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1 Foreword

One tree remains in the deforested landscape of the Australian
Wheatbelt. Credits: Commonland

By all means, 2020 was COVID-19’s first year. A pandemic that, like an inverted magnifying glass,
opened the world's eyes to the relationship between
deforestation, natural degradation, zoonosis,
healthcare and local food production. In countries
such as Brazil and India, COVID-19 caused mass
migration to rural areas and increased poverty and
insecurity. Thus, the pandemic triggered a global
debate about the balance between long-term
caring for the commons or increasing short-term
private interests: from healthcare to a healthy food
system and from nature conservation and restoration to agriculture. More than ever, we were confronted with the lack of long-term policies from
governments, business and investors. For Commonland
and partners, the focus on the relationship between
nature and unsustainable land use was a blessing
in disguise. At the same time, the consequences of
the pandemic itself were, in some places, a disaster
for our local landscape partners. Not only did they
face droughts, but also an economic recession. The
wider picture did not help: in countries with tropical
forests, 12.2 million hectares of tree cover were lost,
an increase of 12% in 2019, according to the World
Resources Institute Global Forest Watch.
However, despite the pandemic, 2020 was also the
year in which themes such as inequality and diversity moved up agendas worldwide. The extinction
crisis - our life support system - received more
attention. Business and investors increasingly
agree that the Sustainable Development Goals
cannot be seen in isolation from each other. New
and fair economics based on restoring the ecological foundation is the critical factor that unites those.
In an annual letter to CEOs, BlackRock, the largest
private investor, stated that “climate change has
become a defining factor in companies’ long-term
prospects. But awareness is rapidly changing, and

we believe we are on the edge of a fundamental
reshaping of finance.” A signal that even the finance industry is changing.
Already topics such as regenerative agriculture,
agroforestry, carbon and tree planting receive
more attention. In 2020, we could even speak of a
'carbon and tree planting hype'. Also, biodiversity
accounting is in the spotlight, as well as ‘true
pricing’. All of these themes are heading in the right
direction, provided that this will contribute concretely to restoration, conservation and regenerative
agriculture within a sound holistic landscape
approach. After seven years of building a proof of
concept, we at Commonland experienced that
more parties want to use the 4 Returns Framework
to guide these efforts.
Due to COVID-19, the world of international conferences came to a standstill in 2020. UN Conferences
of the Parties related to the Climate and Biodiversity
Conventions were postponed to 2021. We hope that
in 2021 these agreements will be settled, as the
world needs binding treaties for the management
of the commons. A ray of hope was the EU Green
Deal, whose long-term strategies on Farm to Fork,
Biodiversity and Rural Areas are a shining example
for many countries, including those outside the EU.
Our ambition is to increase our efforts and work with
many partners in 2021 to achieve our goal of having
100 million hectares under restoration using the 4
Returns Framework. In this annual report, you can
learn more about the challenges we faced and
lessons we learned with our landscape and policy
partners in the field to create investable holistic
landscape initiatives.
Béla Jankovich
Chairman of the board
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Healthy landscapes for a healthy society
We will not easily forget 2020, as the pandemic is
still around us when writing this. On the one hand,
we face an impending economic crisis, more political instability, polarisation guided by misinformation. On the other hand, we find a fast-growing
movement that pays attention to the great work of
our time: restoring ecosystems. The pandemic
taught us about the connectedness between public
health and healthy landscapes. It reminded me of
Aldo Leopold, an American author, philosopher and
forester, who captured our mission in one timely
sentence: “Land health is the capacity for self-renewal in the soils, waters, plants, and animals that
collectively comprise the land.”
While we were working on new partnerships to
implement our 2040 strategy, the first lockdown
began just after opening our new office in March.
Soon we realised that we could see online working
as an opportunity and used all efforts to further professionalise the organisation for the massive task
ahead of us. We strengthened our teams, structured our operations and intensified our partner relationships to better focus on the core of our work:
landscape development and support, learning &
innovation, finance and policy. Supporting existing
landscapes to overcome lockdowns and the pandemic and getting the ‘nursery for new landscapes’
up and running has been our main priority in 2020.
Meanwhile, a new Development & Communication
team made our work more visible. After years of
building a proof of concept, our communication will
focus on establishing a dialogue with relevant partners and stakeholders. We increased our ambitions
on positioning, toolkit development, and financial
modelling and developed a new landscape carbon
strategy.

droughts. While work in India continued, it was
tough not being able to meet our colleagues on the
ground. Meanwhile, we started partnering in
landscapes in Germany, Poland, and the Philippines, and increased our carbon-cookstove work in
Zambia. Highlights were the launch of the first 4
Returns Valuation report together with KPMG, and
working on the EU Green Deal and developing the 4
Returns Labs in the Netherlands and Australia.
I am thankful to our landscape partners, our team
and funders, who, despite lockdowns and curfews,
are full of energy. I am inspired by the work and the
way they interact with each other. Last but not least,
we welcomed Stephanie Lohmann as a new board
member and said goodbye to our colleague Michiel
de Man, who brought enormous commitment and
knowledge to Commonland’s early years but decided that it was time for a next step. We wish him lots
of success!

Willem Ferwerda
CEO Commonland

Internationally the 4 Returns Framework continues
to receive more attention in social media and
through our networks, while the 4returns.earth platform gained more traction. We agreed to collaborate and learn together with organisations including Wetlands International, WWF Landscape
Finance Lab and others, became a partner of the UN
Decade on Ecosystem Restoration, and joined the
World Economic Forum (One Trillion Trees Initiative)
as an advisor. Also, the 1000 Landscapes Initiative
entered a new phase thanks to all core-partners
and the Presencing Institute’s support.
Most importantly, our work on the land continued
with major steps in building the proof of concept in
Australia, The Netherlands, South Africa and Spain.
In Australia, the Dirty Clean Food brand expanded,
resulting in a steep growth curve of the listed 4
Returns company Wide Open Agriculture. In the
Netherlands, the launch of Aardpeer, a ‘land tenure
fund’ was a major step toward giving regenerative
farmers access to land. In South Africa, the natural
‘thicket’ zone restoration continued, although the
aromatic oil business challenges due to long term
2

2 Our impact in 2020

Return of inspiration

Return of social capital

Return of natural capital

Return of financial capital

People exposed to the
opportunity of 4 Returns
landscape restoration

Direct and indirect jobs
created and supported

Hectares under direct
regeneration/restoration
with early ripple effects to 2
million hectares across 4
landscapes

4 Returns business cases
identified or setup

2019

2019

1.5 M

182

2020

2020

455

2020

21.5 M

Aboriginal-led social impact festival

21.5M

people inspired

21.5 million people were inspired by the opportunity
of landscape restoration, through (online) media,
documentaries, participation in local pilots and
research projects, or through participation in
(online) events like the Social Impact Festival in
Australia (read more in 5.3).

2019

50,000
2020

72,500

hectares with increased
biodiversity in 2020

30

2020

36

Social returns for farmers in Spain

95 tons

regenerative almonds

Farmer-driven and 4 Returns company La Almendrehesa purchased 95 tons of high-quality, regenerative, organic almonds from 36 local farmers in
Spain. Also, a second 4 Returns business for regenerative olive oil was launched: Hábitat (read more
in 5.2).

72,500 4,000+ 2,307
hectares under active
restoration management

2019

partners are connected
globally to our network

Financial business
partners, governmental
organisations,
universities, community
centres
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Restoration activities on 72,500ha in 2020

16%

Hectares with improved
watemanagement

9%

Hectares with increased vegetative
biomass

18%

Hectares with increased biodiversity

57%

Hectares under active soil improvement
World’s first carbon-neutral plant-based milk

Sustainable businesses and conscious consumers
are playing a vital role in the restoration of Western
Australia. After its one calendar year journey, OatUp
is now stocked at more than 40 retailers’ supermarkets and cafes, and available through the platform Dirty Clean Food (read more in 5.3).

*more interventions could have
taken place per hectare.

Regreening the Baviaanskloof

30%

active restoration

The World Heritage Site Baviaanskloof is a unique
and biodiverse hotspot in South Africa of 500,000
ha. After years of degradation, 30% of the
landscape is now undergoing active restoration
(read more in 4.3).

Sustainable Development Goals
The 17 Sustainable Development Goals, adopted by
all UN member states in 2015, acknowledge that an
end to poverty and a better life for earth’s peoples
go hand-in-hand with protecting our ecosystems.
Restoring land is not just about the landscape, but
also the ecosystem and communities that are
connected to that land.
Although the 4 Returns have a direct and/or indirect link with all SDG’s, there are nine SDG’s that
align directly with our 5 Elements, 4 Returns, 3
Zones, 20 Years approach.

Co-initiating:
Co-initiating:
creating
creating
common
common
intent
intent

Co-ev
Co-e
up-sc
up-s
and
ands
lands
land
plann
plan

Co-sensing:
Co-sensing:
observing
observing
and
andlearning
learning

Co-creatin
Co-creati
prototyping
prototypin
landscape
landscape
innovation
innovation
Co-strategising:
Co-strategising:
reflecting
reflecting
and
andplanning
planning

Building partnerships (SDG17) is the conditional key
to make holistic landscape management successful as it creates local landscape partnerships and
global partnerships of funders, investors, policy and
science.
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Building a global proof of concept

Area:

Area:

Active since: 2016
Landscape: Western Peat
Meadows, The Netherlands
Connected partners: 2

100,000 ha

Active since: 2014
Landscape: La Vallèe de
Jacmel, Haiti
Connected partners: 4

Active since: 2018
Landscape: Simahala,
Zambia
Connected partners: 3

Area:

1,000,000 ha

Active since: 2014
Landscape: Altiplano
Estepario, Spain
Connected partners: 3

Spain: Transforming even the most challenging landscapes
with sustainable business case

The Netherlands: Regenerating the Dutch Peat Meadows
India: Agroforesty in Central India: empowering farmers for
a sustainable future

Australia: Supporting the transformation of the food and
agriculture system

Area:

200,000 ha

125,000 ha

Area:

TITLE

444,750 ha

Active since: 2019
Landscape: Kabirdham and Durg
districts, Chattisgarh, India
Connected partners: 5

Area:

500,000 ha

Active since: 2014
Landscape: Baviaanskloof/
Langkloof, South Africa
Connected partners: 7

Area:

300,000+ ha

Active since: 2015
Landscape: Western
Australia
Connected partners: 8

South Africa: Bringing economic, social and ecological

restoration to the Baviaanskloof and Langkloof
Zambia: Trees for the people: a carbon credit program that
accelerates quality of life
Haiti: Restoring paradise: Haiti as the green pearl of the
Caribbean

4 Returns partners ready to scale: Ecuador: Galapagos, Egypt, Germany, Mexico, Tanzania, The Philippines
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Credits: AlVelAl

Credits: Commonland

3 How do we work and thrive together?

Commonland and AlvelAl teams working together in Spain in 2019.

Ecosystems form the basis of our existence. They
provide us with food, water, clean air, a stable
climate, and a pleasant living environment. Without
a balance between nature and people, we cannot
exist.
Unfortunately, 2 billion hectares1 of land worldwide
are affected by climate change, deforestation, or
overexploitation - an area twice the size of China.
The consequences are enormous. Extreme drought,
loss of biodiversity, and fertile soil erosion currently
affect entire ecosystems and the lives, work, and
futures of 1.5 billion people.

Systemic change
Commonland is a not-for-profit system change
developer of large-scale landscape restoration
projects. By working on solutions at the landscape
level, Commonland addresses biodiversity, climate
change, regenerative agriculture and revitalising
communities. By restoring degraded landscapes at
scale with others, Commonland aims to create a
new norm for holistic landscape management and
restoration.
Instead of focusing on short-term financial returns
per hectare, which leads to long-term ecological
degradation, we work towards transforming 100
million ha of degraded landscapes by 2040. In

1.
2.

places where ecological balance is restored,
people, the economy, and nature can thrive together once again. By implementing a practical
system change framework on the ground, we strike
a new balance between economy and ecology. This
is how we contribute to the Sustainable Development Goals, the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration, the Climate and Biodiversity agreement, and,
ultimately, living within planetary boundaries.

4 Returns Framework
To restore and manage landscapes sustainably, we
bring local farmers, landowners, governments,
scientists, organisations, businesses, and investors
together. After jointly formulating a vision for
nature-based solutions and sound business cases,
Commonland aims to generate social, natural,
inspirational, and financial returns to people and
the landscapes in which they live. This method is
called the '4 Returns Framework’ - a practical and
holistic approach to transform degraded ecosystems into vibrant landscapes and communities. To
achieve these four key returns, we start with long
term planning of at least 20 years. In short, the 4
Returns Framework has a 20+ years time frame,
uses 5 process elements in 3 landscape zones to
deliver 4 Returns.2

Source: Global Land Outlook, UNCCD, 2017.
Sources: the 4 Returns Framework was described by: Ferwerda, W.H. (2015) 4 Returns, 3 Zones, 20 Years, a holistic framework for ecological restoration by People
and Business for Next Generations. IUCN CEM, RSM-Erasmus University. The 5 process elements were described in Chatterton, P., Denier, Hovani, L., Scherr,
S., Shames and S., Stam, N. (2015) The Little Sustainable Landscapes Book, Global Canopy Programme: Oxford.
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Our approach: the 4 Returns Framework for landscape restoration
We strongly believe that this landscape and
partnership-based approach, which includes our
funding, investment and business partners, gives
us the greatest chance of reaching landscape
restoration at a scale of 100 million hectares by
2040.

Commonland supports setting up large-scale
holistic landscape partnerships that use 5 process
elements in 3 landscape zones to deliver 4 Returns
within a 20+ years time frame. We are, in short, an
enabler that works with long-term committed local
partners.
TIME:
20+ YEARS

PROCESS:
5 ELEMENTS

AREAS:
3 ZONES

Minimum of 20 years (one generation) is a realistic timeframe to successfully implement
large-scale integrated landscape management activities with all stakeholders
Our bottom-up landscape
approach consists of 5
process elements, based on
the Theory U

Shared
Understanding

Landscape
Partnership
3 CATALYSTS

SUPPORTING GOVERNANCE

Taking
Action

FINANCE

Monitoring
& Learning

ACCESS TO MARKETS

Our work connects 3 different
landscape zones
NATURAL ZONE

IMPACT:
4 RETURNS

Collaborative
Vision &
Planning

We aim to
deliver 4
Returns

Return of
inspiration

Social
Returns

COMBINED ZONE

Natural
Returns

ECONOMIC ZONE

Financial
Returns

Theory U: creating a shared vision and action plan
The first of the 5 process elements is establishing a
landscape partnership and inviting stakeholders to
co-create a common vision for the landscape.
Theory U, developed by the Presencing Institute, is a
stakeholder mobilisation approach to foster
bottom-up change and leadership.
This vision quest provides relevant touchpoints by
opening up the minds, hearts, and efforts of a

landscape’s local farmers, landowners, NGOs,
governments, and entrepreneurs. Throughout the
years, these will identify and prioritise activities and
realise long-lasting landscape restoration partnerships.
A similar process is set up with actors such as investors,
corporates, government agencies, development finance institutions (DFIs), and philanthropists outside the
landscape.

Co-initiating

Co-evolving

Creating common intent

Upscaling and strategic
landscape planning

1. Landscape partnerships

5. Monitoring and learning

Landscape partnerships
developed based on the
principles of co-initiation

To co-evolve

Co-sensing

Co-creating

Observing and learning

2. Shared understanding
Gaining shared understanding by co-sensing,
observing and learning

Prototyping landscape
innovation

Co-strategizing
Reflecting and planning

3. Collaborative planning

4. Taking action

Implementing agreed
commitments by prototyping
landscape innovations

Developing a collaborative
way forward, by: stopping
and reflecting and planning
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3.1 Strategy 2040
To take on the ambitious challenge of restoring 100
million hectares, we focus on acquiring experience
and proof of concept in the most relevant types of
ecosystems. Partnerships are essential in realising
these objectives. We are now establishing and facilitating a global network based on the 4 Returns
Framework with our partners. Together, we aggregate the learnings and data across the three scales
and feed these to the wider network.

“The switch in thinking needs to be massive. So we
need organisations like Commonland providing the
evidence to ensure that it is happening from all sort
of angles - from farmers, to corporates and governments.”
- Dianne Haggerty, a regenerative farmer in Western Australia’s
central Wheatbelt

1

1000

landscapes
with 4 returns method

2

50

landscape programs
with 4 returns method

8

3

landscapes
with 4 returns
method

1 Commonland as "an enabler" of restoration

• Not directly involved in the landscape
• Providing the knowledge, tools, network and data
management and influence others to initiate

2 Commonland as "a catalyst" of restoration

• Medium involved in the landscape
• Support with landscape program design, implementation, leveraging finance
• Provide seed funding

3 Commonland as "a co-initiator" of restoration

• Highly involved in the landscape, 20 years commitment
• Provide financing, project implementation, monitoring & evaluation, knowledge & information management, etc.

Together we thrive
In 2020, Commonland focused on raising awareness on landscape restoration and the necessity
and potential of the 4 Returns. To strengthen our
strategy and gather more insights about our positioning and added value, we involved 50 stakeholders through interviews. We spoke with funders,
landscape practitioners, business leaders, politicians, and journalists, including Charly Kleissner,
Daniel Wahl, Jane Madgwick, Angela Andrade, Wim
Pijbes, Ryan Gellert, Sara Scherr, Dianne Hagerty,
Pavan Sukhdev, Petra Hans, Jan Ernst de Groot and
Tim Christophersen.
The outcomes of this stakeholder analysis underscored our added value as a bridge-builder, connector of stakeholders, creator of a common
language for both systems and solution thinkers,
and conveyer of the 4 Returns Framework. These
conversations will also help us make our strategy
and positioning future-proof.
We realised how important nature is to us and how
a healthy balance between ecology and economy
is a prerequisite for a healthy society. We identified
several external developments that were instrumental in further operationalising our 2040 strategy:
• Along with climate change, biodiversity is now on
top of the international policy agendas. To contribute to the Sustainable Development Goals, it is
time to broadly communicate our practical system
change narrative and build influence by addressing
key initiatives, such as the EU Green Deal and UN
Decade on Ecosystem Restoration.
• Large, heavy government and business-driven
processes are often top-down and increasingly
result in resistance. In contrast, bottom-up participatory processes become more popular to solve
issues sustainably. The five-elements process steps
address these concerns. Increased awareness of
upscaling landscape restoration is often translated
into various tree planting initiatives, which is commendable. Such efforts, however, are only a small
part of the necessary ecosystem-based holistic
landscape management and restoration approaches. In the last eight years, we built a proven concept in four 4 Returns landscape restoration projects with business cases and Labs (Theory U).
These demonstrated the importance of connecting
with stakeholders to work towards our common
vision of thriving communities and landscapes. (see
4.1).
• The growth of funding for carbon projects can
lead to massive, unsustainable landscape activities, such as plantations and monocultures. In 2020,
we developed a new carbon strategy built around
bundling 4 Returns co-benefits with carbon
sequestration and monetisation. Commonland is
now building a Carbon team to execute the plan
with our landscape partners in 2021.
8

Credits: Commonland

4. Our key areas of activities

Cover crops regenerating soil in the Altiplano Estepario, Spain.

4.1 Landscape development & support
Commonland aims to transform economic models
of landscape degradation into sustainable ones; to
turn yield maximisation to 4 Returns optimisation.
That is why we work with landscape partners,
farmers, land users and other stakeholders to restore land at a large scale. Our role is to support, facilitate and challenge our partners across the many
different facets of landscape restoration, bringing
access to knowledge, tools, insights, finance and
networks.
Since 2013, Commonland, together with our local
partners, has been building a universal proof of
concept in large landscapes worldwide. You can
find - quite literally - living proof of this approach in
transforming large landscapes in South Africa, Australia, the Netherlands, and Spain, where we continued to support our core partners in 2020.
In 2020, we expanded our landscape programme in
India with the IKEA Foundation’s support and continued our partnership with the Netherlands Red
Cross in Haiti and the Philippines. We began researching new landscapes in Germany and Ivory Coast.
We explored enthusiasm for the 4 Returns approach
in Brazil, Colombia, the Galapagos Islands, Kenya,
Mexico, Namibia, New Zealand, Peru, the Philippines,
Poland, Tanzania, and Zambia.

Although every landscape is different, we happily
take on the challenge with our partners to
co-develop unique interventions supported by
local farmers, communities, and the many
stakeholders within each landscape.
Our 4 Returns Labs activities accelerated in 2020,
particularly in the Netherlands through Voor de
Oogst van Morgen (For Tomorrow’s Harvest) and
the Danjoo Koorliny (Walking Together) Social
Impact Project in Australia (see 5.3).

Challenges in 2020
In 2020, Commonland was more determined than
ever to restore landscapes, regenerate communities and work towards a more equitable economic
system. However, challenges such as the impact of
COVID-19 and lockdowns, the ongoing drought in
South Africa and the Australian wildfires, greatly
affected our work. Health, economic and societal
systems in all countries where we are active came
under acute pressure. With our partners, supporting
vulnerable members of local communities, especially in Haiti, India, the Philippines, and South Africa,
was most important. For a detailed overview of our
work in the landscapes, please see chapter 5.

9

Co-creation and landscape partnerships: 4 Returns labs

The Philippines
You can find a great example of our labs in the Philippines, one of the world’s most climate-vulnerable
nations. Hunger threatens 7.6 million families, while
COVID-19 repercussions have caused rice farmers’
income to drop to 0.12 euros a day. Serious
socio-political issues limit the long-term impact of
ecosystem-based interventions.

Credits: For Tomorrow’s Harvest

Together with our local partner Green Releaf, the
Lab brought together local and international practitioners, organisations, and government officials.
Together, they worked to exchange best practices
and challenges, explore and design a regenerative
food system, and develop a landscape approach to
food security and economic recovery to address
the country’s climate and pandemic vulnerability.
After three months, this ecosystem activation and
consultation workshop series emerged as a potential multi-stakeholder platform that can develop
national targets for ecosystem restoration in 2021.

Regional summit Noord-Holland province, The Netherlands.

For Tomorrow’s Harvest - regional labs in
the Netherlands
In just two years since its kick-off, the 4 Returns Lab
For Tomorrow’s Harvest (FTH) is well underway connecting change makers and leaders to explore new
ways to strengthen and accelerate the transition to
a sustainable agricultural and food system.
In September 2020, For Tomorrow’s Harvest organised a hybrid offline/online summit at five locations
in the Netherlands. It celebrated the journey so far,
presented the 14 ‘Harvesters’ transition experiments
and kickstarted five regional landscape labs in the
Netherlands. Each summit location offered a tailored online programme. Even in these extraordinary
times, we can successfully connect people on a
national level while hosting a regional programme.
For Tomorrow’s Harvest also launched the youth lab
‘For the Day after Tomorrow’s Harvest’. Twenty
young farmers and Dutch food system professionals participated in a U-lab. In 2021, a new cohort
will start.
For the design, development, and implementation
of FTH, Commonland partners with the Physical
Environment Consultative Council of the Dutch
Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management
(OFL), in close consultation with the Dutch Ministry
of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality.

Credits: FTH Magazine

4 Returns Labs and Theory U, part of the 5 elements
in the 4 Returns Framework, are critical and integral
parts of our work on holistic landscape management This year was marked by testing, developing,
and presenting our 4 Returns Labs proposition with
partners in Australia (see 5.3), The Galapagos
Islands, The Netherlands, and The Philippines, and
exploring a partnership to develop bioregional labs
in Europe. This taught us how these labs could help
design and maintain an enabling environment for
holistic restoration and transformative system
change.

Dialogue dinners linked national stakeholders to regional
farmers to tackle challenges in the agricultural sector.
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4.2 Knowledge, education & innovation
Commonland provides landscape partners and
practitioners, and other professionals with knowledge,
tools, training, and education to initiate and sustain
their own 4 Returns landscape restoration initiative.
Our open-access, digital platform 4Returns.earth
supports the 4 Returns community and connects the
broader (expert) network of (future) landscape
practitioners.

Knowledge exchange & learning
To connect, learn and grow together, we work with
landscape partners and an expanding community
of practitioners on knowledge exchange and
impact measurement in and between landscapes.
In 2020, we hosted over ten sessions and webinars
for our community of landscape partners. Topics
included carbon credits programmes, landscape
deep-dives on Monitoring, Evaluation & Learning,
social change and innovation, and developing
resilient business models. Some of these sessions
are open to an external audience, such as the
webinar on water harvesting techniques with
contributions from Australia, Spain, South Africa,
and the United States.

Six years of lessons learned
Due to our fast-paced working lives, we do not
always have time for reflection and joint learning,
vital to driving the transition toward thriving
landscapes. To exchange and reflect on lessons
learned, Commonland organised and hosted its
annual ‘Learning Fest’ - currently an online event.
We captured, shared and celebrated six years of
lessons learned on regenerative agriculture with
our key partners and the wider network and looked
ahead to the next five years.

Impact evaluation & digital infrastructure
To support continuous learning between landscape
partners and improve impact measurement,
Commonland monitors landscapes’ activities and
evaluates impact numbers. In 2020, we improved
our Monitoring Evaluation & Learning (MEL)
framework, which provides the principles of

monitoring the 4 Returns. We also started building a
centralised digital infrastructure to collate, harvest
and share new data, information, and knowledge
on landscape restoration and the 4 Returns. This
digital infrastructure will offer insights on
farm-level, landscape-level, and eventually at the
aggregated Commonland MEL Portal level.
Monitoring, evaluation, and learning is a
continuous, systematic process of collecting,
analysing, and using data to track a landscape’s
progress and guide future management decisions.
By leveraging the latest technologies, farmers can
benefit from greater operational awareness and
increased data collection. This knowledge helps us
to improve future landscapes.

Education
By cooperating with universities worldwide,
Commonland develops and delivers education
programmes that can be integrated into various
(business) curricula. These help university students
and (young) professionals who want to become
frontrunners in the restoration economy to realise
the interdependency of their (business) activities
on ecosystems and communities.
We share our lessons learned via online sessions,
case teachings and through massive open online
courses (MOOCs). Almost 9,000 participants
attended the MOOCS:
• A Business Approach to Sustainable Landscape
Restoration
• Business Model Innovation for Sustainable
Landscape Restoration
This year, Commonland continued its collaboration
with Rotterdam School of Management of the
Erasmus University (The Netherlands) while
teaching the Global Sustainability Challenges
course, supervising MSc students whose thesis
focus on resilient business models for landscape
restoration and assessing the potential for
developing a new curriculum for 2021-2023. Our
core landscape partners are an integral part of the
curriculum, with contributions from our 4 Returns
landscape partners in South Africa, Living Lands,
and Spain, AlVelAl.

“There is no one size fits all solution, Regen Agri encompasses a whole host of techniques, practices and concepts. In the absence of a close working network or existing
guidelines for any given farming sector, options must be narrowed down from a large
suit, this can often seem daunting and without a clear playbook it can be intimidating
to new farmers.”
– Matt Sephton, Living Lands, South Africa, on six years of lessons learned on regenerative agriculture.
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4Returns.earth: building an informed community
On 4Returns.earth, our growing landscape restoration
community can meet international like-minded
people, share and learn from each other, and collaborate. Practitioners and professionals can also
find interesting tools, networks, stories, jobs, and
events.

The next level
In 2020, we used the extra time behind our computers to bring 4Returns.earth to the next level. A major
update in October brought fresh design and new
features, including a split between landscapes and
stories:
• Landscapes now showcases initiatives; how to
apply the 4 Returns Framework in practice.
• The stories page offers all kinds of inspiration and

information about what’s happening on the ground.
• More interaction on the community page, such as
searching members, adding and chatting with
friends, and viewing content you’ve saved or created.

100+ practical tools
In 2020, the 4Returns.earth toolbox expanded and
currently contains 100+ practical tools, ranging
from guides and workshop tools to mapping and
analytical tools. We also launched the first how-to
guide on cover cropping. These are rooted in science-based knowledge and on-the-ground experience. In 2021, we will release more how-to guides
answering community questions.

numbers
Where our users come from

14.5K users
540+ members
30+ stories posted
10+ landscapes on the platform since the
October launch

Most popular tools
4 Returns Theory of Change Template
4 Returns Landscape Business Model Canvas

The
Netherlands 30%
USA 17%
Australia 6%
UK 5%
Germany 3,5%
Spain 3%
India 2,5
Africa 2,5%
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4.3 Monetisation & mobilising funds
Although ecologists know that more biodiversity
means fewer risks in the long run, the finance industry does not yet have the tools to understand this
and is not involved in large-scale landscape restoration. Money spent on holistic landscape management and restoration is often seen as a cost, not as
an investment with a high return in inspirational,
social, ecological, and economic benefits. This
approach poses a barrier to reaching scale. So, how
do we measure and quantify the returns of long
lasting, or even decades, of landscape restoration?
And how can we make sure that all landscape
stakeholders speak one common language?

4 Returns Landscape Valuation method
With KPMG and several expert organisations, we
worked on a way to measure and quantify the 4
Returns at the landscape level. This resulted in a
preliminary 4 Returns Landscape Valuation method
that lets us assess the benefits and risks of landscape
restoration in monetary terms and demonstrate
how landscape restoration investments yield multiple returns for stakeholders.
We tested this generic method with data from the
Altiplano Estapario landscape in Southern Spain. A
report on the method and the Spanish case study
was created and presented to a broad, global
audience of investors, NGOs, governments and
landscape experts in a webinar in October 2020.
This was done in collaboration with WWF Landscape
Finance Lab, APG Asset Management and Toniic
Institute, a global community of asset owners seeking deeper positive net impact across the spectrum of capital. Afterwards, we discussed the new
method with representatives of NGOs, government
bodies, Development Finance Institutes (DFIs), other
private and financial investors, and experts worldwide.

After the first method’s launch and outcomes for
Spain in October 2020, we continued the development of a balanced, integrated value assessment
method that includes social, natural and financial
values. In 2021, we will work on a simple, generic tool
that offers a quick, easy, and high-level overview of
potential returns for each stakeholder in any given
landscape for investment decisions and policy
development.

Blended finance
Since Commonland was founded in 2013, it has
acted as an accelerator of change in the four core
landscapes. Commonland mobilises various
funding streams so 4 Returns landscape restoration
initiatives can access resources needed to implement interventions and set up and run local 4
Returns businesses. Over time, we use a blended
finance approach to create financial leverage.
Through Commonland funding, landscapes can
unlock financial investments, in which subsidies,
grants, and philanthropy can complement public
and private funding such as loans and investments.
In 2021, we will develop 4 Returns Landscape Plans
to show actions, costs and benefits per landscape
in the next 20 years.
“Commonland pioneered the business case for
private sector investments on restoration. The value
of Commonland is to ensure landscape restoration
has a broad enough focus. The strategic move from
operating landscapes itself to helping others, shapes
the narratives for successful investments.”

Environment Programme.

Financial leverage over time within a landscape
investment
in Euro

Financial leverage
over time within
a landscape

- Tim Christophersen, Head, Nature for Climate Branch, UN

Three catalysts: Governments, finance, markets.
Enable policy changes through influencing,
mobilizing, support.

1 million hectares landscape

Combined Zone: Increase biodiversity & productivity.
Economic Zone: sustainable processing.
Investment & loans: regenerative companies.
Protect, restore and connect the Natural Zone.

Grants, carbon, subsidies – private, public.
Landscape partnerships

Local engine of building trust, business development &
expertise and stakeholder alignment. Grants, subsidies private, public (< 0,5% of total landscape investment).

0

5

10

15

20
years
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Our partnerships
As part of our approach, and as a founding partner,
our landscape partnerships entail a commitment of
at least 20 years - often much longer. On that journey, turbulent times are bound to come our way.
The pandemic-dominated year 2020 demonstrated this but also strengthened our relationship and
commitment.
Long-term
partnerships
with
cornerstone funders let us continue our long-term
support for landscape restoration worldwide. Of
these, the COmON Foundation has extended and
increased support with a long-term beneficiary
agreement in 2019 and will continue to walk the
path with us. We are deeply grateful for this continued trust and commitment.
The COmON Foundation also directly supported
several landscape partners, such as Wide Open
Agriculture with their food brand Dirty Clean Food in
Australia, in the Netherlands for Aardpeer: together
for land (see 5.4). In Haiti, they supported our partner
Red Cross to work on 4 Returns 4 Resilience (see
5.5.2). Another exciting element of this partnership is
developing another 4 Returns landscape, which we
explore in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Germany.
In fundraising, we marked several highlights. With
the Dutch Postcode Lottery, we evaluated our
five-year partnership and extended it by another
five years with a total of € 4,500,000 for 2021-2025.
With this funding, we can demonstrate that it is
possible to achieve holistic landscape management and restoration at scale in our core landscapes. We also continued working on our extra project,
‘Upscaling rehabilitation in the Baviaanskloof’ in
South Africa, and succeeding in restoring 1,100 hectares and strengthening the conservation organisation.

2020 marked the second year of our partnership
with the IKEA Foundation. Despite the challenges of
COVID-19, we continued to work on the Knowledge &
Innovation Platform and the Agroforestry Program
in India. Together, we also raised awareness of the
need for landscape restoration worldwide. In 2020,
the IKEA Foundation selected Commonland to
showcase our work in the worldwide (digital) 2021
IKEA catalogue, and Willem Ferwerda was interviewed together with Sharla Halvorson (IKEA Food)
for an ‘Ask an expert’ webinar. Together with the
IKEA Foundation and Frisse Blikken we worked on the
Your Return Game, which provides insight and a
better understanding of how your grocery shopping
affects global landscape restoration and local
communities’ lives.

“It’s Commonland’s strength that you have had the
guts to put a landscape approach into action. I think
more and more people will go your way.”
- Jan Kees Vis, Global Director Sustainable Sourcing Development at
Unilever.

The Commonland team receives the cheque at the Dutch
Postcode Lottery’s Charity Gala 2020.
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From overgrazing to greening in the Baviaanskloof, South Africa
South Africa’s World Heritage Site Baviaanskloof is
part of the 500,000 hectare Baviaanskloof-Langkloof
catchment area. This unique and biodiverse area is
home to plants that do not occur anywhere else on
the planet. As climate change causes droughts,
long-term unsustainable land management
further contributes to erosion, loss of soil health and
diminished vegetation cover. These, in turn, decrease biodiversity and income from agriculture and
increase unemployment.

Research on carbon storage and knowledge sharing on regenerative agriculture, ecological rehabilitation and veld management between communities, universities and farmers was conducted to
learn more about the practice of landscape rehabilitation and sustainable agriculture.
Here, Commonland works together with local partners Living Lands and the Baviaanskloof Hartland
Conservancy. The Dutch Postcode Lottery supports
the project.

Credits: Living Lands

Large scale ecological rehabilitation of the area’s
hills and flatland is crucial to reverse this downward
spiral of degradation. With the Dutch Postcode
Lottery’s support, the project ‘regreening the
Baviaanskloof’ aims to return the Baviaanskloof’s
ecosystem functions through various landscape
rehabilitation projects.

In 2020, we worked on more than 1,000 ha, built rock
silt straps on steep slopes and erected game
fences. We made hand-dug and mega ponds
seeded with indigenous grass seed species, further
improving soil health and water retention capacity.

Rock silt traps built to slow down erosion on steeper slopes, scattered around 10 ha with hand-dug ponds in between.

Hand-dug and mega ponds in areas with little vegetation coverage, Sewefontein, Baviaanskloof
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4.4 Policy and building influence
Holistic landscape management and restoration
relies on long-term partnerships that are built on
trust. We need to do this on at least two levels, within
a landscape using the 5 process elements and
Theory U, and with actors that have an impact on
these landscapes, but who are often located outside those landscapes. Commonland develops and
maintains partnerships with communities, businesses,
investors, governments, NGOs, experts and practitioners to build bridges and break through sector
silos. It is essential that all relevant sectors communicate, think holistically, and collaborate using a
common language and toolkit to facilitate the
restoration of landscapes and deliver 4 Returns.
At an international level, Commonland mobilises
investors and engages with policy actors to promote policies and investments that benefit nature
people, and the economy. In 2020, we focused on
developing a policy influence and advocacy strategy.

Challenges
Due to COVID-19, key international events, such as
the IUCN World Conservation Congress and UN
Conferences of the Parties on Biodiversity and
Climate, were postponed or cancelled. Due to EU
travel bans, we could not visit governments or
expert networks personally, so we focused on building relationships online. Among other things, we;
•...became an advisor at the One Trillion Trees

(1T.org) at the World Economic Forum.
• ...became a partner of the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration and joined the UN Decade Best
Practice Taskforce in advance of the start of the
Decade.
• ...became a member of IUCN, the International
Union for Conservation of Nature.
• ...stayed engaged with our audience and participated in online events by, e.g., World Wide Fund for
Nature (WWF), International Union for Conservation
of Nature (IUCN), Global Landscape Forum, European Union, United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), Food and Agriculture Organisation
(FAO), Social Economic Council of the Dutch Government, and Climate CleanUp.
• ...continued our core partnership of the 1000
Landscapes for one Billion People initiative with
EcoAgriculture Partners, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Rainforest Alliance, Conservation International, WWF Landscape Finance Lab,
and Tech Matters.
• ...started a collaboration with Wetlands International and WWF Landscape Finance Lab on the 4
Returns Framework.
• ...through our local partners continued our connection with Spanish, Australian, South African and
Dutch ministries and governmental institutes.
Through peer-reviewed articles, expert partnership
meetings and webinars, we continue to influence
the global debate and create credibility and legitimacy in the international policy arena.

Radical collaboration to reach 1000 landscapes and 1 billion people
Together, we thrive! Commonland joined forces
with
organisations
worldwide,
including
WWF-Landscape Finance Lab, Conservation International, Rainforest Alliance, UNDP and EcoAgriculture Partners. Together we can link currently fragmented efforts, realise one shared vision for thriving
landscapes, and build capacities. The 1000 Landscapes initiative aims to unlock investment finance to
help landscape partnerships worldwide to achieve
their regenerative landscape and livelihood ambitions more quickly, effectively and at scale. A global
digital landscape action platform will support the
initiative.
In the first half of 2020, we better understood our
landscape partnerships’ needs and priorities with
the IKEA Foundation’s support and developed a
shared vision. Through design teams’ consultations,
a co-design workshop, and a Theory U lab initiated
by Commonland, we built a firm basis of trust. As a
result, we agreed on a shared vision based on the 4

Returns Framework and the 5 elements of WWF
Landscape Finance Lab and EcoAgriculture Partners as the top guidelines for the 1000 Landscapes
initiative.
By mid-2020, we started co-designing, testing, and
demonstrating four focus areas:
• Developing the Terraso Digital Landscape Platform;
• Filling gaps in financing landscape investment
portfolios;
• Building landscape leaders’ practical capabilities
to implement Holistic Landscape Management by
developing a curriculum for education and training;
• Setting up a Global Action Network.
We have taken the first step towards 2030 when the
1000 Landscapes Initiative aims to achieve regenerative production and sustainable land use worldwide.
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Credits: Living Lands
Overseeing the Langkloof, South Africa.

Where we made our voice heard: research & publications

Credits: Sekem

Badari, C.G., Bernardini, L.E., Almeida, D.R.A. de, Brancalion, P.H.S., César, R.G., Gutierrez, V., Chazdon, R.L.,
Gomes, H.B., Viani, R.A.G. (2020). Ecological outcomes of agroforests and restoration 15 years after planting.
Restoration Ecology n/a.
Bertels, J. and W. Ferwerda. (2020). Calculating the Value of 4 Returns Landscape Restoration. Towards a
comprehensive method to put a monetary value on financial, natural, social and inspirational returns.
Based on seven years of field experience. Commonland. Amsterdam.
Chazdon, R.L.; Gutierrez, V.; Brancalion, P.H.S.; Laestadius, L.; Guariguata, M.R. (2020). Co-Creating Conceptual and Working Frameworks for Implementing Forest and Landscape Restoration Based on Core Principles.
Forests 2020, 11, 706.
Chazdon, R.L.; Herbohn, J.; Mukul, S.A.; Gregorio, N.; Ota, L.; Harrison, R.D.; Durst, P.B.; Chaves, R.B.; Pasa, A.; Hallett, J.G.; Neidel, J.D.; Watson, C.; Gutierrez, V. (2020). Manila Declaration on Forest and Landscape Restoration:
Making It Happen. Forests 2020, 11, 685.
Commonland. (2020). Die Vorteile einer holistischen Landschaft Restaurierung. Eine regenerative Ökonomie, die 4 Returns schafft: inspirierend, sozial, natürlich und finanziell.
Ferwerda, W. (2020). The EU Green Deal requires a Landscape Approach. Medium.
Ferwerda, W. and D. Schoenmaker. (2020). Financiele sector kan transitie naar duurzame landbouw versnellen (‘Financial sector can accelerate transition to sustainable agriculture’). ESB, 105(4791S), 12 november
2020.
Garcia, C.A., Savilaakso, S., Verburg, R.W., Gutierrez, V., Wilson, S.J., Krug, C.B., Sassen, M., Robinson, B.E., Moersberger, H., Naimi, B., Rhemtulla, J.M., Dessard, H., Gond, V., Vermeulen, C., Trolliet, F., Oszwald, J., Quétier, F.,
Pietsch, S.A., Bastin, J.-F., Dray, A., Araújo, M.B., Ghazoul, J., Waeber, P.O. (2020). The Global Forest Transition as
a Human Affair. One Earth 2, 417–428.
De Groot, R., Moolenaar, S. (2020). Building the investment case for business-driven landscape restoration.
SER News 33.
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Raising awareness on holistic landscape restoration

We also shared the stories of 4 Returns landscapes
with a broader audience through film and reading
materials:
• Commonland ambassador John D. Liu told the
amazing history of holistic agriculture company
and 4 Returns partner Sekem - how a miracle in the
desert became reality in Egypt.

Sharing the regenerative story of Commonland and
our landscape partners with an increasing number
of people is great. 2020 saw a steady growth of our
website’s visitors (+30%), social media followers (on
average +30%) and newsletter recipients (+20%).
We will continue to include the outcomes of the
stakeholder analysis (see chapter 3) in our communications, positioning Commonland as a system
changer, bridge-builder and connector of stakeholders, and conveyer of the 4 Returns Framework.

Credits: Sekem

The first webinars took place, such as an expert
session about Commonland’s Landscape Valuation
method and publication (see 4.3), and screening of
the Spanish documentary ’Head, Heart and Hands’
(see 5.2) and American movie ’ Kiss the Ground’.
The last two events included Q&A’s with the director,
cast members and local or indigenous (regenerative) leaders and were attended by over 30 nationalities.

• UN Environment Programme video On the Front
Line - Farmers #ForNature, on our partners’ work in
South Africa.
• A short documentary ‘From the Soil Up’ about the
importance of soil in landscape restoration was
released.
• Together with IKEA Foundation, the first episode of
a documentary on our joint work in India is being
developed.
• To top it off, author and journalist Judith Schwartz
included the work of Commonland, AlVelAl, John D.
Liu and The Weather Makers in her latest book ‘The
Reindeer Chronicles’.
Credits: Sekem

Besides COVID-19’s adverse role in our efforts to
influence the global debate offline, we managed to
raise awareness of our work online through webinars, events, and creative content on our website
and social media channels.

Sekem: what was once a desert is now a vibrant society focused on
the development of humans and organic and biodynamic food,
textiles and herbal medicines.
18

5 Landscape developments

Credits: Living Lands

5.1 South Africa

Baviaanskloof Bewarea team with their brush cutting equipment.

Landscape partners: Living Lands, Grounded, The
Baviaanskloof Development Company, The
Langkloof Honeybush Company, the Baviaanskloof
Heartland Conservancy, and the Langkloof
Honeybush Association
Landscape: South Africa
Total area (ha): 500,000

Stakeholders: 105 (farmers, association members,
businesses and other stakeholders)

Business cases identified or set up: 12
Active since: 2014

Mission in the landscape
Baviaanskloof and Langkloof comprise three river
catchments. Together, they supply 70% of the water
to Port Elizabeth’s 1.3 million inhabitants and agriculture in and downstream of these catchments.
Commonland works with Living Lands and Grounded
in the Baviaanskloof and Langkloof on the ambitious goals of rehabilitating soil health and water
retention capacity of ecosystems. At the same time,
we facilitate the transition to more regenerative
agricultural practices while empowering communities to innovate and become more resilient.
Living Lands is based on the landscape, becoming
part of the community and mobilising stakeholders
to develop a shared landscape vision, facilitate
research and implementation of large-scale eco-

logical restoration projects. Grounded identifies,
tests, and develops new business models, focusing
on marketing and selling regenerative crops, enabling farmers to generate long-term sustainable
profits. Living Lands has been active since 2009,
while Grounded and Commonland joined the collaboration in 2014.
Living Lands manages the Baviaanskloof Bewarea
(Conservancy) and the Baviaanskloof Development Company (Devco). Grounded manages the
Langkloof Honeybush Company (LKHBCo) to generate long-term sustainable profit for the Honeybush
industry.
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What happened in 2020?

Baviaanskloof

Rehabilitation interventions in the Baviaanskloof
focused on soil erosion stabilisation and revegetation. To support this, the 4 Returns entity The
Baviaanskloof Bewarea (Conservancy), took action
in 2020. Across the Baviaanskloof and Langkloof,
1,056 hectares were under active restoration, including soil erosion prevention measures, revegetation, and clearing invasive alien species. A further
140 hectares were secured for passive/avoided
degradation. The farmers and the Baviaanskloof
Bewarea created a massive boost of local inspiration through grading the local road to improve
access for locals and tourists alike.

The Langkloof Honeybush Company worked hard to
study and improve the honeybush (taste) quality
throughout the year. Together with tea master Mingwei Tsai from Nigiro Tea Merchants, five signature
blends were developed, celebrated, and tried in a
tasting event with local farmers and producers. This
partnership enabled the farmers to connect flavour
and farming practices and determine how to process, blend, and package the best possible product. Different regenerative cropping strategies,
blends, and fermentation techniques and engaging first buyers and market players were trialled
and improved during the year.

The Baviaanskloof Devco focuses on essential oils
production as an additional income source for the
area’s farmers. At the same time, this lets farmers
transition to more sustainable goat farming practices and free large tracts of land for restoration and
increase biodiversity. Due to severe droughts and
lockdowns halting work, 2020 was a difficult year for
the Baviaanskloof Devco. Fortunately, the rosemary
harvest and essential oil extraction gave good
yields towards the end of the year.

Langkloof

In 2020, together with key partners from Rhodes
University, WWF South Africa, and the South African
Government, Living Lands further investigated wild
honeybush yields in the combined zone. The partnership took steps to drive South African policy for
the honeybush industry. Living Lands also tested
and implemented rehabilitation techniques to
determine locally appropriate fire, mechanical, and
chemical control methods to remove invasive alien
trees that threaten water security and impact
biodiversity.

Credits: Grounded

The mountainous Langkloof area is home to several
indigenous honeybush spices. Living Lands has
been active here for eight years. Since 2018, the
Langkloof Honeybush Company, managed by
Grounded, has been working on regenerative production and sustainable harvesting of wild honeybush as an ingredient for herbal tea and extracts
used in food and cosmetics.

Tea tasting of the finished blends with farms in Napier.

“There was little known about rooibos until it was
pushed out into the international arena. We can do
that and more for honeybush.”
- Mingwei Tsai, tea master Nigiro Tea Merchants, South Africa.
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Credits: Grounded

The Langkloof Honeybush Company also faced
challenges. Due to the last two years’ slower than
anticipated market uptake and to best serve the
landscape development, the nursery contract was
extended for another year under the LKHBCo instead of being handed over to run independently.
In the meantime, despite a depressed market and
the reluctance of honeybush buyers to switch to
new suppliers, the company could target different
market segments to maintain a strong connection
both locally and internationally. As a result, the
company celebrated its first honeybush tea shipment to the Netherlands.

Novan Matick, co-manager of LKHBCO’s new honeybush nursery
that provides secured access to high-quality seedlings for local
farmers.

2020 milestones

Return of inspiration

Return of social capital

People exposed to the
opportunity of 4
Returns landscape
restoration

Direct and indirect jobs
created or supported

+- 100,000

100

Return of natural capital Return of financial capital
Hectares under improved regenerative/restoration management

1,990

Business cases identified or set up by landscape partners

12
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Credits: AlVelAl

5.2 Spain

Regenerative almonds in the altiplano, South Spain.

Landscape partners: AlVelAl, La Almendrehesa, Hábitat
Landscape: Altiplano Estepario, South-Eastern
Spain

Total area (ha): 1,000,000

Stakeholders: 350+ (farmers, association

members, businesses and other stakeholders)

Business cases identified or set up: 2

Active since: 2014 (baseline established in 2016)

Mission in the landscape

What happened in 2020?

The semi-arid steppe Altiplano Estepario in Southern Spain is characterised by water scarcity,
extreme climate conditions and soil erosion. This
challenging landscape and the lack of economic
opportunity forced many to find a living elsewhere.
It also offers the potential for ambitious large-scale
restoration. Sustainable business cases can bring
back prosperity to these 1,000,000 hectares of
dryland.

Throughout 2020, AlVelAl worked with 180 farmers to
roll out regenerative practices on their farms. The
transition to regenerative agriculture starts with
inspiration through workshops and agroexperiencias, through which one AlVelAl farmer shows what
regenerative agriculture entails on his or her farm.
This can be about making swales, water infiltration
lines on farms, compost or green cover. Once inspired and ready for action, AlVelAl offers small
co-funding for farmers to pilot regenerative practices. The Seed Fund 2020 thus gave farmers green
cover on 260 hectares, for example. Lastly, to
support learning, AlVelAl developed and rolled out
an evaluation system to track on-farm progress to
80 farms.

In 2014, Commonland mobilised local farmers,
entrepreneurs, and other stakeholders, to establish
the member association AlVelAl. Together we
support the transition to regenerative agriculture at
scale to create the demand for regenerative produce and restore natural zones on farms and public
land.

To support local entrepreneurship, AlVelAl launched
the Ideas Fund 2020 and the 4 Returns Awards 2020.
AlVelAl supports twenty entrepreneurs through
these funds to start or upscale regenerative business projects in the AlVelAl territory.
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Credits: AlVelAl
Transforming the landscape through increasing green cover:
Chirivel 2018 (left) and Chirivel 2020 (right).

2020 milestones

Return of inspiration

Return of social capital

People exposed to the
opportunity of 4
Returns landscape
restoration

Direct and indirect jobs
created or supported

20 million

> 30

Return of natural capital Return of financial capital
Hectares under improved regenerative/restoration management

8,000

Business cases identified or set up by landscape partners

2
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Credits: AlVelAl
Farmer Antonio Juan García with one of his pistachio trees in Albox, Spain.

La Almendrehesa and HábiTat

Restoring Natural Zones

In 2016, AlVelAl kickstarted its first farmer-driven 4
Returns company La Almendrehesa, which offers
high-quality, regenerative, organic almonds. In
2020, the company purchased 95 tons of regenerative almonds from 36 farmers. In 2020, a second 4
Returns business was launched: HábiTat, which
processes and markets regenerative olive oil from
the Altiplano.

To restore natural zones, the focus has been on the
natural areas on farms as well as on public lands.
Ongoing restoration of public lands La Muela & El
Cortijico meant that 30,000 trees were planted. As
part of a pilot, a drone planted 200,000+ seeds in El
Cotijico. We worked on a public-private
partnership agreement with the Junta de
Andalucia to restore the public land of Cortijo del
Conejo. On top of that, we elaborated the natural
zone restoration plan, including natural areas in
Murcia and the "Vía Verde" in Baza.

Furthermore, AlVelAl has strengthened its business
development strategy to promote direct sales of all
regenerative produce. AlVelAl Foods’ strategy and
consumer brand will be operationalised and launched in 2021, enabling other 4Returns businesses for honey, wine and vegetables - to join our dream
and jointly transform the Altiplano. This boosts the
potential of the AlVelAl network to move forward
towards thriving landscapes and communities
collectively.

“I own land in Almería as a farmer. When my grandfather died, I had a strong wish to start with regenerating
landscapes. I am very grateful to Commonland. They
showed trust and were the first to initiate the change we
are looking for. They make our work visible and are here
to make a systematic change.”
- Antonio Maurandi López, farmer and board member of AlvelAl.
24

“If we want different things to happen, we need to do things differently.”
The Spanish highlands’ regeneration is a story of
hope, inspiration, and practical solutions to reverse
desertification in Spain. The documentary Head,
Heart and Hands tells the journey of local farmers
and their community - a group of social entrepreneurs in South East Spain who are transforming
their lands to create a new economic model. One
that gives back into the land more than it takes
while improving economic returns and revitalising
community life.

In November 2020, Seville’s European Film Festival
and Barcelona’s International Environmental Film
Festival featured Head, Heart and Hands. The
December 2020 online premiere + Q&A with cast
members and partner organisations was attended
by almost 300 people of 31 nationalities worldwide.
In the past four years, Inspiration 4 Action and Intermedia Productions followed the farmers and entrepreneurs of southern Spain to capture their journey.
AlVelAl and Commonland closely collaborated to
make the documentary which was made possible
thanks to the generous contributions of the Bertha
Foundation and the Leopoldo Bachmann Stiftung.

“Inspiration is the magic that is created when
people who have the same vision, the same passion, meet and realise, “I think the same, I am not
alone.” This inspiration is the engine that propels
change. It generates togetherness and a shared
desire for change.”
- Astrid Vargas, founder Inspiration4Action
and film director.
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Credits: WOA

5.3 Australia

Mixed enterprise of rotational sheep grazing on wheat stubble in
southern Wheatbelt, Western Australia.

Landscape partners: Wide Open Agriculture

(WOA), Danjoo Koorliny Social Impact Project at

the Centre for Social Impact University of Western

Australia (CSI UWA), The Noongar Land Enterprise
Group, The Regional Regeneration Alliance (RRA),
Sustain, RegenWA and Perth NRM,

Regenfarming.news, Impact Seed

Landscape: Western Australia
Total area (ha): 300,000+

Stakeholders: 300+ (farmers, association

members, businesses and other stakeholders)

Business cases identified or set up: 3
Active since: 2015

Mission in the landscape
The southwest of Western Australia is the home of
the Noongar nation, the largest Aboriginal group in
Australia. In the past 60,000 years, Noongar people
have developed a blueprint for ecological, social
and cultural harmony within boodja (or land, country). Boodja provides food, shelter, medicine, stories
and the foundation for a strong society. Land management – through cultural burning and many
other practices – expresses an understanding of,
connection to, and caring for the land and its spirits.

Commonland was introduced to the West Australian landscape in 2015 as a founding partner of
Wide Open Agriculture (WOA). In 2018, WOA
became the first publicly listed 4 Returns company
globally and currently has a market capitalisation
of A$90m. Through the entry point of WOA as a
regenerative business, Commonland gradually
began working with more partners to support the 4
Returns in Western Australia. Commonland’s partnerships in the West Australian landscape now
include:
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• Wide Open Agriculture: Western Australia’s
leading regenerative food and farming company
connecting regenerative farmers (combined zone)
to conscious consumers through the Dirty Clean
Food brand and platform.
• The Danjoo Koorliny Social Impact Project hosted
by the University of Western Australia’s Centre for
Social Impact: a bold, long-term, large-scale, Aboriginal-led systems change project to help us walk
together towards 2029 and beyond.
• RegenWA: a network of committed West Australian farmers and industry stakeholders identifying,
implementing and sharing innovative land management practices that other farmers can adopt.
• The Noongar Land Enterprise Group: a leading
Aboriginal grower group, developing commercially
viable, land-based businesses in the natural zone,
Western Australia.

• Regional Regeneration Alliance: A cross-regional
impact, not for profit organisation aimed at developing and supporting sustainable land, economic
and community regeneration projects.
• Sustain and the Food for Thought Festival: mobilising communities around the linkages between
food, human and farm health.
• Regenfarming.news: a global digital marketplace
for news, training, jobs and expert services in the
regenerative agriculture sector.
• Impact Seed: Western Australia’s leading impact
investment capacity builder.

2020 milestones

Return of inspiration

Return of social capital

People exposed to the
opportunity of 4
Returns landscape
restoration

Direct and indirect jobs
created or supported

> 950,000

> 100

Return of natural capital Return of financial capital
Hectares under improved regenerative/restoration management

12,000

Business cases identified or set up by landscape partners

3
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What happened in 2020?
Despite COVID-19, WOA successfully pivoted its
Dirty Clean Food offer from restaurants and food
service to an online platform for home delivery.
New products were added, including West Australia’s very first regenerative oat milk. In 2020, WOA
also agreed with Curtin University to develop a new
lupin-based protein that can be used to create
alternative meat, dairy, beverage and convenience
food products.
Throughout 2020, WOA’s board and team focused
on pivoting the business model to remove blockages to expand the regenerative food and agriculture sector in Western Australia. By 31 December
2020, Wide Open Agriculture had recorded its sixth
consecutive quarter of revenue growth and successfully raised A$12 million to invest in its growth
strategy.
The Aboriginal-led ‘Danjoo Koorliny Walking Together towards 2029 and beyond Social Impact
Project’ continued to grow with the second Danjoo
Koorliny Social Impact Festival held in August. The
Danjoo Koorliny Caring for Country Lab continued
in 2020 with two global symposiums and an
on-country meeting with senior government
leaders about cultural burning, a water symposium
with the Department of Water and Environmental
Regulation, policy co-design workshops and
panels with senior government leaders, and a WA
Commonland partners meeting. Other significant
events included the Full Moon celebration and
Song and the Noongar Summit. The Danjoo Koorliny Elders also participated in several panels and
discussions with the Western Australian Government’s senior leaders, placing cultural leadership
alongside political leadership.

Late 2020, Regenfarming.news was acquired by the
newly established Carbon Farming Foundation
(CFF). Commonland will continue to support Regenfarming.news under the CFF umbrella.

New partnerships
In addition to deepening and consolidating our
relationships with existing partners in 2020, we also
established new partnerships to deliver the 4 Returns in the long term in Western Australia.
We joined forces with the Noongar Land Enterprise
Group (NLE), a leading Aboriginal grower group, to
develop commercially viable, land-based businesses. The NLE aims to (re)connect members and the
wider community to Noongar country and language and protect and nurture the country for future
generations. By sharing their knowledge of the land,
Noongar people and the NLE can shape business
aspirations such as cultural tourism and bush
foods. Together with the COmON Foundation, Commonland supported the NLE in purchasing a tree
nursery in late 2020, with forward orders of more
than 1 million native, diverse seedlings secured by 31
December 2020. The nursery has been renamed
Boola Boornap, which means “Place of many trees”
in the Noongar language.
In 2020, we also established a relationship between
Impact Seed and Commonland to support the
development of impact investment opportunities
related to, among others, regenerative agriculture
and Aboriginal-owned businesses in Western Australia.

Danjoo Koorliny’s leaders at a public sector leadership council panel
session on policy co-design in the public sector.

Credits: Noongar Land Enterprise Group

Credit: Danjoo Koorliny Social Impact Project

RegenWA, administered by Perth NRM, continued to
facilitate farmer-to-farmer knowledge exchanges
with more than 230 participants attending on-farm
events while the RegenWA’s membership base
reached almost 1,000. The Natural Capital Accoun-

ting pilot led by Perth NRM developed five geographically dispersed case studies showcasing
on-farm practices that build natural capital with
funding now secured for scaling up this initiative.
The Regional Regeneration Alliance strengthened
its relationship with Murdoch University. It co-developed a pilot project, ‘Inland Algae production in the
Wheatbelt’ - which looks to address salinity issues
by producing high-value products for the nutraceutical industry.

Boola Boornap tree nursery.
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Aboriginal-led social impact festival
In August 2020 (the Aboriginal season of Djilba), the
second Danjoo Koorliny Social Impact Festival to
celebrate community cohesion, share cultural
knowledge and inspire cultural strength, took place.
This annual event brings Abriginal and non-Aboriginal people together to see what has shifted in the
last year and set our focus for the year(s) ahead.

“Aboriginal people have had a blueprint for environmental, cultural and social harmony for over 60,000
years. And this is something that can help not just
Aboriginal people, but everyone.”
- Richard Walley, Noongar Elder and co-leader Danjoo Koorliny
Walking Together Project.

Visual scribing from the 2020 Danjoo Koorliny Social Impact Festival
by Zoe Street and Sharon Clifford.

Credits: Danjoo Koorliny
Social Impact Project

Credits: Danjoo Koorliny
Social Impact Project

Designed and led by Aboriginal Elders and leaders,
this project and festival work on large-scale,
long-term system change. The two-day festival
summit hosted keynote lectures, workshops, panel
presentations and yarning circles, showing positive
change in several social areas and co-discovering
the most important steps for moving forward.

The project helps us all walk together towards 2029
(200 years of colonisation in Perth) and beyond be it on Noongar country, throughout Western Australia, nationally, or around the world. The festival is
hosted by the Centre for Social Impact at the
University of Western Australia, in partnership with
Commonland and various other organisations.

Aboriginal-led Meeka Moorart Full Moon ceremonies bringing Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people together to care for Boodja.

OatUp: the world’s first carbon-neutral plant-based milk
In December 2020, Western Australia’s first regenerative, carbon-neutral oat milk had completed its
one calendar year journey from concept to launch.
OatUp milk was stocked in more than 40 retailers’
supermarkets and cafes across Western Australia
and is available through Dirty Clean Food. This
online platform by Wide Open Agriculture (WOA)
connects consumers directly to farmers, and is a
driver of regenerative agriculture in the combined
zone.

Managing Director Ben Cole said, “Launching our
first packaged product into the A$2.8bn plant-based milk category is an immense step forward for
WOA. OatUp will offer a new pathway for WOA’s
regenerative oat growers to reach conscious food
consumers in Australia and Asia.”

Credits: WOA

OatUp is a great example of the commercial potential of WOA’s plant-based protein business:
• The first milk made from Western Australian oats
grown by farmers committed to healing the landscape through regenerative farming practices.
• Praised by consumers for its taste, foaming capacity, and environmental credentials.
• Certified as carbon neutral: the Australian government-backed initiative for climate action.
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Credits: Wij.land / Commonland

5.4 The Netherlands

Aerial view of the Dutch Peat Meadows.

Landscape partners: Wij.land, Natuurmonumenten

Landscape: Western Peat Meadows, the Netherlands
Total area (ha): 125,000

Stakeholders: 400 (farmers, association members,

businesses and other stakeholders)

Business cases identified or set up: 7
Active since: 2016/2017

In the Western Peat Meadows of The Netherlands,
intensified farming and systemic drainage have
decreased biodiversity. At the same time, farmers
struggle to earn an income from (small scale)
family farms. Wij.land promotes a healthy and resilient landscape that balances agriculture, nature
and people. With a network of farmers, nature
organisations, companies, and citizens, Wij.land
inspires, facilitates, and accelerates the transition
to a 4 Returns landscape. One in which farmers
care for soil and nature; healthy, local food is produced, and major challenges, such as reducing
nitrogen and greenhouse gas emissions, are
addressed. Wij.land’s work focuses on three components: sustainable farming, sustainable income,
and community & inspiration.

Credits: Wij.land / Commonland

Mission in the landscape

Grassland in the Western Peat Meadows, The Netherlands.
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What happened in 2020?
committed to a natural, healthy and waste-free
meat sector.
To accelerate the transition towards more nature-inclusive farming and help as many farmers as
possible to farm regeneratively, Wij.land, Stichting
BD Grondbeheer Foundation, Herenboeren Foundation, and Triodos Regenerative Money Center established “Aardpeer - together for land”. This new
initiative aims to connect farmers and citizens and
return a healthy balance to soil and biodiversity.

Credits: Wij.land

Before 2020, Wij.land experimented together with
more than 95 farmers in 130+ pilots, directly
impacting over 700 ha. Pilots and - currently online-learning events include the engaging soil biodiversity programme and herb-rich grasslands, next
to, for example, rotational/strip grazing and improved manure management. As such, Wij.land helps
farms make the full transition towards becoming
regenerative.

Farmers Van Schie (left) and Jansen (right) inspecting the soils of
their pastures.

In the Sustainable Income programme, Wij.land
works at various levels: farm level, including the
farmer’s business case, product chain level (e.g.
dairy, tea, beef) and its relationship with the consumer, and the level of (ecosystem) services and
financial instruments (i.e. fund for land purchases:
‘Aardpeer’). In 2020, Wij.land started to explore the
possibility of financially valuing farmers’ contributions to reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
and prepared a carbon credits pilot for 2021.
At the product chain level, Commonland and
Wij.land teamed up with Wilder Land, creating a
more biodiverse landscape and diversifying
farmer’s incomes through herbal tea production.
Wij.land also started collaborating with Grutto.com,

Aardpeer‘s website launched in 2020. On 31 December, the Dutch Authority for the Financial Markets
(AFM) approved the prospectus to place EUR 15
million worth of bonds, allowing for the purchase of
farmlands to be leased to regenerative farmers at a
fair price.
Since Wij.land believes a healthy landscape is
co-created by all the people in the landscape,
Wij.land, in 2020, developed an art cycle route and
organised the first Wij.land festival. These initiatives
demonstrate how we can work together to restore
degraded soils, promote biodiversity and create
resilient and sustainable agriculture and food
systems.
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2020 milestones

Return of inspiration

Return of social capital

People exposed to the
opportunity of 4
Returns landscape
restoration

Direct and indirect jobs
created or supported

> 950,000

Return of natural capital Return of financial capital
Hectares under improved regenerative/restoration management

> 100

Business cases identified or set up by landscape partners

900

7

Increasing plant diversity through active seeding
The Netherlands' bright green dairy farming pastures used to be rich in plant diversity, especially
a variety of meadow herb species, which improve
soil health and structure, improve animal health,
increase biodiversity and provide a home for
insects and meadow birds. Due to changes in
grassland management favouring intensive
fertilisation and high yields, herb-rich grassland
has become rare.

“The cows love it. They run towards it. They even eat
the flowering herbs and the young thistles. I really
did not expect that!”
- a farmer from Weesp.

In 2020, the original nine pioneer farmers were
joined by another 12. Together they sowed a
variety of herb species on 100 hectares of grassland. Besides greatly improving biodiversity, pastures have become healthier - with better rooting
and fewer open spaces, less vulnerable to dry
and wet periods, and providing healthier cow
feed. All lessons learnt will be gathered in a handbook on herbal grasslands.

Credits: Ben Verkleij

Although herb-rich grasslands have been used
for centuries, a modern production system and
peat soil require a different way of working. That is
why Wij.land, together with farmers and experts,
pilots the creation of plant-diverse, healthy and
resilient pastures in The Netherlands.

Tractor seeding herbs in grassland.

32

5.5 Restoring landscapes in partnerships

Credits: Els Remijn - IKEA Foundation

5.5.1 India

Baiga tribe women in the tropical moist deciduous forests of Chhattisgarh, Central India gathering fruits.

Landscape partners: Samerth Charitable Trust, The

Nature Conservancy India, IKEA Foundation, United
Designers, Global Business Inroads - India

Landscape: Kabirdham and Durg districts,
Chhattisgarh, India

Total area (ha): 444,750 ha (district) and 6,450 ha
(pilot project area)

Stakeholders: tribal communities (farmers,
association members), businesses and
governmental institutions

Active since: 2019

In Chhattisgarh, India, monoculture practices and
unsustainable commercial activities, such as tree
cutting, cause ecological degradation. Introducing
agroforestry for smallholder farmers and indigenous people offers an opportunity to regenerate
soil, protect the existing forest, retain water, and
improve biodiversity in the area. At the same time,
better yields result in higher income and food security for local communities.

Funded by the IKEA Foundation, Commonland
works with The Nature Conservancy in India,
Samerth Charitable Trust, and the local government. In ten villages in Kabirdham and other
districts in Chhattisgarh, agroforestry is catalysed
at scale. Here, natural forest regeneration and
long-term sustainable commercial supply of smallholders’ and large-scale farmers’ agroforest products are addressed.
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What happened in 2020?
Despite temporary lockdowns and massive migration to rural areas due to COVID-19, the Samerth
team continued to travel to the landscape to build
relationships with local government stakeholders
and to train field staff and community mobilisers in
the 4 Returns Framework. With a little creativity,
working remotely and supporting partners in the
field online worked out well. We resorted to detailed
satellite imagery for landscape analysis, online
team building and active collaboration in project
team working groups. We even participated in a
virtual trade mission of the Dutch Netherlands
Enterprise Agency and its Indian counterpart.
However, we can not deny that the pandemic in
India has resulted in delays in implementation. Via
continued monitoring of the situation on the ground
we seek adaptive management processes while
discussing next steps with TNC, Samerth and the
IKEA Foundation.
After elaborate scoping, Kabirdham and Durg
district in Chattisgarh state were selected to start
the project in January 2020. Non-timber forest products and fruit trees were identified as potential
business cases to provide additional income to the
communities. Training to build local organisations
of women and farmers with strong leadership has
started, which will enhance sustainable enterprises
and market linkages. The first interventions were

implemented: distribution of 25,000 fruit trees and
bamboo plants in just one month.
In India, tribal communities are entitled to manage
forest resources on designated pieces of land.
Samerth has helped these communities to acquire
title documents, map official land boundaries, and
facilitated meetings with government officials from
the Forest Department and District Administration.
Samerth also continued building relationships
between tribal communities and local government
institutes. For example, they organised an online
roundtable with government officials and partners,
who gave broad support and acknowledged replication potential. In the meantime, together with our
local partners the consortium identified and engaged local and international stakeholders from all
sectors to grow the network and support implementing the 4 Returns Framework in the India
landscape.
As part of the project’s ongoing monitoring,
Commonland and the IKEA Foundation agreed to
create a documentary series for monitoring and
learning purposes. The first episode was produced
in 2020, and will be ready early 2021. The IKEA
catalogue 2021 also showcases the project. The
journey in the forested hills of Kabirdham, home to
the tribal communities, can be followed virtually.

Funding cattle-proof trenches in Newrolata in COVID-19 times
Stray cattle can set back years of vegetation
growth. To keep grazing livestock off newly reforested areas, 60 community members in Newrolata
village dug cattle-proof trenches under the national Employment Guarantee Scheme. An employment programme of the Indian government and
provides minimum wage for labour in public works
or projects of common interest.

Credit: Karishma Vohra

Eventually, bamboo will create a living fence to protect revegetated community forests while providing material for local artisans and entrepreneurs
to create an income.

Constructing cattle proof trenches.
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Credits: Osse Manuel Recule, Haiti Red Cross

5.5.2 Haiti

Community members planting grass strips as an erosion control
measure.

Landscape partners: The Dutch Red Cross, The
Haitian Red Cross, LEOS, BioService, United Designers
Landscape: La Vallèe de Jacmel, Haiti
Total area (ha): 100,000

Stakeholders: direct 100, indirect 14,000 (farmers,
association members, businesses and other
stakeholders)
Active since: 2019

Haiti started 2020 in deep crisis with tension and
political unrest due to the collapse of the PetroCaribe programme, which put a strain on the Haitian
population. In August, hurricane Laura hit, causing
landslides and flooding and damaging the infrastructure. Sadly, Laura took the lives of 32 people,
including 16 in the southeast where Commonland
and its partners work. Hurricane Laura also caused
significant agricultural losses in several communities, which worsened the already precarious food
production. With anomalies typical of severe to
extreme events, 2020 was one of the driest years.
On top of all of this, COVID-19 arrived.
Nevertheless, these setbacks have strengthened
our belief in restoring and supporting these lands
and their communities to adapt to future climate.challenges and mitigate natural disasters’ risks.
The area of La Vallée de Jacmel faces severe soil
erosion worsened by its mountainous nature. Throughout the watershed, tree cutting created space for
agriculture, even on unsuitable hillsides, which lead
to a higher risk of landslides in periods of heavy rain.

Improving water retention capacity is crucial as this
watershed provides water to several big cities
downstream and the Bassin Bleu, a natural, high
cultural and ecological value area.
Via a consortium of partners brought together by
the Netherlands and Haitian Red Cross, BioService,
United Designers and Grounded, Commonland
supports the co-creation of landscape strategies
and partnerships needed to regenerate the islands’
natural infrastructure. This started in the southeastern, degraded, and mountainous region of La
Vallée de Jacmel. Through the 4 Returns 4 Resilience (4R4R) approach, combining the preventive
approach of the Red Cross with the 4 Returns
methodology, the consortium of partners works on:
• Healthy landscapes: through creating a shared
vision, sustainable land restoration and management practices, supported by local policies.
• Resilient communities: sustainable farming practices, access to clean water services, and disaster
preparedness.
• Economically empowered people: new sources of
income, support for entrepreneurship and creation
of value chains.
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What happened in 2020?
In 2020, the first visioning process for La Vallée de
Jacmel kicked off. Unfortunately, the weeklong
co-initiation workshop on the ground with partners
was moved to the Dominican Republic due to political unrest in Haiti.
One hundred ‘ambassador’ farmers were selected
in strategic areas for piloting demonstration farms.
Together with partners, we identified and introduced new techniques to work on healthy landscapes.
In 2021, the design of the demo farms and their
surrounding areas will be completed. Also, while the
first interventions took off in La Vallée de Jacmel,
the consortium started to scout for opportunities to
replicate and upscale the 4R4R approach in 3 more
landscapes on the island.
As a true joint effort, community members worked
together on reforestation and soil conservation
interventions. Besides planting 11,638 trees, they
created biological structures for soil conservation,
such as grass strips on contour lines, along 4,175
linear meters. These structures improve water infiltration in the soil and groundwater levels and
reduce erosion by the downhill flow of water during
heavy rainfall, benefiting regenerative agriculture.

Credits: Simon Quesseveur,
Netherlands Red Cross

Example of the Bassin Bleu watershed, showing the 3 zones.

A young apprentice participates in planting the first batch of seedlings from the Centre of Excellence.

To support local communities’ farmers and economic leadership, Commonland and Grounded
supported their local partner BioService in establishing and developing the business model for
BioService itself and its Center of Excellence (CE).
This Center, which will be operated as part of
BioService’s model, aims to provide local farmers
and entrepreneurs with agri-business services and
agricultural R&D services. In 2020, the CE constructed two nurseries with a capacity for 41,000 seedlings, an apiary with 24 beehives, and is planning to
acquire bee colonies and produce honey in 2021.
Together with community-based organisations,
BioService is currently identifying and exploring
opportunities to produce several value chains,
among which essential oils.

4 Returns 4 Resilience Philippines
Early 2020, the 4 Returns 4 Resilience approach
would be replicated in the Philippines - one of the
world’s most natural hazard-prone countries. This
project, a collaboration between Green Releaf Philippines, The Netherlands Red Cross and Commonland,
was the first among the landscapes to suffer from
the COVID-19 pandemic. The field trip was cancelled as early as February 2020. We conducted a
preliminary analysis online, and Commonland
partnered with Green Releaf to work on another
project, developing a regenerative food ecosystems lab for the Philippines (see 4.1).

“Commonland’s added value is its long-term
approach. Communicative, logical, easy to explain
and of good quality. The approach also comes with
a good network of local partners. Commonland
could focus more on training and sharing tangible
stories of their approach - since there are so many
to tell.”
- Liselotte de Koning, Director Princess Margriet Fund at The Dutch Red
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Zambia
Credits: Simalaha Community Conservancy

5.5.3

Household distribution in Magumwi.

Landscape partners: The Peace Parks Foundation
(PPF), the Simalaha Community Conservancy
(SCC), and The African Stove Company (TASC)
Landscape: Simahala, Zambia
Total area (ha): 200,000
Active Since: 2018

Due to deforestation and land degradation,
Zambia ranks among the world’s highest greenhouse gas emitters. The use of charcoal, rampant
logging, the expansion of small-scale farming and
open-fire cooking all contribute to this problem. A
cookstove programme significantly reduces local
deforestation for cooking purposes, lowers indoor
pollution, boosts health and air quality in households, and reduces greenhouse gas emissions.
In partnership with Peace Parks Foundation (PPF)
and the Simahala Community Conservancy (SCC),

and supported by The African Stove Company
(TASC), Commonland developed ‘Trees to the
People’. This carbon credits programme inspires
people to move from traditional open-fire cooking
to clean and energy-efficient cookstoves in
domestic households and communities in the
Simalaha Community Conservancy, Zambia. The
cookstoves also produce carbon credits for the
community. After the sale of carbon credits, part of
the proceeds is allocated to the trust to finance
(restoration and community) projects selected by
the local communities.
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What happened in 2020?

The use of cookstoves provides social, natural &
financial capital to communities, giving them hope
and a sense of purpose for happier and healthier
families, a cleaner environment and a thriving
ecosystem.

Credits: Simalaha Community Conservancy

The partnership has created a model to optimise
the number of carbon credits produced per stove.
These are monitored by trained field workers, creating jobs in a region marked by high unemployment. In the course of 2020, the Cookstove project
has generated 40 jobs for local people as well as
investments in the local economy to support the

project operationalization. More cookstoves means
more carbon credits to fund more community projects. Building on the success of the cookstoves
project we are rolling out reforestation and education activities.

Cookstove distributors in Sibbulo with bicycles loaded with cookstoves.

Credits: Simalaha Community Conservancy

By the end of December 2020, over 5,000 cookstoves were distributed. Eventually, the programme
aims to distribute 10,000 free cookstoves among
Simahala households by mid-2021.

Community engagement in Luponjani village.
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6 Commonland organisation
6.1 People & culture
The team kicked off 2020 by opening our new
Kraanspoor 26 office by our founding patron
Wijnand Pon and our ambassador John D. Liu.
Sadly, we could enjoy it only for a few weeks, until
the start of the first lockdown in mid-March. Adaptations to COVID-proof the office space included
the removing and separating of furniture and walking routes, implementing the Bee-safe app to
regulate access and occupancy, and a COVID
policy with guidelines on home office set-up and
reopening our office.
Our rapidly growing organisation also impacted the
way we work together. In a phase that requires us to
connect and embed knowledge exchange, we
focused on improving internal communication and
organised structural (digital) events.

As a result of our 2040 strategy, we agreed to terminate Commonland Ltd (Commonland BV). Earlier,
our strategy director and director of Commonland
BV, Michiel de Man, decided to take the next step.
Michiel has been part of Commonland almost from
the start and contributed to many critical achievements, such as building the Spanish landscape
partnership Alvelal. We are thankful for his enormous commitment and wish him all the best!
Director of Commonland BV Caroline van Tilborg is
now continuing her work in the carbon finance
world. We thank her for her valuable support as part
of our team, and we will continue to be in touch as
our pathways will cross.

We also introduced the Baarda model, including job
descriptions categorised in the salary house and
implemented personal development processes,
digital contract management, and archiving to
ensure that Commonland is ready for 2021 and
beyond.

November 2014: the Theory U process in Spain with Michiel de Man
and Astrid Vargas. 2 driving forces behind Alvelal’s development in
the Altiplano, Spain.

Total workforce
2020

Employees

Permanent
contracts

Temporary
contracts

Independent
contractors
2020
New colleagues
2020
Colleagues
who

left
New colleagues

Commonland
Foundation

Commonland
B.V.

15

1

12

1

1

0
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Commonland
Foundation

11
Commonland

Foundation
2
11

2

Italy
Belgium

Male
Female

60+
21-30
31-40

41-50
51-60

Commonland
B.V.

0
Commonland
B.V.
2
0

2
2
We are aiming to become
a more international
and
diverse organisation. On 31 December 2020, our
team included the nationalities:

The Netherlands
New Zealand

Division by age group

Division by gender

Great Brittain
Spain

Age division in percentage by gender
13-20
21-30
31-40
41-50
51-60
60+
0

Male
Female
Unknown

20

40

60

80

100
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Meet the team

Our values

At Commonland, we share a common goal: to
make long-lasting, systemic change in holistic
landscape management and restoration. Our
international team consists of scientists, conservationists, farmers, facilitators, ambassadors and
thinkers, with experience in a.o., ecology, agriculture, human rights, and business. With this dedicated
group of people, we work in partnerships that contribute to landscapes where the economy and ecology can thrive.

In 2019, we started to refresh and co-create our
organisation values. In 2020, we set up a culture
club: organising sessions on implementing and
embedding our company values in our work culture. Our core values are:
• We empower each other: We take care of each
other and our partners by enhancing potential,
embracing diversity, and valuing performance.
• We are honest and compassionate: We treat each
other and our partners with respect, openness, and
curiosity.
• We put words into action: We achieve our goals
together by being a reliable partner.

“I love working at Commonland because of
our green mission and our contribution to
make the world a greener place. Also, Commonland is an open-minded organisation
with passionate and inspiring people: my
colleagues.”
- Anouk Breukers, HR Manager.

“I like the combination of working with local
communities, restoring landscapes and
building resilient livelihoods. It is rewarding
and unique.“
- Harma Rademaker, Landscape Manager.
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6.2 Governance
Members of the board

Advisory Council

Mr B.M.A. Jankovich – Chair
Ms L.E.M. Vet - Vice Chair
Mr J.H.W. Loudon - Secretary, executive board
member
Mr G.L.M. Van Hengstum - Treasurer
Mr M.J. Heineman - General member
Ms Stephanie Lohmann - General member (from 13
December)
Ms C. Van Asselt - Advisor to the board

The international Advisory Council acts as our
knowledge centre. Members are asked to join
based on their expertise, long standing commitment and personal experience with system
change. Members are frequently asked to give their
individual advice on technical and political issues.
In 2020, we said farewell to Mrs Pauline van der Meer
Mohr (former Chair of the Erasmus University). We
thank her for her support to Commonland from the
start.

Founding Patron: Mr W. Pon
Ambassador: Mr John D. Liu

Leadership
Commonland is led by Willem Ferwerda (CEO and
founder) and Jeroen Voorhuis (COO), and a management team consisting of Jim Mackintosh, Director Landscapes Development & Support, Simon
Moolenaar, Director Knowledge, Education & Innovation and Anne Thidemann, Director Development
& Communications.
In 2020, we said goodbye to Caroline van Tilborg
(Sept. 2020) and Michiel de Man (April 2020), Directors Commonland BV.
“Most nature organisations want to restore and
preserve nature exclusively. Commonland restores
the economic carrier and quality of life aspect in
this way of thinking, which could bring back the
balance between humans and nature.”
- Prof. Dr. Herman Wijffels, Professor of Sustainability at Utrecht University; former CEO at Rabobank, former Chair of the Social Economic Council Dutch Government and former Director of the World Bank; member of
the Advisory Board of Commonland.

Advisory Council members:
Mr. Zamba Batjargal
Prof. Dr. Michael Braungart
Mr. John Burton
Mr. Jesus Casas Grande
Mr. Luc Gnacadja
Mr. Mike Jansen
Mr. Nanno Kleiterp
Mr. Geoff Lawton
Mrs. Jane Madgwick
Dr. Mantang Cai
Dr. Charles Massy
Mr. K.H. Moon
Mrs. Meiny Prins
Mr. Robert Reibestein
Mr. Herman Rosa Chávez
Prof. Dr. Rui Li
Dr. Sara Scherr
Mr. Wouter-Jan Schouten
Mr. Mehmet Serdar Sarýgül
Mr. Pavan Sukhdev
Dr. Pita Verweij
Dr. Daniel Wahl
Mr. Jonny Wates
Prof. Dr. Herman Wijffels

Commonland’s team meeting with the Danjoo Koorliny elders in
Western Australia.
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6.3 A message from John D. Liu, ambassador
Commonland
It is a great pleasure to write to you again and share
a little of the amazing developments over the last
year. What an extraordinary year it was. The year
started well at the SEKEM community and company
in Egypt with the film I made for them. After opening
the new office of Commonland in March, I went to
the United States. Due to COVID-19 measures, I
could not reach my home in China or leave the
United States. Avoiding COVID seemed like a good
idea, so for five months, I lived in California in a tent
on the side of a volcano and spent more time with
bears, deer, eagles, hawks, and hummingbirds than
with people.

When the fire season arrived with a vengeance, we
were evacuated from Ecosystem Restoration Camp
Hotlum. It was then that I learned how many people
are homeless and suffering in California. This led
me to work with many others to create a method for
the homeless and the unemployed to join reforestation and regenerative agriculture camps in California and join in efforts to learn and share indigenous wisdom about fire ecology and forest tending.
2020 was a good year for collaborations in various
kinds of media. Commonland's work and the Loess
Plateau's story was featured in Judith Schwartz's
wonderful book "The Reindeer Chronicles". The Netflix film "Kiss the Ground" and the U.S. Public Broadcast System film "The Age of Nature - Awakening"
also told the Loess Plateau's story and were broadcasted and streamed in 2020, reaching audiences
worldwide.

Online activity blossomed as well. “The Great Work
of Our Time” online event reached over 10,000
viewers and highlighted the importance of ecosystem restoration. Willem Ferwerda, Jane Goodall,
Paul Stamets, and many other friends and colleagues worldwide joined.
The Ecosystem Restoration Camps Movement continued to grow in 2020 to over 35 camps and is on
track to nearly double in 2021. New collaborations
with the Burning Man Project, The Buckminster Fuller
Institute, The Permaculture Institute of Tanzania,
The Jane Goodall Institute and many more show
how participatory collaboration can bring us together.
2020 was a challenging year, but the call of service
to life also brought joy and gratitude, illuminating a
flourishing regenerative path personally and
collectively that will keep us all busy and fulfilled for
the rest of our lives.
– John D. Liu
Ecosystem Ambassador Commonland Foundation
Founder Ecosystem Restoration Camps Foundation

John D. Liu with Helmy Abouleish, CEO of SEKEM (Egypt).

42

7 Finance
Balance sheet as at 31 December 2020
(after result appropriation)
ASSETS
Fixed assets

31 December 2020

31 December 2019

Tangible fixed assets
Other fixed operating assets

268.982

78.969

Financial fixed assets
Participations

207.400

207.400

Investments

420.364

368.707
627.764

576.107

Current assets
Receivables
Current accounts participating
interests

139.064

359.682

Other receivables

758.139

586.438
897.203

946.120

Cash and cash equivalents

4.311.845

3.457.140

Total assets

6.105.794

5.058.336

LIABILITIES

31 December 2020

31 December
2019

Reserve and Funds
Continuity reserve
Earmarked reserves
Earmarked funds

1.500.000

1.250.000

692.024

97.093

2.312.328

1.902.923
3.250.016

4.504.352

Current liabilities
Accounts payable

117.415

237.003

Grants received in advance

1.309.865

1.394.784

Taxes and premiums social
insurance

79.529

40.665

Other liabilities

94.633

135.868
1.601.442

Total liabilities

6.105.794

1.808.320
5.058.336
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Statement of income and expenditures
2020

2019

INCOME
Income governments

0

50.000

Income grants and donations

5.908.389

5.852.882

Income lottery organizations

1.267.000

1.330.855

66.055

150.743

Other income

7.241.444

7.384.480

EXPENDITURES
Expenditures on objectives

2.884.006

2.927.684

Wages and salaries

1.308.900

1.016.215

Social security charges

189.370

144.285

Pension charges

187.321

142.482

Other personnel costs

383.210

272.451

73.466

32.905

630.057

606.116

Depreciation
Other expenditures

5.656.330

5.142.137

1.585.114

2.242.34 3

Result before financial income and
expenditures
FINANCIAL INCOME AND EXPENDITURES
Impairment of financial fixed and
current
assets

-141.061

-992.954

Interest and similar expenditures

-189.717

-87.758

BALANCE OF INCOME AND EXPENDITURES

-330.778

-1.080.712

1.254.336

1.161.631

Allocation

*

Earmarked reserves:
Tangible fixed assets
4 Returns Academy
Strategy purposes

-10.683

-29.441

5.614

45.288

600.000

0

594.931
*

Earmarked funds:
Doen Foundation
COmOn Foundation
4 Returns Facility Fund

*

15.847

0

-150.830

840.242

569.483

-430.837

-522.869

409.405

-104.216

250.000

1.250.000

1.254.336

1.161.631

Other reserves:
Continuity reserve

Total
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Commonland started its operations on 27 March
2013. On 31 January 2014, the Ecosystem Return
Foundation was formally established to restore
degraded ecosystems globally. In September 2014,
its name was changed to Commonland Foundation (hereafter: Commonland).
Grants and subsidies financially support Commonland, and its revenues are raised from mission-related
advisory activities to third parties. In 2019, the
COmON Foundation expanded her donation into a
multi-year agreement to cover structural and
development costs. COmON and Commonland
have signed a contract that will last four years
through 2022. After an evaluation process in 2021,
the contract is extended by another three years.
Commonland is a beneficiary of the Dutch Nationale Postcode Loterij (NPL), whose grants have covered development costs, and largely contributed to
an extra project in South Africa. In 2019, the NPL
significantly increased its donations to Commonland. In February 2021, the agreement was extended
by five years.
Commonland continued to develop 4 Returns
landscape restoration projects and executed several assignments to advise the development of 4
Returns type of landscape restoration projects by
third parties. Besides straight grant funding or
in-kind support to projects, part of the support to
these projects has been structured as an equity
investment or soft loan.
In 2017, Commonland’s management adopted a
policy of making a provision against the book value
of project loans made to partner organisations
after recognising the typical uncertainties of
start-ups. This policy applies to all (future) project
loan agreements, including an individual assessment of the valuation at the end of each book year.
In 2019, the management’s best estimate per 31
December was a 50% provision of the project loans
made to La Almendrehesa and Wide Open Agriculture and a 100% provision of the project loan to
Baviaanskloof Development Company.

In the past years, Commonland has provided financial support to its landscape partners via various
means. In addition to direct grants and cost reimbursements, Commonland has taken equity positions and provided loans to certain partners. Equity
investments and loans have been made following a
professional investment process (due diligence, an
internal investment committee, board approval
where necessary). The loan terms (duration,
amounts, interest rates) differ between the organisations. They have been agreed based on each
organisation’s needs, including Commonland’s and
the respective landscapes when the loan agreements were executed. While these key objectives
have largely been met, it is also recognised that
holding equity participations may not be consistent
with the current strategic direction of Commonland
and may impact upon the Foundation’s risk profile
(in particular Commonland’s ANBI status).
Consequently, the following has been agreed,
which we believe will still deliver on the relevant
objectives above while minimising the risks to the
Commonland Foundation:
• No new direct equity participations will be considered by Commonland Foundation;
• Existing equity participations will be maintained;
• Current and potentially future loan arrangements
between Commonland and its partners will be simplified and harmonised.
The Board and Management Team are looking into
different scenarios of future activities for Commonland B.V.
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8 Word of Thanks

Thank you!
COmON foundation, IKEA Foundation, Dutch Postcode Lottery, Charlotte de Mevius, Gieskes Strijbis
Foundation, Ecosia, Trees for All. LGT Philantrophy,
our Australian philanthropic partners and investors
in Wide Open Agriculture, Almendrehesa, Habitat,
Boeren van Amstel, Aardpeer, the Dutch Physical
Environment Consultative Council of the Ministry of
Infrastructure and Water Management (OFL), Dutch
Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality,
Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management, Province of North Brabant, Patagonia.
International Union for Conservation of Nature Commission on Ecosystem Management (IUCN
CEM), Presencing Institute, Ashoka, Global Partnership on Forest and Landscape Restoration (GPFLR),
Wageningen University, Erasmus University, Rotterdam School of Management (RSM), Economics of

Land Degradation (ELD) Initiative, World Business
Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD),
United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP), Peace Parks Foundation, Red
Cross, The Nature Conservancy (TNC), the Global
Landscape Forum, Wetlands International, WWF
Landscape Finance Lab and 1T.org (World Economic
Forum).
Everyone at our 4 Returns landscape partners:
Grounded, Living Lands, Baviaanskloof DEVCO, Langkloof Honeybush CO, AlVelAl, La Almendrehesa,
Habitat, Wide Open Agriculture, RegenWA, The
University of Australia’s Centre for Social Impact,
Sustain: the Australian Food Network, The Regional
Regeneration Alliance, Dirty Clean Food, Wij.land,
the Dutch Society for Nature Conservation (Natuurmonumenten), members of For Tomorrow's Harvest, Samerth, Foundation for Ecological Security
and TNC (India), Basecamp Explorer Foundation
(BEF) and the Maasai Mara Wildlife Conservancies
Association (MMWCA), The Peace Parks Foundation
(PPF) and the Simalaha Community Conservancy
(SCC), LEOS (Haiti), Netherlands and Philippines Red
Cross, Green Releaf (Philippines).
We are proud to be partner of the 1000 Landscapes
for a Billion People initiative and thank our
core-partners for their trust and commitment: Eco
Agriculture Partners, Rainforest Alliance, Conservation International, United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), WWF Landscape Finance Lab
and Tech Matters.

Credit: Samerth Charitable Trust

COVID-19 has dominated our world and our partnerships in 2020. But not one of our funders nor
partners has let us down. On the contrary: cornerstone funders such as the COmON Foundation, the
IKEA Foundation, and the Dutch Postcode Lottery
have approached us pro-actively and confirmed
their support. As have we – after all, we are in this
for the long run. We need each other as we cannot
do this alone. The challenges and the teamwork of
our partners, funders, and colleagues gave us the
strength to go forward and even accelerate. We
deeply appreciate your support and involvement.

Samerth distributed saplings for home gardens in the communities.
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