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Building Collaborative Governance  
in the Extractive Sector

By Pablo Policzer, PhD

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The extractive sector faces wicked problems — so-called because they are complex, ambiguous, 

dynamic and evolving. They usually lack one root cause and their solutions often create 

unintended consequences. However, collaborative governance offers a way to address the 

sector’s complex challenges. By studying examples of collaboration in other areas — 

environmental conservation, health care, education, urban planning and disaster response —  

the extractive sector can adopt best practices for its own purposes. 

Rather than a top-down, siloed approach, collaborative governance involves working with a 

variety of stakeholders, such as local communities, government, industry and civil society groups. 

Collaborative governance is a pragmatic and effective approach to problem-solving and fosters 

transparency, inclusivity and adaptability by integrating a range of perspectives and expertise, 

culminating in effective and equitable policy-making.

Environmental impacts, social conflicts and a broad range of stakeholder interests are just a few 

of the challenges the extractive sector faces, making traditional top-down decision-making 

inadequate. The sector could incorporate collaborative governance in decision-making processes 

by adopting principles from Complex Adaptive Systems (CAS) theory. These principles include 

adaptability, use of local knowledge and decentralization to aid in balancing hard and fast 

regulations with on-the-ground realities, including playing a valuable role in conflict prevention. 

Among the problems the sector faces are economic dependence on finite, depleting resources, 

evolving technology, social conflict, a shifting regulatory environment, uncertain global markets 

and the imperative to respect cultural and Indigenous rights. Thus, a key part of collaborative 

governance would be training local community leaders to advocate for their interests and to 

manage their resources responsibly. 

Many other sectors offer valuable lessons in collaborative governance. For example, inclusive and 

shared decision-making in health care has produced better, more effective and tailored patient 

outcomes. Urban planning’s focus on sustainability can guide the extractive sector in managing 

environmental impacts and promoting community resilience. 

Stakeholders in conservation and natural resource management, including government, 

organizations and Indigenous communities, already collaborate to establish protected areas, 

engage in wildlife management and work on sustainable land use. Collaboration in education 

encompasses school boards, parent councils and other stakeholders.

Disaster management and emergency response also have much to teach about collaborative 

governance. With NGOs, government, first responders and communities co-ordinating  

disaster preparedness, response and recovery efforts, disaster management has become  

much more effective.
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International development is another field that successfully uses collaborative governance. 

Collaboration between governments, NGOs, donors and communities helps address poverty, 

infrastructure development and local social issues, with a focus on local ownership, capacity 

building and sustainable development. 

The need for more collaborative approaches in the extractive sector is increasingly evident.  

New global standards demand collaboration, consultation and even consent from local 

communities, especially where Indigenous peoples are involved. Impact assessments,  

community consultations and benefit-sharing agreements are now the norm. 

Collaborative governance is expanding in the extractive sector; thus it is essential to critically 

assess current practices, learning from collaboration in other sectors in order to adapt key 

methods to specific contexts in the extractive sector. A blueprint for future collaboration requires 

thoughtful reflection on what has worked, what has not and why.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
1.	 Need for Collaborative Governance: The extractive sector faces complex challenges, including 

environmental impacts, social conflicts and diverse stakeholder interests. Traditional top-down 

decision-making is inadequate, necessitating collaborative and adaptive approaches that 

effectively engage a broad range of stakeholders.

2.	Learning from Other Sectors: In recent decades, the extractive industry has increasingly 

embraced broad stakeholder engagement to mitigate its negative externalities. However, the 

industry could benefit from adopting more pragmatic, problem-solving approaches to 

collaborative governance seen in sectors like education, health care and environmental 

conservation. These approaches emphasize inclusivity, transparency and adaptability, focusing 

not just on reducing negative externalities but on effectively resolving common problems.

3.	Complex Adaptive Systems (CAS) Theory: Collaborative governance in the extractive sector 

could incorporate principles from CAS theory, such as adaptability, local knowledge and 

decentralization, to better navigate the sector’s interconnected and unpredictable challenges. 

While multiple regulations aim to mitigate the industry’s negative externalities, they can lead to 

moral hazards if not pragmatically adapted to local contexts. Balancing regulations with local 

realities is crucial for effective collaboration and conflict prevention.

4.	Building Local Capacity: Strengthening local governance and administrative capacity is 

essential for effective collaboration. This involves training local community leaders to advocate 

for their interests and manage resources responsibly, ensuring meaningful participation in 

decision-making.

THE PROBLEM
A suite of complex and difficult challenges bedevils us today. Often referred to as “wicked” 

problems, these issues are multifaceted and deeply interconnected, defying straightforward 

solutions and rendering traditional approaches ineffective (Rittel and Webber 1973).1 Wicked 

problems are complex, ambiguous, dynamic and constantly evolving. They typically lack a single 

root cause and their solutions frequently produce unintended consequences.2 

1	 In a classic formulation, Rittel and Webber (1973) argue that “[t]he professionalized cognitive and occupational styles 
that were refined in the first half of [the 20th] century, based in Newtonian mechanistic physics, are not readily 
adapted to contemporary conceptions of interacting open systems and to contemporary concerns with equity.”

2	 See Head (2022); Yankelovich (2015); Brown, Harris and Russell (2010); and Vaitheeswaran (2012). 
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Wicked problems are pervasive and encompass issues such as climate change, resource 

depletion, pandemics, urbanization, food security, energy transition and international security. 

Climate change involves interconnected issues, such as rising temperatures and biodiversity loss, 

which require difficult trade-offs among a wide range of stakeholders.3 Resource depletion 

demands similar trade-offs between effective sustainable practices and equitable distribution 

among sectors with widely different stakes in resource production (Nikolakis and Innes 2020). 

Global health pandemics, exemplified by COVID-19, require co-ordinated responses to balance 

the containment of an outbreak that might grow exponentially out of control with economic 

stability and long-term effects on social and mental health (Milsom, Smith and Walls 2019). Rapid 

urbanization poses challenges like congestion and pollution (Fork, Hopkins, Chappell, Hawley, 

Kaushal, Murphy et al. 2022; Duivenvoorden, Hartmann, Brinkhuijsen and Hesselmans 2021) while 

food security involves ensuring adequate, environmentally sustainable food production and 

distribution (Koc, MacRae, Mougeot and Welsh 1999; Stringer 2000; Pasko and Staurskaya 2020). 

The transition from fossil fuels to renewables involves economic, political and technological 

complexities (Thollander and Palm 2023; Jakimowicz 2022; Radtke and Wurster 2023). 

International security issues, particularly in weak states, involve co-ordinating with multiple 

stakeholders — who may be outside the law — to provide services and even uphold security  

amid institutional fragility.4

This conceptual paper explores the notion that extractive resource governance exemplifies a 

wicked problem, characterized by its complexity and the interplay of numerous issues without 

easy solutions. Challenges include environmental impact, economic dependence on finite and 

depleting resources, diverse stakeholder interests across various territories, potential social 

conflict, evolving technology, shifting regulatory landscapes, uncertain global markets and the 

importance of respecting cultural and Indigenous rights. Traditional top-down, siloed decision-

making, effective in stable and predictable conditions, falls short in addressing these multifaceted 

challenges in volatile and unpredictable contexts (Blyth 2006). Instead, collaborative and 

adaptive approaches, which engage a broad range of stakeholders, promote transparency and 

adapt to evolving circumstances, offer more promise (Poteete, Janssen and Ostrom 2010;  

Bua and Bussu 2023). This requires not just public engagement or consultation but true 

stakeholder involvement in problem-solving to ensure equitable benefits.

Collaborative governance in the extractive industries, including mining, oil and gas, began to  

take shape in the 1990s, driven by increasing environmental and social concerns, the rise of 

corporate social responsibility and pressures from local communities and governments (Mejia 

Acosta 2013; Maak 2022; Hilson 2012). This development coincided with the emergence of 

collaborative governance in other sectors, such as education, urban planning and health care, 

where the need for more inclusive and participatory decision-making processes was becoming 

increasingly apparent. While the extractive sector focused especially on addressing the negative 

impacts of its activities and ensuring more sustainable practices, other sectors sought to improve 

efficiency, inclusivity and outcomes by engaging a broader range of stakeholders.

The extractive industry can draw valuable lessons from the problem-solving approaches in  

other sectors where collaborative governance has been implemented with notable success.  

For instance, the emphasis on inclusive decision-making in education and health care has led to 

3	 See Karl (2013); Walls (2018); and Thollander, Palm and Hedbrant (2019). 
4	 Weak states are conventionally understood to lack the monopoly of coercive force and the capacity to provide basic 

services and guarantees such as the rule of law. The literature on weak states is extensive, but some exemplary works 
include Migdal (1988); O’Donnell (1994, 1999); Rotberg (2004); Fukuyama (2004); and Centeno (2002). Some key 
recent works include Mazzuca (2021); Blattman, Duncan, Lessing and Tobón (2023); Chowdhury (2018); Collaborative 
Research Center (SFB) 700 (2014); Draude, Börzel and Risse (2018); and Feldmann and Luna (2022).

https://www.nber.org/people/santiago_tobon
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more effective and tailored outcomes, suggesting that a similar approach could benefit the 

extractive sector by better addressing the needs of local communities through collaboration  

with them. Also, the focus on sustainability in urban planning provides insights into how the 

extractive industry can manage environmental impacts and promote long-term community 

resilience. By integrating these lessons, the extractive sector can enhance its collaborative 

governance practices, leading to more sustainable, inclusive and equitable outcomes for 

stakeholders involved.

The diverse nature of wicked problems in different sectors highlights the need to move beyond 

approaches that depend on the assumption of a stable and predictable (mechanistic or 

Newtonian) world and embracing the inherent open-endedness and unpredictability of the world 

we live in (Taleb 2012; Blyth 2006).5 Established top-down, siloed decision-making might work 

where the background conditions are stable. Under conditions of uncertainty and flux, those 

established models need to give way to more experimental lateral thinking, which requires 

collaboration among various stakeholders, including governments, private enterprises, civil 

society and local communities. Collaborative governance can allow for diverse perspectives and 

expertise to inform decision-making and better navigate the inherent uncertainty wicked 

problems pose. Collaboration in this sense is not an end but a means that presupposes that no 

single actor or perspective possesses all the knowledge and resources needed to tackle these 

issues comprehensively, and that the posing of problems and seeking solutions must continuously 

evolve (Fung, Wright and Abers 20023; Fung 2004, 2006; Ansell and Gash 2008).6

The next section shows how collaborative governance in the extractive industry can draw 

inspiration from experiences in how it has emerged in different sectors, from education and 

health care to security, grappling with comparable wicked problems that require thinking outside 

traditional hierarchies and silos. Section 3 considers the impetus for collaboration in the extractive 

sector, stemming from a range of stringent new global standards in the extractive sector that 

mandate collaboration, consultation and even consent from local communities, especially in areas 

that include Indigenous peoples. Finally, the last section considers some of the key challenges 

associated with building meaningful local capacity required for collaboration. 

HOW COLLABORATIVE GOVERNANCE CAN WORK
In recent decades, collaborative governance and decision-making have emerged in various 

sectors. These models promote transparency and involvement of diverse stakeholders in  

key decisions. 

a.	 Environmental Conservation and Natural Resource Management: Many environmental 

initiatives have embraced collaborative governance to address conservation challenges. 

Conservation organizations, governments, Indigenous communities and local stakeholders 

often collaborate to establish protected areas, manage wildlife and promote sustainable  

land and resource use. These efforts emphasize the importance of inclusivity, shared  

decision-making and adaptive management in achieving conservation goals (Bodin 2017; 

Murota and Takeshita 2013; Baird, Schultz, Plummer, Armitage and Bodin 2019; Ojha, Hall  

and Sulaiman 2013).

5	 Following Taleb (2012), this means embracing disorder to build resilience.
6	 Much of this literature is inspired by a kind of pragmatism, expressed by John Dewey (1927) in noting that “the man 

who wears the shoe, not the shoemaker, knows best where it pinches.” 
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b.	 Education: Collaborative governance has been employed in education to involve parents, 

teachers, administrators and community members in school decision-making. School boards, 

parent-teacher associations and community-based organizations often work together to 

improve educational outcomes, enhance school facilities and develop inclusive curricula. These 

efforts underscore the benefits of involving diverse stakeholders to shape educational policies 

and practices (Sengupta, Blessinger and Nezaami 2022; Elken 2023).

c.	 Health Care: Collaborative governance is used in the health-care sector to enhance patient 

care and health system performance. Health organizations, policy-makers, medical 

professionals and patient advocacy groups collaborate to develop health-care policies, 

improve patient safety and advance research. The involvement of multiple stakeholders 

ensures that health-care decisions are informed through a broad range of perspectives and 

expertise (Sitienei, Manderson and Nangami 2021; Scott 2011; Short and McDonald 2012; 

Frankowski 2019).

d.	 Urban Planning and Development: Collaborative governance is integral to urban planning and 

development projects. Local governments, urban planners, developers, community 

organizations and residents often collaborate to create sustainable and livable urban 

environments. This approach encourages community engagement, participatory design 

processes and integration of local knowledge into urban planning decisions (Healey 2006, 

2007, 2009; Follador, Tremblay-Racicot, Duarte and Carrier 2020; Innes and Rongerude 2006; 

Sartorio, Aelbrecht, Kamalipour and Frank 2021; Sagaris 2014; Fung 2004).

e.	 Natural Disasters and Emergency Response: Collaborative governance is crucial during 

natural disasters and emergencies. Government agencies, first responders, NGOs and affected 

communities work together to co-ordinate disaster preparedness, response and recovery 

efforts. Collaborative approaches enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of disaster 

management (Bodin, Örjan and Nohrstedt 2016; Miller and Rivera 2011; Warganegara and 

Samson 2021).

f.	 International Development: International development projects often involve collaboration 

between governments, NGOs, donors and local communities to address poverty, infrastructure 

development and social issues. Collaborative governance in this context emphasizes local 

ownership, capacity building and sustainable development (Florini and Pauli 2018; Brink and 

Wamsler 2017; Cepiku, So and Jesuit 2019).

g.	 Security Sector: Collaborative governance in the security sector within weak states presents 

intricate challenges, particularly concerning the selection of appropriate partners as some 

actors operate outside legal frameworks. Engaging with non-state actors, such as militias or 

vigilante groups, to address security concerns risks legitimizing or empowering them, 

highlighting the importance of rigorous vetting and oversight mechanisms. Nevertheless, 

various governance approaches are being experimented with in different contexts, reflecting 

ongoing efforts to find innovative solutions to complex security challenges in weak states.7

These examples show that collaborative governance has emerged or might potentially emerge in 

different sectors grappling with comparable problems that require thinking outside traditional 

hierarchies and silos. This approach acknowledges that complex problems require multifaceted 

solutions and it leverages the collective wisdom of crowds along with the resources of diverse 

stakeholders to achieve better solutions for common goals (Surowiecki 2004). Collaboration 

7	 See Migdal (1988); O’Donnell (1994, 1999); Rotberg (2004); Fukuyama (2004); and Centeno (2002). See also  
Draude, Börzel and Risse (2018); Feldmann and Luna (2022); Blattman, Duncan, Lessing and Tobón (2023).
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fosters co-operation, transparency and shared responsibility among stakeholders with the 

promise of better solutions and more inclusive and sustainable outcomes.

Building collaborative governance in the extractive industry can draw inspiration from these 

experiences. Extractive resource governance is a textbook example of a wicked problem.  

The complexity arises from the interplay of many issues with no easy answers, such as:

•	 The sector’s environmental impact and significant economic dependence on resource revenue; 

•	 The finite and depleting nature of mineral resources; 

•	 Diverse stakeholder interests across a wide range of territories and conditions; 

•	 The potential for social conflict and injustice over environmental depletion and resource revenue; 

•	 Rapidly evolving technology;

•	 Shifting and sometimes contradictory regulatory challenges; 

•	 Uncertain global market dynamics; 

•	 The growing importance of respecting cultural and Indigenous rights; and 

•	 The need for long-term planning amid high volatility and uncertainty. 

Top-down, siloed decision-making may be appropriate in situations where the background 

conditions are reasonably stable and predictable, but it is ill-suited to addressing these 

multifaceted challenges in highly volatile and unpredictable contexts (Blyth 2006). More 

promising are collaborative adaptive approaches that engage a broad range of stakeholders, 

encourage transparency and adapt to evolving circumstances. Collaboration presupposes 

engaging local communities, governments, industry players and civil society organizations to 

collectively address the complex challenges associated with resource extraction (Poteete, 

Janssen and Ostrom 2010). This kind of participation and inclusion is not only an end but also  

a means to ensure equitable benefits. By learning from these models in other sectors, the 

extractive industry can develop more effective and inclusive approaches to decision-making  

and project implementation.

Collaborative governance also draws on complex adaptive systems (CAS) theory through 

principles such as adaptability, diversity and inclusivity, feedback loops, self-organization, 

nonlinearity, resilience, local knowledge and decentralization (Miller and Page 2007; Axelrod  

and Cohen 2000; Page 2011). CAS theory emphasizes the importance of adapting to changing 

circumstances and incorporating diverse stakeholder perspectives to foster innovation.  

Feedback loops facilitate continuous learning and improvement, whereas self-organization 

encourages organic problem-solving. Recognizing nonlinearity prepares governance for 

unexpected outcomes and resilience enables the system to absorb shocks (Taleb 2012). 

Embracing decentralization and local knowledge empowers communities not only as agents of 

their own destiny, but also as holders of critical insights to resolve problems as they affect them 

(Ostrom 1990, 2010). By applying CAS principles, collaborative governance can better tackle 

complex, interconnected and wicked problems in a rapidly changing world (Sapir 2019; Goldstein 

2012; Espinosa Salazar 2023; De Búrca, Scott and Çali 2014; Sabel and Zeitlin 2012; Ostrom, 

Walker and Gardner 1992; Juarrero 1999).
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EMERGING PRACTICES IN THE EXTRACTIVE SECTOR
The need for more collaborative approaches in the extractive sector is becoming increasingly 

evident. In recent decades, a range of stringent new global standards mandates collaboration, 

consultation and even consent from local communities, especially in areas that include Indigenous 

peoples (Aylwin and Policzer 2020; O’Faircheallaigh 2013).8 In response, practices such as impact 

assessments, community consultations and benefit-sharing agreements have become 

commonplace. While collaborative governance in the extractive sector is evolving, and these 

efforts depart significantly from traditional top-down approaches, it is essential to critically  

assess these practices, learn from past experiences and from collaboration in other sectors  

and adapt them to specific contexts. This requires thoughtful reflection on what has worked,  

what has not and why.

Building collaborative governance requires drawing lessons from ongoing initiatives and 

experience in the extractive industry and elsewhere. This involves understanding that 

collaborative governance in the extractive sector is inherently transdisciplinary. It requires 

integrating knowledge from diverse disciplines, including but not limited to geology, 

environmental sciences, engineering, economics, sociology, anthropology and political science.9 

More importantly, it requires transcending, going beyond disciplines and integrating local 

knowledge as a valuable resource in decision-making processes. While it is possible and even 

important to think big and develop general approaches and frameworks, solutions must also be 

tailored to the place and circumstance. What works in one place may not be suited to another. 

While this is a big challenge, this approach is not unique to the extractive sector. It is also 

increasingly present in other sectors, including health care, education and development. This 

provides opportunities for lateral thinking and mutual learning across sectors.

Although it is important for the extractive sector to learn from how other sectors have moved 

toward more collaboration to integrate knowledge from a wider range of stakeholders, the stakes 

in the extractive sector are unique. The scale of resources involved and the disparities between 

the extractive industry and local communities can be enormous. A core challenge for more 

collaborative governance in the extractive sector lies in strengthening or even building local 

capacity from the ground up, which is the cornerstone for effective engagement and decision-

making. Robust local capacity is essential for integrating diverse perspectives and local 

knowledge, tailoring solutions to unique contexts and fostering meaningful participation. 

The extractive industry mostly operates in rural areas where local communities lack capacity in at 

least two critical but somewhat counterintuitive and contradictory ways: 

•	 Rural communities sometimes have less power to advocate for their interests, including 

participating in decisions that directly affect them but are taken far away in the public and 

private sectors; and 

•	 Rural communities tend to lack the capacity to manage the often substantial resources involved 

in compensation for the impact of the extractive industry in their territory (Freudenburg 2010; 

Damonte and Glave 2016; Vermeulen and Cotula 2010). 

8	 Some standards are mandatory, such as ILO Convention 169. Others, such as the UN’s Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples or Sustainable Development Goals, are voluntary. Yet even “soft law” voluntary standards 
nevertheless influence the evolution of stricter standards adopted by an increasingly wider range of actors. 

9	 For example, Yeboah-Assiamah, Muller and Domfeh (2018) argue that a transdisciplinary approach, including experts 
and local stakeholders, is ““tailor-made …” to solving complex societal issues and [should be adopted] in natural 
resource governance studies.” 
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The amount of money involved in the extractive industry is substantial. While new international 

standards have mandated more consultation, participation, compensation and consent, the 

capacity of local communities to manage sometimes substantial payouts remains an open question.

KEY CHALLENGES
A compounding difficulty is that international standards aiming to improve conditions, mandate 

consultation and in some cases consent, can also have unintended consequences or moral 

hazards by creating incentives for more conflict and less collaboration at the local level.10 While 

well-intentioned, these standards can sometimes lead local actors to prioritize short-term gains 

over long-term collaboration and sustainability, especially when the disparity between local 

poverty and extractive industry wealth is large. For instance, the promise of significant financial 

compensation may encourage local leaders or groups to exaggerate their grievances or compete 

aggressively with each other to be recognized as primary stakeholders (Conde and Le Billon 2017; 

Menton and Le Billon 2021; Brunet and Longboat 2023; Franks, Davis, Bebbington and Scurrah 

2014; Franks 2015; Hoelscher and Rustad 2019). This can produce tensions and rivalries within 

communities, undermining the social cohesion required for collective action and sustainable 

development. Furthermore, the focus on securing immediate benefits might detract from efforts 

to build lasting infrastructure or institutional capacities crucial for enduring prosperity. A core 

challenge is ensuring that such local conflicts and divisions, including decisions about who should 

get what, are appropriately resolved at the local level, in some cases, as a precondition for local 

communities to engage with the industry. Decisions regarding distribution are inherently political, 

which the private sector does not have the mandate or capacity to manage. Such conflicts can 

become especially acute in places where the public sector has receded or been deliberately 

weakened in favour of market efficiency (Gentes and Policzer 2022). 

Moreover, international standards can sometimes impose one-size-fits-all solutions that do not 

align with local realities. This misalignment can be pronounced in areas such as labour, human 

rights or environmental standards. For instance, stringent labour regulations designed in 

developed countries may not account for the economic constraints faced by businesses in 

developing regions. These businesses might struggle to comply with high labour costs or 

advanced worker safety requirements, leading to either non-compliance or adverse economic 

impacts such as layoffs or business closures.11

Similarly, human rights standards, while crucial, may clash with local cultural practices and  

legal frameworks. Imposing universal human rights mandates without considering local contexts 

can lead to resistance from local populations, who may perceive these standards as foreign 

impositions that disregard their cultural and social norms. This can foster a sense of 

disenfranchisement among local communities and exacerbate tensions between international 

bodies and local actors.12

Environmental standards illustrate this challenge. For example, regulations aimed at reducing 

carbon emissions might not consider the developmental needs of countries that rely heavily on 

industries, such as oil and gas, mining or agriculture, which are significant sources of emissions. 

These countries may find it economically unfeasible to meet such standards without significant 

support and flexibility from the international community.13

10	 For a discussion of comparable moral hazards in security, see Policzer (2012).
11	 See Betcherman (2014). 
12	 See Rajagopal (2003) and Gregg (2011). 
13	 See Collier (2020) and Collier and Venables (2014). 
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When local actors feel that their unique circumstances and needs are overlooked in these critical 

areas, they may become frustrated and unwilling to co-operate. This disconnection can foster a 

sense of disenfranchisement and result in conflict, instead of meaningful collaboration. Building 

international standards “from below” (Rajagopal 2003) can better adapt to local contexts 

through inclusive dialogue and flexible frameworks.

This approach is not only a matter of justice, but also pragmatic problem-solving. From a justice 

perspective, it may be ethically imperative to include previously marginalized communities to 

correct historical injustices and ensure equity. Without discounting the importance of correcting 

past injustices, a more pragmatic argument underscores the effectiveness and sustainability of 

the solutions that arise from local engagement. By involving local actors in the creation and 

implementation of standards, the resulting policies are more likely to be practical, acceptable  

and successful in solving local concrete problems.

For example, when local businesses and workers are part of the dialogue on labour standards,  

the policies developed are more likely to reflect the economic realities and capacities of these 

businesses, leading to higher compliance rates and better overall outcomes. Similarly, human 

rights standards informed by local cultural contexts are more likely to gain community support 

and achieve meaningful impact without cultural resistance. Incorporating local knowledge and 

practices in the realm of environmental standards can produce innovative solutions that are both 

sustainable and economically viable. Local communities often have a deep understanding of their 

natural ecosystems and can provide valuable insights into sustainable practices that international 

bodies with a more universal and less locally attuned set of perspectives may overlook.

Ultimately, a pragmatic problem-solving approach strengthens the effectiveness of international 

standards by ensuring that they are realistic and contextually appropriate. It transforms potential 

conflict into co-operation, as local actors see their input values and needs addressed.  

This inclusive process not only fosters a sense of ownership and accountability among local 

communities but also enhances the legitimacy and durability of the standards. Therefore,  

while justice is an important consideration, the pragmatic benefits of this approach make it  

a compelling argument for building international standards from the ground up.

One area where this challenge could be addressed is through capacity-building programs. 

Historically, many of these have been directed at executive elites in the public and private  

sectors, aiming to educate them on the practices involved in stakeholder engagement according 

to leading international standards, such as sustainable development or free, prior and informed 

consent. Without denying the value of such programs, it would also be beneficial to train more 

local community leaders not only to better advocate for their own interests, but also to manage 

resources with accountability and probity. At the same time, it cannot be emphasized strongly 

enough that this involves not only technical issues regarding how to manage resources or  

respect standards, but also fundamentally political questions regarding who should get what. 

These challenges remain at the forefront of the involvement of a more collaborative extractive 

sector governance.
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