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The Conservation Accountability Crisis

Executive Summary

Conservation philanthropy operates on a fundamental premise: that donor capital translates
into protected ecosystems, recovered species, and a more sustainable planet. Donors give because
they believe their contributions produce real, measurable change in nature.

The evidence suggests this premise often fails.

This briefing examines a structural problem at the heart of conservation giving: the gap between
what organisations claim and what can be independently verified. Unlike consumer products
—where false advertising is regulated and redressable—conservation claims carry profound
moral weight. When a charity asserts that a species will be saved or a forest protected, donors
reasonably expect those claims to be true.

Yet the conservation sector has developed structural incentives that can prioritise visibility,
fundraising growth, and policy influence over verifiable ecological outcomes. Many interventions
are difficult to attribute, difficult to verify, and measured with proxies that do not demonstrate
actual change in nature.

The core finding: Conservation effectiveness must be treated as an evidence question,
not a branding question. Donors deploying significant capital require independent verifi-
cation—not because organisations are acting in bad faith, but because the structure of
conservation funding creates accountability gaps that well-intentioned actors cannot close
on their own.

What this briefing covers:

1. The Problem — How conservation capital flows into projects that may lack basis in reality
or cannot be independently verified

2. The Evidence — Structural incentives that drive organisations toward outputs over
outcomes, and visibility over durability

3. The Moral Stakes — Why conservation claims carry unique ethical weight that demands
verification

4. The Solution — An evidence-first framework for UHNW donors seeking accountability

This is not an attack on conservation organisations. It is a call for the same standard of
due diligence that donors apply to investments—applied to philanthropy where the stakes are
arguably higher.
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The Conservation Accountability Crisis

Part I: The Problem

Conservation’s Growing Credibility Gap

The Scale of Conservation Giving
Global conservation philanthropy now represents billions of dollars annually. In 2024 alone,
climate and environmental philanthropy exceeded $2 billion in tracked foundation giving, with
biodiversity and conservation representing approximately $3.6 billion of the broader environ-
mental funding stream. Add government funding, corporate contributions, and individual
giving, and the total capital flowing into “conservation” reaches tens of billions.

Yet a troubling pattern has emerged: funding is increasing while biodiversity continues
to decline.

As one recent analysis noted: “Billions spent, biodiversity declines.” The Global Environment
Facility has mobilised more than $24.3 billion since its inception, yet the biodiversity crisis
deepens. This disconnect demands explanation.

The Verification Gap
The fundamental problem is not insufficient funding. It is insufficient verification.

Conservation is frequently marketed as tangible field delivery: rangers on patrol, forests
protected, species recovered. Yet much of the sector is structurally incentivised to prioritise
visibility, growth, and policy influence—outcomes that are difficult to verify and often
disconnected from measurable ecological change.

Figure 1: Literature review of 4,382 papers on invasive-species awareness campaigns: only 4
campaigns (0.09%) were deemed “successful” in producing biological outcomes.
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The Conservation Accountability Crisis

This generalises to a broader philanthropy risk: an organisation can be excellent at acquiring
attention, scaling email lists, and generating media coverage, yet still provide limited evidence
that its activities measurably improved ecosystems, reduced threats, or increased species
persistence.

Common Failure Modes
Conservation projects fail in predictable ways. Recognising these patterns helps donors identify
risk before capital is deployed.

Risk Category Indicator

Unbounded Claims No mapped intervention area; no time-stamped evidence

Protection Without Teeth Tenure insecurity, no enforceability, unfunded management

Growth Without Capacity High fundraising growth, limited operational scaling

Attribution Weakness Over-reliance on awareness metrics or policy credit-claiming

Operational Risk Weak procurement and incident reporting in remote oper-
ations

Integrity Gap Contradiction between stated mission and tolerated out-
comes

Table 1: Common failure modes in conservation projects — each warrants heightened due
diligence

What Donors Are Not Being Told
When donors review conservation proposals, they typically receive:

• Outputs reported as impacts (hectares “protected,” patrol-days funded, meetings held)
• Self-reported claims without independent verification
• Attribution to policy wins without evidence of marginal contribution
• Fundraising metrics conflated with conservation success

What donors rarely receive:

• Evidence of actual ecological change (reduced deforestation, increased species popula-
tions, measurable threat reduction)

• Durability assessment (will gains survive beyond the grant period?)
• Independent verification of core claims
• Honest accounting of what is spent in the field versus consumed centrally
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The Longevity Problem
A 2025 study examining community-based conservation programs in Africa found a disturb-
ing pattern: roughly one-third of participating groups stopped carrying out their
responsibilities after external funding ended.

Conservation requires decades. Most funding
cycles last years. This structural mismatch
creates what researchers call the “longevity
problem”:

• Projects launched to headlines, aban-
doned in silence. Few organisations for-
mally report when initiatives stall, scale
back, or collapse.

• Inactive projects counted as “pro-
tected.” International targets (like pro-
tecting 30% of land and sea by 2030) pri-
oritise establishing protected areas—not
whether they remain effectively managed.

• No survival metrics exist. There is no
routine publication of how many conserva-
tion initiatives remain active, funded, and
enforcing protection 5, 10, or 20 years after
launch.

Figure 2: Community conservation durability

Between 1892 and 2018, researchers documented 3,749 “Protected Area
Downgrading, Downsizing and Degazettement” (PADDD) events affecting
approximately 2 million km² across 73 countries. Nearly two-thirds were linked to
industrial-scale resource extraction.

The implication for donors is stark: a “protected” hectare today may be unprotected tomorrow,
with no mechanism to inform donors or adjust claims retroactively.
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The Carbon Credit Scandal
Perhaps nowhere is the verification gap more visible than in carbon offsets—a mechanism
increasingly used by conservation organisations to generate revenue. A series of investigations
in 2023-2024 revealed systemic problems:

Figure 3: Carbon credit validity crisis

• 90% of rainforest carbon credits from
the world’s largest certifier “should not
have been approved,” according to a cross-
border investigation

• More than $1 billion worth of carbon
credits from top offset projects were found
to be “worthless”

• Projects showed evidence of bribery,
double-counting, secret pricing, and
implementation in areas impossible
to scrutinise

Major corporations—Nestlé, Gucci, Volkswa-
gen, and others—had purchased credits from
a Zimbabwe forest initiative later revealed to
be fraudulent.

If carbon markets—with their quantifiable metrics and commercial incentives for accuracy—
can produce such failures, what does this imply for conservation claims that lack even these
basic accountability structures?

The Uncomfortable Question
When a pharmaceutical company makes unverified claims about drug efficacy, regulators inter-
vene. When a financial product misrepresents returns, securities law applies. When a consumer
product fails to deliver, false advertising statutes provide recourse.

But when a conservation organisation claims to have “protected” a forest that was never at
risk, or “saved” a species whose population continues to decline—what accountability exists?

The answer, in most cases, is none.
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Part II: The Evidence

Structural Incentives That Fail Donors

Why Good Organisations Produce Poor Outcomes
The verification gap is not primarily a story of bad actors. It is a story of structural incentives
that push even well-intentioned organisations toward behaviours that undermine donor intent.

Understanding these incentives is essential for donors seeking to deploy capital effectively.

Incentive #1: Visibility Over Verification
Conservation funding flows to organisations that are visible—those with strong brands,
compelling communications, and media presence. This creates a competitive advantage for
investment in:

• Professional marketing and fundraising operations
• Social media engagement and viral campaigns
• Celebrity endorsements and high-profile events
• Polished impact reports with compelling narratives

What this does not incentivise:

• Rigorous monitoring and evaluation
• Independent verification of claims
• Honest reporting of failures and setbacks
• Investment in unglamorous field infrastructure

Audited financials for one major US environmental organisation show: Adver-
tising and promotion at $1.43 million, direct mail printing at $1.93 million, and occupancy
costs at $1.38 million—in a single year. These figures don’t indicate inefficiency, but they
demonstrate a cost structure optimised for donor acquisition rather than field delivery.

Incentive #2: Growth Over Capacity
Philanthropic success is often measured by organisational growth: revenue increases, head-
count expansion, geographic reach. But growth metrics can mask operational reality.

A common pattern:

1. Organisation achieves early success with modest, focused operations
2. Success attracts funding; revenue grows significantly year-over-year
3. Pressure to “scale impact” drives geographic and programmatic expansion
4. Field capacity fails to keep pace with fundraising growth
5. Organisation becomes increasingly dependent on new donations to sustain expanded struc-

ture
6. Actual conservation delivery (as opposed to conservation activity) plateaus or declines as

a percentage of spend

The result: organisations optimised for fundraising rather than field effectiveness.
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Incentive #3: Attribution Without Evidence
Conservation organisations routinely claim credit for policy outcomes—species listings, marine
protected areas, international agreements. These claims are often legitimate in the sense that
organisations contributed to outcomes. But the marginal contribution of any single organi-
sation is rarely evidenced.

Consider the High Seas Treaty (BBNJ Agreement), which entered into force in January 2026.
Multiple organisations claim significant credit for this outcome. But the donor’s question should
be: What was the specific causal contribution of your organisation, over what
period, and at what cost—relative to other actors?

Absent rigorous attribution, donors risk paying for “credit-claiming” rather than measurable
marginal contribution.

Incentive #4: Outputs Reported as Outcomes
The conservation sector has developed a sophisticated vocabulary for describing activity. But
activity is not impact.

Figure 4: The fundamental misalignment between what NGOs report and what donors need to
assess impact
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What Organisations Report What Donors Actually Need to Know

Hectares “protected” Is there legal tenure? Enforcement? Funded manage-
ment?

Patrol-days conducted Did threats actually decrease? Were incursions pre-
vented?

Species “saved” What is the population trend? Is recovery sustained?

Communities “engaged” Did behaviour change? Are livelihoods sustainable?

Policy “wins” achieved Was the policy implemented? Is it enforced?

Table 2: The gap between reported outputs and verifiable outcomes

Incentive #5: Tax Efficiency Over Conservation Efficiency
Tax incentives are a legitimate feature of philanthropy. But they can create perverse dynamics
when giving becomes primarily a mechanism for tax optimisation rather than conservation
delivery.

The US Internal Revenue Service has repeatedly targeted “syndicated conservation easement”
transactions, describing certain deals as “listed transactions” and warning of structures that
purport to provide charitable deductions “significantly exceeding the amount invested.”

For UHNW donors, this creates both reputational and governance risk: capital should be
deployed into conservation that can withstand scrutiny, with structures that provide genuine
public benefit rather than merely tax efficiency.
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The Financial Transparency Problem
Audited accounts reveal organisational strategy—but only to those who know how to read them.

Consider how “programme services” might be classified:

• Grants to local field partners (high conservation value)
• Central staff salaries for “programme” roles (variable value)
• Professional fees to consultants (often opaque)
• Travel and meetings (difficult to assess)

Without forensic interpretation, donors cannot distinguish between capital that reaches ecosys-
tems and capital consumed by institutional operations. This opacity is not necessarily evidence
of waste—many central costs are legitimate—but it creates an environment where inefficiency
or misalignment can persist undetected.

Figure 5: Typical conservation organisation cost breakdown — the challenge is distinguishing
between capital that reaches ecosystems and capital consumed by institutional operations
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Part III: The Moral Stakes

Why Conservation Claims Demand a Higher Standard

Beyond False Advertising
When a company misrepresents a consumer product, the harm—while real—is typically limited
and recoverable. A misleading smartphone advertisement might cost a consumer a few hundred
dollars and some inconvenience.

Conservation claims operate in a different moral universe.

When an organisation asserts that a species will be saved, that claim carries weight that
transcends commercial transaction. Donors are not purchasing a product; they are participating
in what they believe to be a moral endeavour. They are responding to appeals that invoke:

• The survival of species that have existed for millions of years
• The preservation of ecosystems that sustain human life
• The protection of the planet for future generations
• The moral imperative to act before it is “too late”

These are not marketing messages. They are moral claims. And moral claims demand truth.

The Irreversibility Problem
Unlike most consumer harms, conservation failures are often irreversible. A species driven to
extinction cannot be recovered. An ecosystem destroyed cannot be restored. A climate threshold
crossed cannot be uncrossed.

This irreversibility creates a distinctive moral obligation for verification. When the consequences
of failure are permanent, the burden of proof for claimed success must be correspondingly high.

The moral logic is simple: If you claim to be saving something irreplaceable, you
must be able to demonstrate that you are actually saving it. The stakes are too high for
unverified assertions.

The Donor’s Moral Position
Consider the moral position of a donor who gives significantly to conservation:

They have been told their capital will protect forests, save species, and contribute to planetary
survival. They give in good faith, believing these claims. They may receive annual reports
describing “impact” and “progress.”

But if those claims cannot be independently verified—if the “protected” forest was never at
risk, if the “saved” species continues to decline, if the “impact” exists only in communications
materials—then the donor has been made an unwitting participant in a moral failure.

This is not the same as being overcharged for a product. It is being complicit in the false
representation of planetary salvation.
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The Institutional Integrity Question
Some conservation challenges reveal fundamental tensions between organisational positions and
tolerated outcomes. This section treats a specific case as a moral and integrity audit—not
an attack on any organisation, but a test of whether conservation claims can withstand scrutiny.

Case Study: Polar Bears, Trade, and Institutional Integrity
The donor question is direct: Can an organisation credibly claim to protect a threatened
flagship species whilst accepting, tolerating, or enabling an annual regime of killing
and commercial trade?

The data is stark:

Jurisdiction Metric Source Context

Canada 475–650 bears harvested annu-
ally

Federal CITES non-detriment
finding

International Trade ~300 bears/year enter trade Government of Nunavut (~2%
of population)

Export History 4,000+ hides exported 2002–
2021

Major media investigation;
prices to ~US$60,000/pelt

Baffin Bay 160 bears/year total removal Canada-Greenland joint man-
agement

Russia ~200 bears illegally killed/year Trade advocacy specialist esti-
mates

Table 3: Polar bear harvest and trade data — a species simultaneously “protected” and
commercially traded

There is credible public controversy around at least one major NGO. A multi-year investigation
alleged facilitation of legal trade and lobbying against full trade bans at CITES. The NGO
disputes that characterisation. In rigorous due diligence, these should be presented as docu-
mented allegations with a right of reply, then tested against primary documents and behaviour.

“If a species is threatened, it is off limits. Cultural sensitivity does not alter
biological reality or moral responsibility. The survival of species and ecosystems
is a precondition of all other values.”

Implication for UHNW Giving
If a donor’s moral position is incompatible with killing a threatened species, the practical action
is to stop funding organisations whose operating posture normalises that outcome
and instead fund direct protection models that reduce mortality and enforce protection in
the field.
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The polar bear example is illustrative, not unique. Similar tensions exist across conservation:
organisations that simultaneously advocate protection and accept practices that undermine it.
These contradictions rarely appear in fundraising materials.
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Part IV: The Solution

Evidence-First Conservation Due Diligence

What UHNW Donors Require
The solution to the verification gap is not to stop giving. It is to give with the same rigour
applied to significant investments.

A UHNW-grade conservation assessment should operate like investment due diligence, adapted
for conservation-specific risks. The objective is not to find “the lowest overhead” but to find
the highest probability of durable ecological outcomes per unit of capital, net of
governance, legal, and social risks.

The Evidence-First Framework
Conservation claims should be evaluated across three dimensions:

Dimension Definition Evidence Required

Outputs Activities delivered Hectares purchased, patrol-days funded,
equipment procured—documented

Outcomes Ecological change evidenced Reduced deforestation, reduced bycatch,
increased species populations—verified

Durability Probability gains persist Tenure security, enforcement capability,
recurring revenue, political resilience

Table 4: The three-tier evidence framework for conservation claims

Most conservation reporting stops at outputs. Effective due diligence requires outcomes
and durability.

The Efficacy Scoring Model
Beyond the output-outcome-durability framework, conservation projects can be assessed across
seven dimensions that capture the full risk profile:
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Dimension Assessment Criteria

Field-Effective Spend Verified percentage deployed to field delivery or direct in-country
partners

Protection Mechanism Evidence of enforcement, deterrence, tenure security, legal path-
way

Outcomes Independently verifiable ecological change against credible coun-
terfactual

Durability Probability that gains persist beyond grant period

Integrity Alignment No contradiction between narrative and tolerated outcomes

Scalability Ability to scale without overhead creep

Risk Security, legal, partner integrity, reputational risk

Table 5: The seven-dimension efficacy scoring model for conservation investments

This model allows like-for-like comparison across different conservation approaches and avoids
treating communications success as a proxy for ecological success.
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Desk Diligence: What to Examine
Before deploying significant capital, donors should verify:

Legal Basis
• Land title, lease, easement, concession, or

government designation
• Enforcement authority and practical en-

forceability
• Clarity of rights and obligations

Boundary Clarity
• Mapped intervention area with geospatial

files
• Suitable for independent satellite analysis
• Time-stamped and version-controlled

Threat Model
• Primary threats explicitly identified
• Credible plan to measurably reduce threats
• Baseline data against which progress can

be measured

Operating Model
• Staffing plan including local employment
• Procurement and contractor controls
• Security posture and incident reporting
• Partner relationships and accountability

Budget Realism
• Activity-level budget for at least 24 months
• Clear separation of local versus central

spend
• Plausible burn rate for the geography

Governance
• Board structure and independence
• Conflict policies and controls
• Audit posture appropriate to scale

Field Validation: When Desk Review Is Not Enough
For material deployments—particularly in remote or contested geographies—desk diligence
should be supplemented by field validation:

• Boundary confirmation and ground-truthing of mapped claims
• Evidence of operational presence (staff, equipment, partner activity)
• Spot checks on procurement, assets, and use of funds
• Threat reality assessment (are claimed threats actually present?)
• Structured evidence collection (photographs, GPS coordinates, video) suitable for

trustee review

Field validation transforms claims into verified facts. It is the difference between trusting a
narrative and knowing the truth.
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Red Flags for UHNW Donors
These indicators warrant heightened diligence and tighter controls:

• Impact claims that cannot be mapped, bounded, or time-stamped
• “Protected” hectares without tenure, enforceability, and funded manage-

ment
• High fundraising growth with lagging operational capacity
• Budgets dominated by opaque professional fees without clear delivery

linkage
• Partner structures that concentrate control without transparency
• Dependence on a single charismatic leader with weak governance depth
• Structures designed primarily for tax outcomes rather than conservation

outcomes

Milestone-Based Disbursement
For multi-year commitments, capital should be structured to protect donor intent:

• Ring-fenced budgets tied to specific de-
liverables

• Milestone triggers that release tranches
only when pre-defined conditions are ver-
ified

• Audit rights and procurement standards

• Evidence thresholds for sign-off (docu-
ments, geospatial proof, field confirmation)

• Exception handling and stop-loss trig-
gers

This structure aligns incentives: organisations are rewarded for verified delivery, not for
compelling proposals.

The Independent Verification Layer
A UHNW conservation advisory service functions as an independent verification layer
between donor intent and field reality.

This is not “charity recommendation.” It is forensic assessment:

• Evidence-led deal sourcing — identifying projects capable of absorbing large gifts without
distorting local governance

• Forensic financial interpretation — translating accounts into operational reality
• Ground-truthing — verifying boundaries, tenure, enforcement with objective data
• Governance design — ring-fenced budgets, milestone disbursement, audit rights
• Impact ledger — ongoing verification focused on ecological outcomes

The service is positioned not as “anti-NGO” but as a discipline of philanthropic effectiveness.
Conservation is capital allocation under uncertainty. UHNW donors need an independent engine
that can underwrite the difference between narrative and reality.
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Part V: A Practical Framework

What Trustees Should Require Before Approving Conservation Capital

The Trustee Checklist
Before approving a significant conservation deployment, confirm:

☐ A mapped intervention area exists and can be independently verified
☐ There is a clear legal basis for conservation action and enforceability
☐ The threat model is explicit and proposed actions reduce threats in measurable

terms
☐ Budgets are activity-level and realistic for the geography and operating constraints
☐ Governance and controls are proportionate to capital size and operational risk
☐ Outcome metrics and durability factors are defined, not implied
☐ Milestones and stop-loss triggers are documented for multi-tranche giving
☐ The organisation can provide independent corroboration of major claims

The Minimum Data Pack
For material conservation deployments, require:

Requirement Specification

Legal basis Title, lease, concession, designation, or co-management agree-
ment

Geospatial data Map and files suitable for independent satellite analysis

Threat model How the intervention reduces threats in measurable terms

Operating model Staffing plan, partner roles, security posture, incident reporting

Budget Activity-level for 24+ months; local vs. central spend clearly
split

M&E plan Outcome metrics, not only output or awareness metrics

Governance documents Board composition, policies, conflicts, audit posture

Table 6: Minimum data pack for investment-grade conservation due diligence

If a counterparty cannot provide these basics, the deployment should be treated
as high risk.
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Questions to Ask
Before committing capital, trustees should ask:

1. What specifically will change in nature as a result of this capital? (Not: what
activities will occur)

2. How will we know the change happened? (Not: what will you report)
3. What happens when the grant ends? (Binding answer, not aspiration)
4. What percentage of this budget reaches the intervention site? (Specific number,

documented)
5. Who else has independently verified these claims? (Third-party, not self-report)
6. What would cause you to return the money? (Stop-loss conditions)

These questions may seem aggressive. But they are precisely the questions any competent
investor would ask before deploying capital. Conservation philanthropy deserves the same
standard.
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About DRIFTR

Independent Verification for Conservation Capital

What We Do
DRIFTR provides independent due diligence and field validation for conservation and nature-
related capital deployments.

Our objective is straightforward: increase the probability that philanthropic capital
produces observable and durable outcomes in nature, and reduce governance and
reputational risk for fiduciaries.

Our Approach
We are not charity advisors. We do not fundraise on behalf of third parties. Our role is to:

• Assess claims — Verify what organisations say they are doing
• Test delivery capacity — Evaluate whether claims can actually be executed
• Provide evidence — Produce documentation suitable for trustees, boards, and audit

committees

Operating Principles

• Evidence-First — Effectiveness is a documentation and verification question, not a
branding question

• Field Realism — Distinguish between desk-ready narratives and what can be
executed on the ground

• Fiduciary Alignment — Structure giving to withstand scrutiny beyond the moment
of donation

• Neutral Posture — No ideological framing; focus on what is provable, durable, and
ethically defensible

Field Capability
Our work is informed by over two decades of expedition leadership and field operations in
frontier environments—from the polar regions to austere maritime settings. We have worked
at the intersection of enforcement, investigation, and conservation reality in places where
verification means going to the source.

This is not desk research with field vocabulary. It is field capability with documentary rigour.

Typical Client Situations
• A foundation considering a large,

multi-year commitment requiring
trustee-grade documentation

• A family office principal wanting mile-
stone gating and proof of delivery before
releasing additional tranches

• An adviser seeking independent veri-
fication to reduce reputational exposure
from a contentious deployment

• A donor wishing to verify field out-
comes and threat reduction in a defined
geography
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Engagement Model
Engagements are modular:

Stage 1
Desk Diligence

2–4 weeks

Stage 2
Field Validation

5–10 days + reporting

Stage 3
Monitoring

Quarterly or bespoke

Next Steps
If you oversee philanthropic allocations or advise donors on conservation giving, we recommend
a short briefing call. The purpose is to understand your risk posture, your typical conservation
exposure, and whether independent verification would improve governance.

Stefano Tricanico
Director — Field Assurance and Expedition Operations

📞 +1 403 707 5087
📧 operations@driftr.world
🌐 www.driftr.world

This document is provided for discussion purposes.
It does not constitute legal, tax, or investment advice.
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