
benefits largely 

public goods

Restoration is 
a nascent 

asset class 

Natural
regeneration

in low-risk
areas

Fig. 3 | Asset managers’ incentives to finance restoration, explaining what 
types of interventions and areas these incentives match and what the 
associated barriers are. This figure illustrates the strongest incentives and 
barriers we found for each restoration project type and area. The arrows are 

in different colours for visual clarity. Dashed lines indicate incentives that are 
currently low but can be strengthened through interventions suggested in  
the discussion.
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At the same time, private actors need better guidance on how 
to invest sustainably. The EU Taxonomy is a step in that direction, 
providing private actors and policy makers with guidance on how 
to channel sustainable funding, elevating protection and restora-
tion of biodiversity and ecosystems as one of six key environmental 
objectives37 The Task Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures 
is further providing recommendations for what type of information 
private actors should disclose in order to allow for accurate assessment 
of climate change-related risks and has, since its conception in 2017, 
seen a steady increase of companies who share such information38.

It is important to note that neither the EU Taxonomy nor the Task 
Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures have legal mandates. 
Regulations that enforce sustainable behaviours, such as compulsory 
climate and biodiversity disclosures coupled with legally binding 
net-emission and net-biodiversity loss limits, have the potential to 
leverage faster change. At the same time, perverse governmental subsi-
dies that enable environmentally destructive land-use practices39 need 
to be redesigned to promote better social and ecological outcomes 
from landscapes.

Without these three strands of interventions, it is likely that private 
restoration finance not only will be insufficient, but will bias towards 
projects that focus on carbon and monoculture plantations, with 
uncertain or negative impacts on sustainability outcomes. As we have 
shown in this study, private finance is further likely to bias towards 
areas with business presence and areas that are deemed low risk. In 
this way, private finance may potentially avoid many of those areas in 
developing countries that have been identified to be of highest priority 
for restoration by previous studies40. This illustrates that restoration 
priority may not align with financial restoration feasibility, as private 
finance under some circumstances is likely to actively target areas 
with lower restoration priority but better financial scenario. Trying to 
make restoration projects investable under current fiscal systems may 
skew natural systems to fit financing criteria, rather than the other way 
around, jeopardizing both social and ecological outcomes of restora-
tion. Yet, supported by sound policy frameworks, private finance holds 
strong potential to contribute to scaling of restoration that maintains 
both social and ecological integrity.

Conclusion
Increased engagement from private funders can help to scale restora-
tion globally. In this article, we assessed why finance remains limited 
despite growing private interest in restoration. Although some barriers 
hinder corporate finance, we find that corporations perceive exist-
ing market-driven incentives to engage in agroforestry, regenerative 
agriculture and active restoration to comply with emission reduction 
commitments, to improve the sustainability of their supply chains 
and for impact and to enhance their branding. Key to this is often a 
clear business presence and case in the target region. However, asset 
managers perceive mostly barriers, including the fact that restoration 
is a nascent, high-risk asset class, with too-low ROI to justify those risks. 
Asset managers favour projects in low-risk environments where there 
is a clear product that can be commercialized, but they note that few 
restoration projects fit that criteria. No actors exhibit notable interest 
in natural regeneration. Three strands of public intervention can help 
overcome these barriers: expanded markets for restoration benefits, 
development of green finance mechanisms and support from public 
finance, and regulations and subsidies for restoration investments. 
Through this type of public and civil society involvement, private 
finance can better be leveraged towards restoration that is equitable 
and ecologically sound.

Methods
Interview guide and sampling
The interview guide was developed on the basis of a literature review, 
attendance of relevant conferences (such as the Global Landscapes 

Forum Luxembourg 2019 and Innovation Forum 2019), and around 20 
exploratory conversations with restoration finance experts.

In this project, we assessed funding potential stemming from 
two types of private-funding actors: asset managers investing with 
the purpose of gaining ROI and corporations as profit-driven entities 
producing products or services for consumption by other corpora-
tions, public actors or individuals.

To answer the research questions, we conducted 30 in-depth 
semi-structured interviews within the 6 categories presented in  
Table 2. The interviewees were sampled using existing networks, by 
snowball sampling and from attendee lists from relevant events (such 
as Global Landscapes Forum Luxembourg’s finance session 2019).

Interviews
The interviews were conducted online via Zoom, Skype or Microsoft 
Teams. Interviewees were contacted via e-mail, where the interview 
request was submitted together with a one-page explanation of 
the project as well as an information sheet for participants that had 
been approved by the ETH ethics commission. The interviews were 
recorded, subject to interviewees’ permission to do so. If permission 
to record was not given, notes were taken throughout the interview. 
We used the same basis for the interview guide across all respond-
ents, with slight alterations for the three groups: asset managers, 
corporations and restoration finance experts (including NGOs, the 
foundation, the agroforestry initiative and the environmental con-
sultants). The three versions of the interview guides can be found in  
Supplementary Appendix C.

Data analysis
Our interviews were transcribed using the transcription software Otter. 
We used the programme NVivo, which is software for analysis of text 
files, to code our collected data. The data were analysed using inductive 
methods mixed with thematic analysis41, where key themes are identi-
fied in interview transcripts. Thematic analysis is an approach within 
qualitative data analysis that allows the researcher to find themes in raw 
qualitative data. With thematic analysis, the researcher can identify and 
analyse patterns within a dataset to organize and describe the data in 
detail42. To do this, the researcher will first closely study the transcribed 
text to look for themes that come up repeatedly. A theme is identified as 
something in the text that captures something of relevance in relation 
to the research question42. It could be something repeatedly mentioned 
by several interviewees, or something strongly emphasized by a few. 
This aspect of thematic analysis allows for flexibility, which is a strength 
of this method, but also comes with potential biases as it relies on the 
scientist’s own judgement. We followed a six-step process41 to analyse 
our data with thematic analysis: (1) becoming familiar with the data, 
(2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing 
themes, (5) defining and naming themes and (6) producing the report.

In Results, interview data from corporations and asset managers 
are presented primarily under associated headings, but sometimes the 
different groups spoke of experience from working with the other; thus, 
there are some overlaps. Data from interviews with the other interview 
groups underlie both sections. As there were no clear differences in 
perception on our key questions between the groups when discussing 
corporate versus asset-management finance, we do not emphasize this 
difference in our study.

Potential biases
We acknowledge that our sample is subject to self-selection bias as asset 
managers and corporations with interest in restoration may have been 
more likely to agree to participate in the study. We mitigate this bias 
by including interviewees who work with private funders (especially 
the NGOs and the environmental consultants) to indirectly capture 
perspectives of a wider array of private-funding actors and to capture 
a more critical view on private-actor engagement in restoration.
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Another bias relates to the possible incentive of participants to 
present themselves as more sustainability oriented than they actually 
are. We tried to address this bias by providing anonymity to inter-
viewees and, during the course of the interview process, by bringing 
up potentially more sensitive topics ourselves. In this way, we would 
mention that a certain perspective had emerged in previous interviews 
and ask whether participants had any experience of this themselves. 
The aim of this was to lower the barriers to discussing relevant but 
sensitive topics. We acknowledge that perspectives from actors that 
have no interest in restoration finance, and are not collaborating with 
NGOs or consultants on other sustainability matters, were not captured 
by our study.

Ethics
This study was conducted after approval from the ETH ethics 
commission.

Reporting summary
Further information on research design is available in the Nature Port-
folio Reporting Summary linked to this article.

Data availability
The coded data underlying the results can be found in Supplementary 
Information.
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