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ABSTRACT

Integrated land and resource planning is critical for achieving global sustainability goals, yet a persistent chasm
separates policy ambition from on-the-ground outcomes. The review article undertakes a comparative evaluation across
the world to diagnose the systemic gaps of the policy that is leading to this implementation failure. We come up with a
general typology of 5 categories of gaps that are interconnected: spatial-temporal mismatches, institutional fragmentation,
the knowledge-action divide, lack of equity and justice, and broken monitoring and feedback loops. In a comparative
study of the High-Income Countries, Rapidly Developing Economies, and Low-Income Countries, we show how these
universal gaps are reflected in specific contextual syndromes, which are defined by the political economy, state capacity, and
global integration. As can be seen in the analysis, these failures are not stand-alone but exist in a vicious, self-perpetuating
cycle that is based on power asymmetries, institutional path dependency, and scale mismatches. In order to break this
cycle, we suggest a revolutionary structure of action, which is structured around integration, adaptive management, and
justice. The framework identifies the specific operation strategies, such as developing meta-governance formations and
establishing community tenure to implement participatory monitoring, and aligning a multi-scale agenda. We infer that
the implementation gap must be bridged by going beyond technical solutions to ensure a virtuous circle of legitimate
learning-oriented governance that can address the complexity of socio-ecological conditions of the Anthropocene.
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1. Introduction

Since the early 2000s, land and resource governance
has unfolded under tightening and often contradictory pres-
sures: intensified global supply chains and commodity fron-
tiers on one hand, and rising contestation over globalisation,
sovereignty, and distributional fairness on the other!!!. Recur-
rent shocks, including the global financial crisis, commodity
super-cycles and reversals, pandemic-era disruptions, and
inflationary episodes, have compressed political attention
spans and shifted enforcement and investment priorities to-
ward immediate economic and social stabilization. As a
result, land-use plans are commonly asked to deliver long-
horizon ecological objectives under short-horizon political
and fiscal constraints!?].

These short-run conditions interact with institutional
capacity and power asymmetries to shape what this paper
calls policy gaps: structural disconnections between intent
and outcome. In boom periods, the opportunity costs of
restraint rise and regulatory capture can intensify; in bust pe-
riods, fiscal tightening and administrative turnover weaken
monitoring and compliance; in election cycles, symbolic
policy expansions may outpace implementable design .

Human societies are built on land and finite resources
as their basic substrate, but the control over this substrate by
land and resource planning has been one of the most signifi-
cant and yet unanswered problems of our time. During what
today can be called the Anthropocene, the conscious con-
struction of our relationships with the biosphere has ceased
to be a technical project of zoning and has become the major
operational instrument of attaining our most urgent global
desires. The critical nexus is the place in which the limits of
the environment, economic needs, and social equity should
be balanced out in the spatial expression of sustainability
itself. The means to turn general objectives into effective,
consistent, and fair principles of space choices on the ground
is the key to the future of the international commitments on
climate change, biodiversity, food security, and equitable de-
velopment!3). What is failing with this translation, however,

is this. In spite of an unparalleled surge of high-end policies,

complex sustainability frameworks, and national strategies,
there remains an unsolvable gulf between the design of the
will and the measurement of results. The ecosystems are still
degraded, forests are being cut in vital ecosystems, cities are
spreading over prime land, and disputes over resource utiliza-
tion are escalating, even in scenery where detailed schemes
and rules are meant to control the landscape. This overt
and universal shortcoming in implementation is not just evi-
dence of a single set of isolated failures, but a system-wide,
systemic, and systematic set of disconnections in the very
process of policy, a system-wide syndrome of disconnection
between knowledge and action, legislation and practice, and
centralized design and localized consequence*>!,

Such disconnects, which we refer to as policy gaps, are
not just deficits in outcomes. They are the structural malfunc-
tions of the way through which a policy may be conceived
and then crafted into an actual socio-ecological reality. They
do not take the form of mere lack of law, but weaknesses in
the structure of policy designing, the mechanics of its imple-
mentation, and the formative feedback that possibly requires
to adaptation. In order to comprehend this syndrome, it is im-
portant to go beyond monolithic explanations and appreciate
the fact that it is a multidimensional phenomenon. Initially,
policies may be conceived with compromises, as they may be
flawed with gaps in formulation, which create inconsistent
or immeasurable goals, disregard for important ecological
limits, and marginalization of the knowledge and interests
of important stakeholders. Even the most carefully thought-
out policies at that time also face the rugged landscape of
implementation, in which lack of resources, or insufficient
administrative capacity, or simply bureaucratic inertia can
put the foot to the floor and introduce a mismatch between
the rhetoric and the reality®. Basically, these processes
are usually deep-rooted governance discontinuities, or struc-
tural fractures in the institutions per se, including paralyzing
fragmentation amongst the agricultural, environmental, and
urban planning powers, or injurious disjuncture between am-
bitious national strategies and the incentives or capacities of
local governments. What also worsens this landscape is the
long-standing knowledge-action gap, in which the planning
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process is done with insufficient or unavailable information,
the advanced knowledge of indigenous and local people has
been systematically marginalized, and the scientific uncer-
tainty about the future has been responded to with a lack
of action instead of design. Lastly, an evaluation gap may
frequently break the cycle, as without strong, open monitor-
ing and feedback systems, failures go undetected, learning
becomes impossible, and accountability is lost, allowing bad
policies to continue unchecked. Importantly, such gaps do
not work in a vacuum. They engage in a vicious circle of
each other where a flawed policy, as a result of bad knowl-
edge, gets passed to an institution that is poorly formed to
execute, and its subsequent failure is swept under the carpet,
leading to loss of confidence and entrenched inequality. The
net effect is a crisis of legitimacy of the planning institutions,
the further degradation of the natural capital of the planet,
and the intensification of social inequalities as the costs and
benefits of land-use change are redistributed unfairly’-%1.
Although the presence of these gaps is generally ac-
cepted in small-scale case studies, we still know very little
about them; much of the information on the topic is limited
to a particular area or a thematic area, such as conserva-
tion enforcement or participatory forestry. The absence is
an engineered, comparative view which tries to find pat-
terns, drivers, and even remedies in the broad spectrum of
world conditions, not just in the intricate regulatory condi-
tions of the affluent world, but in the capacity-constrained
environments of the global South. This is the perspective
that this review article attempts to give in a global compar-
ative analysis. Its purpose is threefold: first, to establish
an inclusive diagnostic typology that goes beyond anecdote
by providing a systematic structure of what and how these
disconnections occur and interact, and finally, to general-
ize upon the underlying reasons and interrelations that set
up self-reinforcing cycles of policy failure, and based on
such diagnosis, suggest a prospective set of principles and
multi-scale structure on action. To inform this evaluation, the
discussion shall be illustratively based on different examples:
the inability of the European Union (EU) to reconcile high-
level transnational sustainability objectives with the politics
of its member-states. This review attempts to offer a more
integrated and practical framework of systemic drivers and
solutions to scholars, policymakers, and practitioners by sys-

tematically proceeding to a granular diagnosis of gap types,

to a comparative analysis of their global manifestations, and,
ultimately, to a synthesized discussion of systemic drivers
and solutions. The final intention is to play a role in the
crucial task of closing the gap between the idealistic visions
of a sustainable future and the complicated, contradicting,
and breathing reality of the ground[1%-12),

To make the focus explicit, this review addresses three

practical research questions:

*  RQI: How do short-term political-economic conditions
(boom-bust cycles, fiscal space, election incentives, and
commodity shocks) widen or narrow specific policy
gaps in land and resource planning?

*  RQ2: Which combinations of gaps most consistently
produce an enforcement deficit, i.e., policies that exist
on paper without credible monitoring, sanctions, and
feedback?

*  RQ3: Which near-term interventions (1-5 years) can
measurably reduce enforcement deficits while strength-
ening legitimacy, equity, and adaptive learning?

We contribute (i) a diagnostic typology of five recurring
policy gaps and their interactions, (ii) a global comparative
synthesis of contextual “syndromes” in which gaps cluster
differently across high-income, rapidly developing, and low-
income settings, and (iii) a near-term, cycle-aware action
agenda that prioritizes reforms that can be implemented and
tracked within real-world political and budgetary constraints.

The article is a structured review and comparative syn-
thesis. It draws on peer-reviewed and grey literature that
documents land and resource planning outcomes, implemen-
tation barriers, and institutional reforms across diverse gov-
ernance settings. Consistent with the emphasis on current
conditions, illustrative examples and interpretations priori-
tize the post-2000 period, when globalization backlash, in-
tensified commodity pressures, and repeated shocks have
reshaped the operating environment for land-use governance.

For each case or thematic stream, we map observed im-
plementation problems to the policy-gap typology presented
in Section 2 and interpret how short-run drivers (fiscal tight-
ening, political turnover, and market volatility) interact with
institutional structures (fragmentation, tenure systems, and
accountability mechanisms). The purpose is not to provide
causal estimation, but to offer a transparent diagnostic lens
that organizes evidence, clarifies mechanisms, and supports

empirically testable hypotheses and policy design.
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2. A Diagnostic Typology of Policy
Gaps: Disassembling the Machin-
ery of Failure

The enduring inability of land and resource policies
to meet their declared socio-ecological goals is not a single
phenomenon but the result of identified, identifiable, and
in many cases overlapping dysfunctions in the policy cycle.
While these dysfunctions are structurally persistent, their
severity often fluctuates with short-run political-economic
conditions such as fiscal tightening, commodity shocks, and
shifts in governing coalitions. To outgrow the generic di-
agnosis of poor implementation, this part outlines a broad
diagnostic typology, subdividing the machinery of policy
failure into five basic types of gaps. This typology serves as
an analytic scaffold, allowing a methodical investigation of

the ways policy breaks between conception and impact[!112),

2.1. Foundational Disconnects:
Temporal Mismatches

Spatial-

On the most elementary level, one may find a failure of
policies due to the incoherence between their working logic
and the biophysical and socio-economic systems they have to
govern. The spatial mismatches are situations where admin-
istrative or political jurisdiction fails to match the functional
units of the ecological processes. The municipal, provin-
cial, or national boundaries regularly cut across watersheds,
wildlife corridors, airsheds, and interconnected forest ecosys-
tems. Such a jurisdictional dissonance generates distorted
incentives to exploit resources at borders, makes it difficult
to take collective action, and results in the situation of the
tragedy of the commons, where a single governing entity re-
sponsible for the collective resource system has no mandate
or responsibility to manage it as a whole. As an example,
decisions made in an upstream area like pollution or defor-
estation have externalities on downstream populations in a
different administrative area, and no good way to compensate
or coordinate management of these choices!3~13],

At the same time, time incompatibilities also generate
an acute alienation between the governance time scales and
the environmental systems time scales. Political and electoral
cycles have a cycle with a range between 2 and 5 years, with
a focus on short-term economic benefits and visible projects.

The positive effects of sustainable soil management, forest

restoration, or climate change adaptation, in contrast, only
have a decades-long or even a generational payoff. This
shortsighted horizon of planning is an obstacle to long-term
stewardship planning, an incentive towards extractive land
use and immediate revenue-generating uses, and a tendency
to systematically discount ecological and social costs in the
future. Even policies tend to remain very inert and cannot
develop some form of adaptation to the slow-onset nature
of changes in the environment or abrupt climatic disasters,

trapping societies in ill-adaptive processes!'®!7].

2.2. Institutional and Governance Fragmenta-
tion

In addition to these base incompatibilities, the policy
implementation institutional framework is often riddled. The
sectoral silos are a deep-rooted governance disjunction with
ministries of agriculture, water, forestry, mining, energy, and
urban development having independent mandates, budgets,
data systems, and in many cases competing goals. Land-use
planning is turned into a battle of incompatible sectoral inter-
ests instead of a multitasking planning activity of maximizing
a variety of ecosystem services. Agricultural policy, which
encourages irrigation, can literally undercut water resource
plans, and mining concessions can be allowed in legally pro-
tected areas, which shows a disastrous lack of cross-sectoral
coordination['®],

Vertical disintegration, which cuts across governance
levels, adds to this fragmentation. The ambitious and na-
tional or supranational plans (e.g., EU Green Deal, National
Biodiversity Strategies and Action Plans) are systematically
watered down or twisted by the sub-national implementation.
Local governments might not have the technical capabili-
ties, financial resources, or political goodwill to implement
central directives, especially when they conflict with the
local economic interests or informal power arrangements.
On the other hand, local knowledge and solutions based on
the local context are usually not incorporated in the national
policy-making process; thus, the top-down process produces
resistance and non-compliance. Moreover, there is hardly
any enforcement deficiency, particularly where resources are
limited. Policies can be in writing and still have no teeth of
a regular review process, believable penalties in the event
of default, and a judicial redress that is readily available.

This breeds a culture of impunity that ensures that strong
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players can break the rules with little consequences, under-
mining the rule of law and any faith in the institutions of

governance!1921,

2.3. The Knowledge-Action Divide

Good planning is based on sound information, but there
exist serious gaps between the generation of knowledge and
policy application. The lack of data is rife, especially in
the global South, yet also in the form of certain data types
everywhere. Lack of high-resolution, spatially explicit, and
timely land tenure, soil health, carbon stocks, groundwa-
ter resources, and ecosystem service flows is often a prob-
lem. There can be data that is proprietary, that is fragmented
among different agencies, or that is available in inaccessible
formats to planners and communities??].,

What may be more diabolical is the imbalance between
knowledge systems. The influence of scientific, technocratic
knowledge is usually superior in the policy-making process,
whereas Indigenous and Local Knowledge (ILK), which has
been gained throughout generations by direct contact with
the environment, is either sidelined or avoided systemati-
cally. This not only constitutes a great injustice, but also
dispenses with an insightful understanding of the workings
of an ecosystem, sustainable farming regimes, as well as
locally adapted regimes of resource management. This epis-
temological dissonance results in technically good policies
but culturally and ecologically bad in practice, leading to
poor adoption and performance. Also, planning is highly
prone to uncertainty paralysis. Under the influence of the
complexity and non-linearity of socio-ecological systems
and the deep uncertainty about climate projections, policy-
makers tend to fall to either inflexible predict-and-control
strategies or just evade ambitious action. When there is no
process of instilling iterative learning, scenario planning,
and adaptive management concepts in the design of policies,
systems are susceptible to sudden shocks and slow-paced

crises 2321,

2.4. Equity and Justice Deficits

Land and resource planning is a political process that re-
sorts to the allocation of rights, benefits, and burdens. Power
blind policies will always entrench and increase inequalities.

Procedural injustice happens when the planning processes

disengage the marginalized populations, indigenous people,
smallholder farmers, women, and pastoralists in the decision-
making processes. Consultations are seen to be superficial,
where meetings are held in inaccessible forums or in lan-
guages and technical terms that disable communities. This
inability to exercise agency on such decisions, which are
fundamental to livelihoods and cultural survival, is the root
cause of conflict and policy failure],

Such flaws in the procedures result in distributional
inequity. The expenses of environmental degradation, pol-
lution, and less access to resources are over-allocated to
marginalized and vulnerable groups of people, whereas the
benefits of land conversion, resource extraction, and con-
servation investments are disproportionately added to the
economic resources of elites, remote corporations, or state
treasuries. Such an unequal allocation undermines the social
license of policies and makes conservation or sustainable
management a menace and not a common objective. Both
procedural and distributional justice are supported by the
problem of tenure insecurity. In cases where customary or
communal land rights are not lawfully established and/or
ineffective, communities have little incentive to invest in
long-term stewardship because they cannot be guaranteed
future benefits. They are also susceptible to expulsion by
more potent actors using this insecurity, a phenomenon com-
monly referred to as green grabbing when conservation is
involved, or carbon grabbing when climate projects are in-
volved, whereby policies ostensibly intended to make the

poor poorer give away control over resources to the power-
ful [27,28]'

2.5. Monitoring, Evaluation, and Feedback
Gaps

Lastly, the policy cycle has often been breached at its
most crucial phase: experience learning. The presence of a
universal monitoring and evaluation (M&E) gap implies that
the results and effects of the policies are often not rigorously
monitored and measured against the initial purpose. When
available, M&E systems tend to prioritize simple outputs
(e.g., hectares of land allocated, trees planted) over outcome
and impact indicators related to ecosystem health, liveli-
hoods, or resilience. Data may be collected infrequently,
haphazardly, or with some sort of control through the estab-
lishment of agencies that have a vested interest in reporting
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SUCCESS (29] .

This absence of clear, autonomous, and participatory
supervision breaks the feedback connection required by adap-
tive management. An absence of timely and credible infor-
mation on what is working, what is failing, and why makes
it impossible to make adjustments in policies and reallocate
resources, and correct mistakes. This is a static method that
is disastrously out of step with the dynamism of the socio-
ecological systems. It makes the process of policy-making
a dogmatic, ideological approach and shields it against ev-
idence, and entrenches failure. The lack of feedback pro-
cesses also kills the sense of accountability in the people,
and unhealthy or even destructive policies may continue to
exist forever, exhausting the resources of the people and

undermining their confidence in the policies provided to
them (30311,

This typology does not conceive policy failure as a
mystery but as a diagnosable disease that has well-recurring
pathologies: misalignment with space and time, broken in-
stitutions, disconnected knowledge, inbuilt injustice, and
broken feedback loops. Most importantly, these divisions
are not compartments. They synergistically affect each other:
a spatial mismatch (Section 2.1) is worsened by the frag-
mentation of governance (Section 2.2); poor data planning
(knowledge gap, Section 2.3) results in distributional inequity
policies (Section 2.4); and the whole process is covered by an
evaluation gap (Section 2.5). Table 1 gives a brief summary

of this discussion*2.

Table 1. Diagnostic Typology of Policy Gaps in Land and Resource Planning.

Gap Category

Core Definition

Manifestations/Examples

Spatial-Temporal
Mismatches

Institutional &
Governance
Fragmentation

Knowledge-Action
Divide

Equity & Justice
Deficits

Monitoring &
Feedback Gaps

Disconnect between the scales/timeframes
of governance and those of socio-
ecological systems.

Structural failures in decision-making due
to lack of coordination, capacity, or
integrity.

Failure to generate, integrate, or act upon
relevant knowledge in policy processes.

Unfair processes and unequal outcomes in
the distribution of planning's benefits and
burdens.

Absence of systems to track outcomes,
learn from experience, and adapt policies
accordingly.

Spatial: Managing a river basin across multiple political jurisdictions.
Temporal: 4-year political cycles vs. 50-year forest regeneration timelines.

Sectoral Silos: Agriculture and environment ministries with conflicting
mandates. Enforcement Deficit: Laws existing on paper without monitoring
or sanctions. Corruption: Permits granted through bribery, undermining
regulatory intent.

Data Scarcity: Lack of high-resolution land tenure maps. Marginalized
Knowledge: Exclusion of Indigenous & Local Knowledge (ILK).
Politicization of Science: Ignoring robust climate evidence due to political
expediency.

Procedural Injustice: Lack of meaningful community participation.
Distributional Inequity: Displacement of communities for conservation
(“green grabbing”). Tenure Insecurity: Lack of recognized land rights for
smallholders.

Output- vs. Outcome-Focus: Measuring trees planted, not forest health. No
Adaptive Loop: Policies remain static despite evidence of failure. Lack of
Transparency: Data is not publicly accessible for accountability.

3. Global

Comparative Analysis:

varieties of syndromes of dysfunction. These syndromes are

Contextual Manifestations of Pol-
icy Gaps

Population planning of land and resources does not
take place in isolation. It is being created in the heart of
history, political force, economic system, and memory of
the institutions. The diagnostic typology of policy gaps in-
troduced above can be a universal grammar of failure, but
the syntax of failure, how these gaps interact, how they are
dominant, and why they are enduring are immensely diverse
across the world. The policy failure can only be understood
within the context. This part passes on to the specific and

gives a comparative examination, which brings to light three

not hard types, but analytical archetypes, emphasizing how

the universal mechanism of policy gaps is put together and

behaves in different circumstances of state capacity, political

economy, and global integration 33331,

3.1. The Syndrome of Complex Fragmentation:
High-Income Countries and the Inertia of
Embedded Systems

The policy landscape of the high-income nations of
North America, Europe, and East Asia is not an absence,
but an ossified presence in spades. They are the societies

with strong and competent states, a thick bed of law, and
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advanced technical skills. And, it is this maturity that cre-
ates its own distinctive pathology. These main gaps are not
merely omissions but of disabling discontinuity and the vi-
tuperative politics of the required changeover. This is not a

weak state but one that is fractured in a complex way, and

....................
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Feedback Gap

Governance Fragmentation )

':' Tenure (Equity)

[P s

even its policies are usually appropriated by the same in-
terests that they are supposed to control or transform 3631,
Figure 1 brilliantly summarizes the comparative analysis
of global comparative analysis, making complex contextual

differences immediately graspable.
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Figure 1. Comparative Schematic of Policy Gap Syndromes.
Note: The relative dominance and configuration of core policy gaps vary by context. In High-Income Countries (HICs), fragmentation and transition justice are paramount. In
Rapidly Developing Economies (RDEs), enforcement deficits and acute justice issues dominate. In Low-Income Countries (LICs), capacity constraints and tenure insecurity
are primary. This schematic illustrates how universal gap types coalesce into distinct, context-specific syndromes.

Take into account the dynamics in space and time. Al-
though administrative maps are carefully elaborated, they
do not suit the regulation of ecological reality very well. A
river basin can traverse a dozen jurisdictions, each having
its priorities of flood management, irrigation, wastewater,
and so on, and integrated watershed management is more
of a diplomatic, not a technical, task. More importantly, the
time discrepancy is enormous. The cycles of politics in years
are in conflict with the centennial cycles of forest growth
or soil formation. This misfit is institutionalized in budget-
making procedures and electoral commitments that focus on
short-term and high-profile benefits,such as a new highway
or a tax cut, rather than the low-profile and tedious tasks
of ecological restoration or climate adaptation. What is left
is a systematic bias to the projects that misuse resources as
opposed to policies that maintain them 01,

This context is most characterized, however, by insti-

tutional and governance fragmentation. Serious silos are
made in policy-making. On the one hand, a ministry of
agriculture stimulates intensive farming, but on the other
hand, millions of dollars are paid by the ministry of envi-
ronment, which tries to remove nitrate pollution of water.
One department promotes rooftop solar, and the other one is
building up fossil-fuel-based highway systems. This failure
to integrate horizontally is reflected in vertical tensions. The
ambitions of national or supranational climate goals, includ-
ing the commitment to a carbon-neutral economy by 2050 by
the European Union, are bound to come against the political
and economic realities of the countries, regions, and cities.
The local authorities might agree that green objectives are
good, but oppose particular wind turbines or overcrowded
housing development that is offensive to the local electorate.
The very strength of the state, its separation into specialized

and strong bureaucracies, turns into its ultimate weakness
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against cross-cutting issues such as sustainability that cannot
be addressed in a compartmentalized manner but rather in a
holistic one 41421,

The knowledge—action gap in these environments is
especially ironic. Information is rich, usually real-time and
high-resolution. The climate change and loss of biodiversity
science is without a doubt. The information difference, then,
is a political, behavioral difference, but not informational.
Strong knowledge undergoes ideological screens, is coun-
tered by well-financed disinformation efforts, and is usually
merely brushed aside when it stands against strong economic
motives or deep-rooted cultural identities, like the need to
have a car or to eat meat. Moreover, although technical infor-
mation has been trusted, other forms of knowing, especially
the embodied, place-based knowledge of rural and indige-
nous people, are sidelined during formal planning processes,
resulting in technically acceptable but socially alienating
solutions 3.

The equity and justice gap in sustainability transitions
can perhaps be considered the fastest-growing disparity in
high-income countries. The benefits and costs are not well
spread as these societies strive to go green. Such policies
as carbon taxes may be regressive, imposing costs on low-
income households. Mega-projects of renewable energy
can be applied to the rural marginalized landscapes, which
are perceived to be sacrificed areas to urban use- a process
termed as green colonialism. The traditional subsistence
can be curtailed through conservation efforts. It is a strong
backlash, making the intervention on the environment seem
an elite initiative, neglecting the plight of the working-class
and marginalized society. The procedural injustice of not
involving such voices in the design of the transition is what
produces a populist opposition that can entirely stop climate
policy 4],

A typical example of this syndrome is the Green Deal of
the European Union. It constitutes a stunningly all-inclusive
model that seeks to remodel all of the energy and agriculture,
and even finance and trade. However, its application is a
day-to-day bargain with breaking. The Common Agricul-
tural Policy is a subsidy monster that frequently cuts across
the biodiversity aspirations of the Deal. Distributional injus-
tices manifest as wealthy member states in the North conflict
with less wealthy ones in the East and South concerning the

expenses and speed of transition. The success of the deal,

however, is minimally about creating new technologies and
much about the torturously and politically slow process of

closing these deep-rooted institutional and social divides[**).

3.2. The Syndrome of Contested Sovereignty:
Rapidly Developing Economies and the
Volatility of Political Will

The politics of policy in the fast-growing economies of
countries such as Brazil, Indonesia, and India is a battlefield.
In this case, the state is playing a two-sided game: on the
one hand, the catalyst of the breakneck pace of economic
development that is resource-consuming, and on the other
hand, the so-called controller of environmental and social
consequences of the development. The prevailing gaps in
this respect can be described as being defined by a sharp
contrast between frequently advanced policy formulation, on
the one hand, coupled with perpetually poor and politically
manipulated enforcement, on the other. The implementation
of policy is not only a bad practice, but it is also often me-
chanically switched on and off by different ideologies of the
ruling coalition. The real difficulty is not the silkiness of bu-
reaucracy, but the crude struggle of power over the frontier,
who owns the frontier, and to serve what interest?

Mismatches that occur here are spatial and existential.
The frontier, the zone of expansion of deforestation, mining,
and plantation agriculture in which the state is thin, violent,
and contested, is the so-called spatial gap. Here, the physi-
cal demand of the global community on soy, palm oil, beef,
and minerals physically erodes complicated local ecosys-
tems and communities. In the short run, the issue of the fast
growth of GDP imposes an extreme discounting rate on the
future. The ecological benefits of having a forest that has
not been destroyed in terms of carbon, water, and biodiver-
sity are lost to the direct gains of the sale of the same forest.
This is not a failure, but a calculated economic strategy of
short-termism 461,

The weakening of governance through the loopholes is
not as much fragmentation as a premeditated incapacitation
and capture. The environmental ministries might be full of
scientists and lawyers in the capital, but their branch offices
are hungry with respect to money, cars, and power. What is
more important is that the application of the environmental
law is at the mercy of the political leadership. With a regime

allied to agribusiness or mining companies, the enforcement

142



Journal of Environmental & Earth Sciences | Volume 08 | Issue 02 | February 2026

agencies could be demotivated and ordered into service, and
their budgets could be publicly defunded. Processes are ex-
pedited, environmental assessment tests are emaciated, and
shielded zones are downgraded or invaded with impunity.
It is the capture of a regulatory nature at the most extreme
level, whereby the state apparatus is not used to regulate,
but to get extracted. This is further facilitated by corruption
at the lower ranks, but top-down political will is the major
force behind this.

The knowledge—action gap is especially obvious. Some
nations, such as Brazil, have the best environmental surveil-
lance in the world, and their satellite networks can detect
deforestation almost immediately. The distance is the brazen,
open contempt of this knowledge. It then turns into a political
ball, and scientists are attacked, and their findings are even
disregarded to offer a realistic excuse to do nothing. Mean-
while, the experience of indigenous people and traditional
communities, who tend to be the best custodians of such
frontiers, is disregarded in a systematic way as retrogressive
in the face of progress and development*7].

Lack of equity and justice in this case is not incidental
to growth; it is at the core of the model of growth. This is
the world of displacement and violent practices on the en-
vironment. The root cause of the fault is land tenure. The
ancestral land of indigenous people and traditional commu-
nities, which is in many cases not entitled, is seized, cleared,
and transferred to corporations or rich people. There is a high
rate at which activists and community leaders who oppose
are criminalized and murdered. The injustice in the proce-
dure is absolute: these communities are not literally swept
off the land to allow planning to be conducted in remote
boardrooms and ministries.

The example of the Brazilian Amazon under the rule
of alternating administrations is the prototype. A concerted
control of indigenous territories through coordinated enforce-
ment, satellite observation, and support of indigenous ter-
ritories resulted in a reduction in the rate of deforestation
by a factor of 80% between 2004 and 2012. In 2019, a new
administration came into power, bravely supporting Amazon
development, cutting enforcement funds, assaulting environ-
mental agencies, and promoting land grabbing. Deforesta-
tion rates soared. This volatility indicates how, in emerging
high-growth economies, policies are not governance tools of

consistency. They are instruments of a political struggle of

the developmental soul of the nation. The breaches are built
and folded by not administrative reform but by the results of

elections[#8].

3.3. The Syndrome of Donor Dependence and
Parallel Systems: Low-Income Countries
and the Quest for Legitimacy

The state has underlying limitations in the number of
low-income countries, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa and
Asia. Its ability to plan, implement, and enforce within its
territory is very often restricted. It is these actors who fill in
this gap: bilateral donors, multilateral banks, international
NGOs, and conservation organizations. The resulting policy
environment is a collection of externally designed projects
that run parallel, and at times deteriorate fledgling state in-
stitutions. The prevailing weaknesses in this case are deep
capacity deficiencies, a conflict between formal and tradi-
tional systems, and a crisis of legitimacy of the state itself.

The geographical incompatibility is essential: the
power and services of the state tend to be provided only
to big cities and routes. Large rural interiors are dominated
by a patchwork of traditional authorities, and territory is di-
vided out based on lineage, tradition, rather than title. The
map of the state is an imposition of a much more contentious
social ground. Short-term planning is enslaved to the short-
term project cycles of donors (usually 3—5 years), which
have nothing to do with the long-term cycles of ecosystem
management or community demands 4%,

The first and most important gap in governance is the
capacity gap. Environmental ministries have shoestring bud-
gets, do not have vehicles, GIS technology, trained staff, or
even basic office supplies. They are not able to patrol their
land, not to mention enforce laws. International projects fill
this vacuum through the establishment of a parallel system
of governance. They work independently of state structures
and are managed by their own data systems, patrol teams,
and are financed by donors. Although such projects can lead
to localized outcomes, in most cases, they weaken a state by
undermining talent and creating expectations that cannot be
maintained when the donor funding is stopped. They create
dependency as opposed to strength.

The knowledge-action gap itself is defined by the lack
of data and emphasis on local knowledge instead of imported
technical models. There are no incomplete or outdated na-
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tional soil surveys, forest inventory, or land registries. There
is poor information on which planning is based. Foreign pro-
fessionals come with standardized sets of tools, conservation,
or agriculture, which are ecologically or culturally unsuit-
able. Although Indigenous and Local Knowledge is well
developed, it is seldom formalized and equal to the formal
planning discussions where the donor perspective reigns.

Deep-rooted tenure insecurity forms the basis of the
deficits of equity and justice. The fact that there is a co-
existence between statutory and customary land systems is a
cloud of claims that is easy to take advantage of. Statutory
processes may also be used by elites in collusion with state
officials to legally seize communally owned land to planta-
tions, ranches, or carbon-offset projects, and is alternatively
known as green grabbing. With customary law, communities
have limited access to the law. Females whose rights to land
under customary systems, in many cases, are usufructuary
(rights to use, but not to own), are especially susceptible to
eviction 30311,

Take the example of Community-Based Forest Man-
agement (CBFM) in Tanzania or Zambia. These are funded
by international donors and are meant to devolve manage-
ment rights to the villages in order to improve livelihoods as
well as to protect forests. However, the capacity gap creates
a situation in which communities are left with responsibility
without proper training and financial support in the long term.
There is a governance gap in the circumstances where the

statutory community rights provided by the project come

into conflict with the permanently established authority of
the traditional chiefs, or the revenue-seeking actions of the
forestry department itself. The inequity breeds because vil-
lage elites (who are usually men) end up enjoying the fruits
of forest products. The project in itself, with a brief funding
cycle, is not capable of tackling the systemic problems of
tenure, state capacity, and poverty in the rural areas. The
nascent community institutions tend to collapse when the
project is over, and the forest is more vulnerable than it was
initially %2,

This comparative expedition demonstrates an impor-
tant truth: the character of the gap in the policy cannot be
separated from the character of the state and its location
in the world order, and it is summarized in Table 2. Gaps
are pathologies of abundance and stagnation in high-income
countries. In fast-growing economies, they are the tools of
an unstable political agenda. In the poor nations, scarcity and
external dependency are manifested. The acknowledgment
of these syndromes is not fatalism, but the precondition of
successful action. It informs us that the implementation gap
in Norway is to be filled through breaking down bureaucratic
silos and just transition, in the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, through the establishment of the minimum state ca-
pacity and communal land rights. The solutions, then, are
supposed to be just as contextually subtle as the problems
themselves. It is now the final synthesis that will bring to-
gether the strands in this patchwork of landscapes to draw
the general interlocking drivers that will be the continued

source of such policy failure in all settings 3341,

Table 2. Global Comparative Analysis of Policy Gap Syndromes.

Context & Syndrome

Dominant Gaps & Primary
Drivers

Characteristic Governance
Challenge

Iustrative Case & Dynamic

High-Income Countries (HICs)

Syndrome: Complex
Fragmentation

1. Governance Fragmentation
2. Temporal Mismatch
3. Justice in Transitions

Driver: Institutional inertia,
powerful sectoral lobbies.

Coordinating strong but siloed
bureaucracies for long-term,
transformative goals against
short-term political and economic
cycles.

EU Green Deal: Conflict between
supranational climate ambition,
member-state sovereignty, and sectoral
policies (e.g., CAP). Success hinges
on managing fragmentation.

Rapidly Developing Economies
(RDEs)

Syndrome: Contested
Sovereignty

1. Enforcement Deficit
2. Equity/Justice Deficits
3. Knowledge-Politics Divide

Driver: Volatile political will,
growth vs. environment conflict.

Enforcing national policies
against sub-national economic
interests and powerful commodity
frontiers; high volatility based on
political leadership.

Brazilian Amazon: Deforestation rates
swing dramatically based on
presidential priorities, showing
enforcement as a political tool, not a
technical function.

Low-Income Countries (LICs)

Syndrome: Donor Dependence

1. Capacity Gap
2. Tenure Insecurity
3. Knowledge/Data Scarcity

Driver: Weak state capacity,
influence of external agendas.

Building legitimate state authority
and basic administrative
capability amid parallel donor
systems and unresolved
customary/statutory tenure
clashes.

144



Journal of Environmental & Earth Sciences | Volume 08 | Issue 02 | February 2026

4. Synthesizing Root Causes: The Vi-
cious Cycle of Interlinked Policy
Failure

The above diagnostic typology and comparison have
determined that the existing policy gaps in land and resource
planning are universal in nature, and the manner in which
they are manifested is highly specific. In order to go beyond
description to explanation, this section integrates more sys-
tematic, systemic causes that produce and perpetuate these
gaps in all contexts. We state that it is not the ignorance or se-
cluded technical flaws that lead to the continuation of policy
failure, but rather a combination of underlying, interrelated
factors that generate a self-reinforcing status quo of under-
performance. These reasons work at various levels, from the
macro-political to the micro-institutional level, and these are
interconnected to create a vicious cycle that cannot be solved
easily in small bits. This systemic and cyclical nature is the

precondition of coming up with effective strategies to crack
itt],

4.1. The Primacy of Political Economy and
Power Asymmetries

The most basic level of land and resource governance
is a politically hot spot, which is characterized by extreme
imbalances in power. Land use distribution of benefits and
costs is always uneven, and policy gaps usually come out
as either an intentional or structural result of this fact. The
land-political economy, which is related to the control of
the territory, rent extraction, and the distribution of property
rights, is the main driver of policy dysfunction. It is in high-
income countries that this is expressed as the lobbying power
of established sectors like agribusiness, forestry, and real
estate development, which influence legislation and regula-
tion to advantage themselves in creating formulation gaps
that allow incrementalism instead of transformation, and en-
forcement gaps through regulatory capture. This process
is more explicit in fast-growing economies, as the growth
models tend to be explicitly founded on the expansion of
frontiers and resource extraction, which entails the direct
instrumentalization of the state to undermine environmental
regulation and enable the elite and corporate groups to ac-
quire lands. In this case, the policy gaps (especially within

the area of enforcing and justice) are not the system fail-

ures but are the characteristics of a political project®®!. In
low-income settings, patrimonial networks and corruption
frequently manifest as distribution of power by managing ac-
cess to land and resources through patronage, but the formal
policies are bypassed, and alternative systems of power are
established. These drivers of political economy are justified
by the prevailing global economic paradigm, where the im-
portance of short-term financial returns and the development
of the gross domestic product is placed over ecology and
social capital. This paradigm formalizes a radical time-lag
dissonance, in which long-term sustainability is modeled
as an expense and not an investment, which enshrines the
disruptive extractive land-use paradigm as a source of severe
ideological and material blockage to the policies threatening
this model. What comes out is the fact that the planning
process is seldom a technical and neutral one but a political
process in which the outcomes achieved indicate the balance
of power and therefore codify and entrench existing inequal-
ities instead of steering towards a sustainable and equitable

common good 7],

4.2. Institutional Path Dependencies and the
Inertia of Legacy Systems

Land-use planning institutional architectures are not
tabula rasa, but another form of palimpsest, of past deci-
sions, legal precedents, and inherited administrative forms.
These path dependencies generate strong inertial forces that
entrap suboptimal ways of doing things, and transforming
an institution becomes institutionally expensive and polit-
ically challenging. Old land tenure systems are based on
colonial or post-independence reforms, and resulted in com-
plicated, overlapping, and unfair claims that modern policy
can hardly balance, and serve as a foundation of deep-rooted
justice and enforcement loopholes. Physical infrastructure,
the system of roads, irrigation canals, housing development,
and energy grids, is a form of enormous sunk costs that pre-
determine spatial patterns of utilization over generations,
restricting the possibilities of planning in the future, and
making the process of spatial realignment extremely costly.
Bureaucratic organizations are also characterized by strong
inertia. Ministries and agencies become cultivated cultures,
general operating procedures, budgetary affiliations, and
professional identities based on particular sectoral impera-
tives (e.g., agriculture, mining, housing). A central source of
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governance fragmentation is this internal institutionalization
of the sectoral silo effect, because reorganizing to enhance
landscape management will endanger bureaucratic turf, bud-
gets, and experience. More than that, the cognitive models
and planning instruments employed by these institutions,
including economic discount rates that underestimate the
value of ecosystem services, zoning ordinances that are ori-
ented towards predictable futures, and not adaptive ones, are
also products of historical paradigms. This inertia cannot be
overcome simply by new policies but by the long and hard
process of institutional adjustment, retraining, and recalibra-
tion of deeply ingrained professional norms and incentives,
a task with which most political systems, oriented towards
immediate outcomes, are poorly prepared 5860,

4.3. The Dynamic Interlinkage of Gaps: A Vi-

cious Cycle Model

The most important lesson to learn based on a synthesis
of root causes is that there are no single policy gaps. They
are cause-and-effect-linked, i.e., they are reinforcing feed-
back, and we visualize the vicious cycle of policy failure as
aresult. This is the reason why the isolated interventions fail
so frequently and why they regress to the gaps after partial
repair. The cycle, as a rule, starts with a knowledge gap or
formulation, in which the policy of choice is crafted on in-
complete information, faulty assumptions, or omitting those
with critical stakeholder views, usually because of the above-
mentioned political economy and power asymmetries. This
defective tool is, in turn, passed on to an implementation
apparatus, which is typified by institutional incoherence and
lack of capacity, which makes no single institution possess
the mandate, resources, and purpose to ensure that this defec-
tive tool can be successfully implemented. The irrelevance
and irrelevancy of the policy are further compromised by
spatial and temporal differences between the reality on the
ground and the design of the policy. This fragmented process
is bound to fail, and the failures are hidden and fixed by a
broken feedback loop. Without strong, independent moni-
toring and evaluation, or evaluation based on the superficial
outputs but meaningful outcomes, there is no plausible evi-
dence of failure that is being collected and taken into action
in a systematic manner(®!), In the absence of this corrective
feedback, the policy may not be changed or discontinued;

it just continues to consume resources and produce poor re-

sults. This continuity is the direct cause of the worsening
of the equity and justice shortage. The adverse outcomes
of the ill-fated policy, such as environmental degradation,
limited access, and economic displacement, are unfairly dis-
tributed among the marginalized communities, which were
not involved in the policy design. This is corrosive of social
license to plan, conflict and distrust are cultivated, as is the
legitimacy of governing institutions. To close this cycle in
the reinforcing step, the policymakers, in turn, noticing this
clash and opposition, tend to misunderstand the issue. They
can also blame failure on the obstinacy of the people or an
absence of technical control, as opposed to the faulty, exclu-
sionary, and divided process. This causes the development
of further strict, top-down, or securitized policies, and the
process starts anew with more force and even stronger alien-
ation. According to this model, gaps are non-linear but rather
simultaneous and mutually supporting, with a gap in gover-
nance reinforcing a knowledge gap, which is disguised by an
evaluation gap, which leads to a justice gap, which in turn

62-64

triggers a new formulation gap%2-%4. Figure 2 synthesizes

root causes and illustrates the dynamic model of interlinked

gaps.

4.4. The Chronic Problem of Scale Mismatch
and Institutional Fit

The structural driver that cuts across and intensifies all
other gaps is the continued mismatch between the size of
ecological processes, scales of governance authority, and the
size of economic drivers. This disconnection of the scale is
a root, frequently unsolvable, problem that systematically
creates implementation failures. The functional units of man-
agement, watersheds, wildlife corridors, aquifer systems, and
fire regimes are rarely consistent with politically or adminis-
tratively defined human boundaries ecologically. The result
of this spatial mismatch is complex, expensive, and politi-
cally sensitive cross-jurisdictional coordinating mechanisms,
like river basin commissions or regional habitat conservation
plans, which in turn are the focus of governance fragmen-
tation and strife. More fundamentally, there is a disastrous
level of scale disconnect between the globalized economic
processes that cause land-use change and the local or national
institutions charged with the responsibility of regulating their
effects. When a municipal planning board in the Brazilian

Amazon, a county council in Indonesia, or a district officer
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in Zambia makes a decision, the worldwide prices of com-
modities, the worldwide capital flows, and the demand of
consumers in distant countries overwhelmingly affect the
decisions made. These strong exogenous economic signals
are always in conflict with local policies directed at sustain-
able management and lead to the creation of a natural and
usually overwhelming implementation gap. Moreover, the
levels of the major issues in the environment, such as climate

change, are global, and the main instruments of governance

are national and sub-national. The result of this mismatch is
a lack of internalization of transboundary externalities and
diffusion of responsibility, which results in a classic tragedy
of the commons situation within the planetary scale. It is not
only an administrative issue, but also an existential one, and
the challenge is to find new forms of governance that can be-
come effective simultaneously at many and non-concurrent
scales, starting with the local community and going to a

global treaty regime 63661,

1. Formulation

&

Knowledge Gaps

5. Eroded /
Legitimacy

4. Equity
&
Justice

2. Governance
&
Implementation

3. Monitoring
&
Feedback Gaps

Figure 2. The Vicious Cycle of Interlinked Policy Failure.
Note: A causally interacting model of the dynamic relationship between discrete policy gaps forms a self-reinforcing mechanism. The causes are detected in the root causes of
failures in policy formulation (1) and enhanced by governance failures in implementation (2). These failures go undetected due to the lack of feedback (3), and those failures
cause the unjust outcomes (4), which undermine trust and legitimacy (5), which, in turn, promote the development of more flawed policies, creating a vicious circle.

4.5. Synthesis: Toward an Integrated Under-
standing of Systemic Failure

The combination of these root causes is a disheartening
but enlightening prospect: chronic policy gaps are the self-
governing features of a complex system that is described by
an unequal distribution of power, an institutional sluggish-
ness, and dynamic interconnections and essential inappropri-
ateness of scale to each other. Such collective comprehension
brings us out of the arena of attributing individual actors or
finding silver-bullet solutions. It shows that technical reme-
dies: improved data, more accurate modeling, more rigid

laws, etc., are needed, and that is not enough. System dy-

namics are usually quite resilient and cyclical, and absorb
and neutralize these. As an example, better satellite data
(addressing a knowledge gap) will not prevent deforestation
when the political economy is focused on conversion and
the governance system is captured (enforcement and justice
gaps), and when an independent body is not allowed to use
the data to hold power to account (evaluation gap). The
diagnostic implication is that successful intervention needs
to be both systemic, simultaneous, and strategic. It should
target the vicious cycle in many leverage points at once: con-
fronting the political economy forces that give rise to flawed
formulation; redesigning institutions to create integration,

accountability, and adaptive learning; empowering marginal-
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ized forces to bridge the justice gap and develop legitimacy;
and designing new forms of governance that will fit better
across scales. It is not just to seal single holes in a ship that
is sinking, but to alter the design and the direction of that
ship. This synthesized understanding will be further devel-
oped in the last section of this paper to offer a prospective
framework that, instead of creating a marginal improvement,
will create a virtuous circle of the sustainable and equitable

government [67],

5. Pathways Forward: A Framework
for Bridging Policy Gaps and Fos-
tering Resilient Governance

The overall diagnosis above simply points to the one in-
escapable conclusion: the long-held gaps that dilute land and
resource planning are not merely shallow symptoms but sys-
temic features of modern-day governance. Accordingly, they
require a combination of more than incremental adjustments
or simulation of half-baked best practices. They require a
paradigm change into an integrated, flexible, and just-in-
time model of planning. This last part will contribute to a
strong action-oriented framework that would help to break
the vicious circle of failure and create a virtuous circle of
sustainable governance. This framework has been grounded
in a series of underlying principles, which are stipulated in
terms of operational strategies and operationalized by a multi-
scale action agenda. It does not ignore the deep political and
institutional issues that this transformation presents, but as-
sumes that only a systemic and multi-pronged assault on the
systemic reasons behind the problem can trigger significant

change 8],

5.1. Foundational Principles for a Transforma-
tive Governance Paradigm

A deliberate shift in the philosophy underpinning the
planning institutions and processes is the first step to chang-
ing the policy gaps. The list of principles based on the anal-
ysis of the failures experienced around the world should be
the non-negotiable principles of any credible reform agenda,
upon which the redrawing of the legislation, bureaucratic in-
centives, and involvement procedures must be based. What

is needed is the implementation of the principle of Integra-

tion and Coherence, rather than the existing paradigm of
fragmentation. This necessitates a conscious shift in the kind
of secluded sectoral planning to one of nexus-based planning
that addresses the essential interdependencies of land, water,
energy, food, and biodiversity. This operationally involves
preparing legally binding, integrated spatial plans that have
authority over the conflicting sectoral directives and coming
up with permanent systems of governance with the mandate
and authority to impose cross-sectoral coordination. At the
same time, the principle of Adaptive Management and It-
erative Learning should substitute the predict and control
blueprint model, which is a fixed scheme. The concept of
planning should be transformed into a process of lifelong
learning. Policies are to be formulated as hypotheses that are
testable, with robust and transparent monitoring methods,
robust formal mechanisms to review and change policies peri-
odically, depending on the outcomes, scientific development,
and reshape according to the changing social-ecological en-

tl%], This develops resiliency to shocks and uncer-

vironmen
tainty. The key principle of legitimacy and effectiveness is
Procedural and Distributive Justice. Equity cannot be some
kind of afterthought or a QOLI factor; it is the condition of
long-lasting policy. This requires the meaningful participa-
tion of all rights-holders, in particular, indigenous people,
local communities, and marginalized people at all levels of
the policy process, including agenda-setting and knowledge
production, decision-making, implementation, and distribu-
tion of benefits. It requires clear evaluation and reduction
of the unequal effects to ensure that the burdens fall more
on the weak populations. Going hand in hand is the Tenure
Security and Recognized Rights principle. The foundation of
long-term stewardship is the clarification, legalization, and
protection of valid land and resource rights, including com-
munal and customary tenure. It gives the essential impetus
to communities to invest in sustainable management, it cuts
down the conflict, and it can turn communities that are the
subject of governance into empowered and active associates
to governance. Lastly, we have the principle of Appropriate
Scale and Polycentricity, which demands that governance
functions be matched with the level at which they can best be
performed. Decision-making at the lowest competent level
(subsidiarity) must be supported by institutions at higher lev-
els that deal with cross-boundary problems, coordination,

minimum standards, and learning on a polycentric network
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of semi-autonomous decision-making centres, which in turn
increases systemic innovation and resilience. To put these
principles into action, it is necessary to translate them into
the strategies that would address several gaps at the same

time[7%7!1. Table 3 provides a schematic overview of this
integrated approach, which we now detail, beginning with
innovations in governance structure. A Multi-Scale Frame-
work for bridging policy gaps is presented in Figure 3.

Table 3. A Framework for Action: Aligning Strategies with Gaps and Scales.

Targeted Gap(s) Operational Strategy/Innovation

Primary Scale of Action  Desired Outcome/Mechanism

Create Meta-Governance

Structures (e.g., National Land Use
Councils)

Foster Knowledge Co-production &
Participatory Monitoring (e.g., PGIS,
community monitors)

Implement Systematic, Gender-
Sensitive Tenure Reform

Governance Fragmentation
Knowledge Divide

Knowledge Divide
Justice Deficits

Justice Deficits
Tenure Insecurity

Adopt Mandatory Adaptive Planning
Protocols (e.g., sunset clauses,
scenario-based planning)

Reform International Finance & Trade
Rules (e.g., conditional funding, due
diligence laws)

Formulation & Feedback
Gaps

All Gaps (Enabling
Environment)

Mandates cross-sectoral coordination,
resolves conflicts, holds agencies
accountable.

Legitimizes planning with local
knowledge, creates transparency, enables
adaptive feedback.

Secures rights as foundation for
stewardship, reduces conflict, empowers
communities.

Embeds iterative learning, prevents policy
ossification, builds resilience to
uncertainty.

Aligns global market incentives with
sustainability, supports systemic domestic
reform over isolated projects.

National/Sub-National

Local/Landscape

National/Local

All Scales

Transnational/Global

~ 11 Sectoral Silos » 21 Pillar 1 (Foundational + 211 Integrated Landscapes
/ | . / ! inci / 1 5 ..
. 1 Short-Term Incentives ' OI Principles) I | Adaptive Policies
\ I Excluded \ e Im?gn} . \ I Legitimacy & Trust
I Communities 5 g, *eAdapiation ke I . :
-~ ~ =+ Justice ~ =" Accountability & Learning
~§ Weak Monitoring g + Tenure S
=" = Polycentricity E
= & Pillar 2 (Operational 8
) = : =
- s Strategies) e
5‘ = Meta-Governance Structures P
- &+ Co-Production Platforms g}
g E » Tenure Reform &)
5 E’ » Adaptive Planning Protocols g
= = Pillar 3 (Action Scales) g
+ Local/Landscape T
« National/Sub-National ;

* International

Figure 3. The Multi-Scale Framework of Policy Gap Bridging.
Note: The suggested framework is systemic and aims at making the failure drivers change. The redesign of operational strategies is guided by the principles, which are executed
at the local, national, and international levels. This combined methodology will transform the inputs of the vicious cycle (left) to the outputs of a virtuous cycle of sustainable

and equitable governance (right).

5.2. Operational Strategies and Catalytic Inno-
vations for Systemic Change

These guiding principles have to be converted into prac-
tical developments in the form of a set of specific, mutually
reinforcing working plans. These measures are meant to
assault particular loopholes at the same time strengthening
the linkages required to create a holistic, righteous system.

A strategic priority that will tear down the governance
fragmentation and knowledge gaps is the establishment of

empowered meta-governance structures. This includes the

creation of top-level, permanent inter-ministerial or cross-
jurisdictional bodies, such as National Land Use or Sustain-
ability Councils, with the budgetary power and even the po-
litical influence to impose integrated planning, inter-sectoral
disputes, and the line agencies responsible for following
through on its implementation. This institutional change
should be accompanied by a knowledge re-producers revolu-
tion and democratic openness. This involves investment in
co-creation of participatory digital platforms that combine
both scientific data and indigenous and local knowledge to
produce shared legitimate spatial understandings and long-
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term collaborative partnerships, in which communities, sci-
entists, and policymakers co-define problems and co-design
solutions. Moreover, it requires the creation of independent
and transparent monitoring consortia, which use remote sens-
ing, citizen science, and ground-truthing to produce publicly
available, real-time evidence of policy results and turn infor-
mation into a lever of civic empowerment and accountability
instead of bureaucratic power (7%,

A multi-front approach is necessary in order to directly
combat the deficits of equity and justice that spark conflict
and illegitimacy. It is important to have a national resolu-
tory commitment to systematic, conflict-sensitive land tenure
formalization. This includes formalizing customary rights,
democratizing land registries, and ensuring the very specific
security of the rights of women and pastoralists, which are
often insecure. Such a legal basis should be accompanied
by required and quality participatory procedures. The laws
must make it mandatory to conduct Free, Prior and Informed
Consent (FPIC) on the projects that touch the native lands
and make provisions of resources to authentically involve the
stakeholders in the spatial planning way beyond the mean-
ingless consultation to the means through which the shared
decision-making and delegated management can be estab-
lished. Also, Just Transition needs policies that are clearly
formulated. These demands involve carrying out and taking
action in terms of distributive impact analysis, and mobiliz-
ing such instruments as targeted compensatory mechanisms,
legally enforceable community benefit-sharing arrangements
(under carbon credits or Payment for Ecosystem Services
schemes), and proactive investment in diversified sustainable
local livelihoods to make sure that the cost of sustainability
transitions is not undue to the poor.

Planning methodologies on their own have to change
to avoid formulation and feedback gaps. It is essential to
adopt the concept of scenario-based and adaptive planning
processes. These processes develop common ground, find
strong strategies in deep uncertainty, and develop clear pol-
icy review triggers through involving a wide range of stake-
holders in the exploration of multiple plausible futures, thus
supplanting deep planning with living, adaptive governance
road maps. The interface between policy, research, and prac-
tice is typically fragile, and boundary organizations can be
used to make sure that the policymaking process is constantly

updated on the most recent evidence and supported by on-

the-ground realities. Last, mandatory, evidence-based policy
reviews regularly, institutionalized through sunset clauses,
constitute a forcing function to learning and adaptation that
will not allow the inertia of ossified programming to prevail,

but will keep policies relevant to the dynamic world!’374,

5.3. Near-Term Implementation Pathways (1-5
Years): Progress under Real-World Cycles

Reforms succeed or fail under short-run pressures such
as fiscal tightening, administrative turnover, commodity
price spikes, and election-cycle incentives. A practical re-
sponse is therefore to define a set of near-term pathways that
can be delivered within 1-5 years and evaluated with ob-
servable indicators, while remaining aligned with long-term
environmental and justice objectives’],

First, countries can reduce enforcement deficits by es-
tablishing a minimum compliance package that is protected
from boom-bust volatility: ring-fenced inspection and mon-
itoring budgets, clear sanction schedules, and simple pub-
lic reporting of enforcement activity (e.g., inspections con-
ducted, violations recorded, penalties applied, and resolution
times) %), These measures do not require institutional re-
design, but they materially change incentives and increase
credibility in the short run.

Second, near-term coordination gains are often achiev-
able through lightweight institutional mechanisms: a single
convening authority for land and resource planning with a
clear mandate to resolve inter-agency disputes; shared perfor-
mance metrics across sectors; and conditional fiscal transfers
that reward integrated outcomes rather than sectoral compe-
tition.

Third, legitimacy and equity can be strengthened
quickly by guaranteeing access to information, grievance
channels, and participatory procedures for affected com-
munities, particularly where tenure insecurity or historical
marginalization undermines compliance(!?!.

Finally, monitoring and learning should be treated as
a short-term deliverable rather than a long-term aspiration.
Establishing baseline land-use accounts, publishing annual
implementation scorecards, and specifying trigger points for
policy adjustment (e.g., deforestation thresholds, water-stress
indicators, or conflict incidence) helps institutions adapt un-
der volatility. Digital tools, including remote sensing and

analytics, can support transparency, but they are enabling
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infrastructures rather than substitutes for accountable institu-

tions and rights-based governance (7761,

5.4. A Coordinated Multi-Scale Action Agenda

The long-term change is impossible at one level of
governance. It takes a synergistic agenda at all levels, each
having a specific and critical role in strengthening the entire.

Local and Landscape Scale, where the major locus of
implementation is required, the emphasis should be on the
development of true capacity and authority. This entails
investing in the technical, administrative, and financial ca-
pacities of the municipal governments and the institutions of
the community. They should be supported in the formulation
of context-specific combined land-use plans, which are then
empowered and legalized. Direct investments in community-
based monitoring and stewardship opportunities transform
local actors into frontline actors of governance and use their
knowledge to do so with a buy-in!"7].

At the National and Sub-National Level, which is the
point of legal requirement and organization, the actions are
both structural and fundamental. Countries should imple-
ment general legislative frameworks, e.g., National Land
Use Planning Acts or Sustainable Development Acts, that
legally enforce the concepts of integration, participation, and
adaptive management. It is here that the suggested meta-
governance organizations (e.g., National Planning Commis-
sions) should be put in place and empowered. Importantly,
there should be fiscal and budgetary reforms to rewire in-
centives, inter-ministerial transfer payments, and conditional
grants can be structured to recognize integrated results and
conservation performance as opposed to encouraging sec-
toral competition. The major responsibility of this scale is
also to spearhead thorough tenure reform and the creation
of the national data and monitoring infrastructure, which
facilitates transparency and learning 7%,

The locus of enabling environments and normative
leverage at the International and Transnational Scale, action
must be taken to recreate the external forces that restrict this
policy space at the national level. This entails transform-
ing the international environmental treaties to incorporate
binding enforceable clauses on land-use management, land
tenure, and a fair share of benefits. It requires the global
trade and financial regulations to be reformed in a manner

that perverse subsidies are eliminated and mandated envi-

ronmental and human rights due diligence is built into the
commodity supply chains, to bring the global markets in
line with the sustainability objectives. Most importantly,
perhaps, international climate and biodiversity funding, un-
der such schemes as the Green Climate Fund and Global
Environment Facility, will have to be radically re-purposed.
Funding must be redirected towards sponsoring short-term,
local initiatives towards supporting long-term, flexible fund-
ing to systemic domestic initiatives: securing community
land rights, creating integrated capacity to plan, and creat-
ing national monitoring frameworks. This foreign aid can

insulate the political economy of radical national action "]

5.5. Conclusion: Engineering a Virtuous Cycle

The framework outlined here is ambitious because it
confronts entrenched interests, institutional inertia, and short-
horizon incentives. Its logic follows directly from the diagno-
sis: fragmented problems require integrated responses, and
vicious feedback loops can be interrupted by policies and
institutions that are coordinated, adaptive, and procedurally
legitimate. In the near term, reforms that strengthen enforce-
ment credibility, transparency, and equity safeguards can
generate measurable improvements and build political capi-
tal for bigger institutional change. Over time, these changes
support a virtuous cycle in which improved performance
strengthens legitimacy and compliance, enabling more re-

silient and fair land and resource governance.

6. Conclusion and Future Research
Horizons

This world system comparative analysis has followed
the longstanding division between the idealistic goals of land
and resource planning and its frustrating failures to a sys-
tem of systemic policy failures. Based on our analysis, we
find that these gaps, which cut across spatial-temporal gaps,
institutional fragmentation, knowledge-action gaps, lack of
justice, and broken feedback loops, are not accidental fail-
ures of elements at a more fundamental structural level. An
unequal distribution of power and vested interests in the po-
litical economy of land, an inertial effect of institutional path
dependencies, and the basic incompatibility between ecolog-
ical, governmental, and economic scales all create a vicious

cycle of policy failure. The cycle is vicious in the sense that
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the elements of the cycle are intertwined: knowledge silos
are the result of governance fragmentation, which results in
the failure of evaluation, which in turn obscures and aggra-
vates injustices, which further results in the case of more
defective policies. This comparative analysis also shows that
this universal machine of failure works through the specific
contextual syndromes, which appear in the form of complex
fragmentation in High-Income Countries, volatile political
contestation in Rapidly Developing Economies, and donor-
dependent parallel governance in Low-Income Countries.

The main value of this review is that it combines these
unrelated threads into a single diagnostic model. It asserts
that a good intervention should be systemic and integrated.
The possible ways forward discussed in Section 5 are not
an itemized list of selective instruments but a logical map
of how to interrupt the vicious cycle at several points at the
same time. With the promotion of the principal tenets of
integration, adaptive management, justice, tenure security,
and polycentricity, operational strategies making institutions
anew, co-producing knowledge, and requiring equity, and a
coordinated action agenda between the local and the global
level, one can contemplate a transformation to a virtuous
cycle of governance. In this cycle, compliance and creative
knowledge are encouraged by legitimate and inclusive pro-
cesses, more effective policies are tempted by integrated and
learning-oriented institutions, and good socio-ecological re-
sults, again, make trust and the ability to make additional
reforms.

The analysis, though, also highlights frontiers of knowl-
edge that remain incomplete. The next step is to move from
diagnosing gaps to evaluating the political and institutional
conditions under which gap-closing reforms work. First,
comparative political-economy studies are needed to under-
stand when coalitions for integrated and equitable planning
can form and overcome vested interests, and how crises,
leadership, civil mobilization, and strategic litigation open
windows for reform. Second, longitudinal evidence is scarce
on whether meta-governance structures and integrated plan-
ning frameworks durably change bureaucratic behavior or
merely add layers of complexity, and under what conditions
landscape-scale strategies deliver lasting socio-ecological
benefits. Third, the diffusion of digital infrastructures (re-
mote sensing, open data platforms, and digital registries)

warrants critical assessment of governance and ethics—

particularly who controls data, who benefits, and whether
technologies strengthen accountability or reproduce exclu-
sion. Lastly, the field needs next-generation metrics: beyond
hectares conserved or trees planted, multi-dimensional mea-
sures of governance quality (e.g., degree of integration, inclu-
sivity, adaptive capacity), distributive justice, and ecological
functionality.

Land and resource planning is the problem, in short,
that is the problem of planning our general relationship with
the earthly basis of life. This review has suggested that
bridging the extensive policy gaps is not a technical or ad-
ministrative issue, but rather a political and institutional one
on its own. It entails a conscious re-thinking of governance—
not as a system that tends to serve single commodities to
the selfish interest of specific members but as a system that
supports interconnected socio-ecological systems in the long-
term good of everybody. The challenges may be daunting,
but the combined framework below is the blueprint of this
much-needed change. Given that systemic thinking and the
willingness to labor hard at institutional change and political
action would provide the most effective way of understand-
ing the incessant disjuncture between plan and practice, this
gap can not only be comprehensible, but it can also be re-
solved definitively.
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