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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The UK-funded Justice and Stability in the Sahel (JASS) programme—Iled by Mercy Corps in partnership
with local NGOs—aims to enhance stability in Mali and Niger by promoting inclusive land governance,
natural resource management, and access to justice for marginalised communities. Launched in central
Mali in 2021 and expanded in 2023 to cover 24 communes across both countries, JASS will run through
March 2026. The programme focuses on three interlinked outcomes: improving conflict management
capacity and community—institution collaboration; building resilience to climate-related stressors; and
strengthening the evidence base for advocacy and locally driven interventions.

While existing scholarship has long documented links between natural resources and conflict (e.g.,
Fearon & Laitin 2003; Homer-Dixon 1999), the mediating role of climate stress (Raleigh & Urdal 2007;
Adger 2006) and the promise of participatory governance (Ostrom 1990; Tyler 2003), few studies have
provided rigorous, causal evidence in fragile Sahelian contexts. In particular, there is a gap in
experimental research that examines how institutional design shapes perceptions of legitimacy, conflict
reduction, and climate resilience.

Using a survey experiment embedded in the programme’s midline evaluation (conducted in December
2024 in Mali and Niger), this study addresses these gaps and tests JASS’s Theory of Change.
Specifically, it tests the assumption that communities with institutions that are more inclusive and that
empower and mobilise citizens will be more resilient to climate-related challenges; have fewer conflicts
over natural resources; have more effective institutions; view such institutions as legitimate and fair; and
have better conflict resolution mechanisms. It builds on efforts from donors, practitioners, and
international organizations to develop interventions that explore community-driven, inclusive natural
resource governance as a potential pathway to mitigate conflict and bolster climate resilience.

A total of 3,687 individuals from villages and communes in Koutiala, Ségou, Koulikoro, and San—in
Mali—and Maradi and Tahoua—in Niger—participated in the survey. The survey experiment involved
participants and non-participants of JASS activities in areas that were both exposed and not exposed to
the programme. Respondents were randomly assigned to one of three vignette conditions: an inclusive
community-based natural resource governance structure, a centralised natural resource governance
structure, and the control condition, representing the current status quo, which in most cases represents a
top-down community-centred system led by a mix of customary and state institutions. This random
assignment facilitates causal determination of the respondents' preferences. Participants then answered
questions regarding climate resilience, vertical social cohesion, legitimacy, and fairness. The analysis
considers geographical (village-level) and personal characteristics (gender and age) as well as
participation in specific JASS activities to estimate the effects of exposure to the different vignettes. The
key findings are as follows:

Respondents presented with an inclusive resource management model consistently reported more
optimistic assessments of their community’s ability to reduce conflict and cope with environmental stress,
compared with those in the status-quo and those in the centralised system. Specifically, respondents
exposed to the inclusive and locally led vignette were more likely to trust the adjudication of land
management issues, expect reductions in conflicts over natural resources, and believe in their
community’s capacity to withstand climate-related challenges.

Conflict intensity can dampen optimism across all systems. Given the wide dispersion in the levels of
conflict events in areas where the survey took place, the report explores whether increased violence
affects perceptions of governance systems. Indeed, respondents living in areas with higher reported
conflict events demonstrate a consistent deterioration in their assessment of any natural resource
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governance system. By contrast, this deteriorating effect is absent when analysing the participants’ own
perceptions of violent confrontations. The results indicate that although living in more conflict-prone areas
can negatively affect perceptions of governance, actual exposure to violence may not have the same
powerful effect.

Non-Indigenous (allochthonous) respondents—though under-sampled—displayed more variable,
slightly less positive perceptions than indigenous (autochthonous) peers, yet still favoured community-led
governance. ! Female and male respondents showed no statistically significant differences in their
responses, aligning with evidence that gender does not always predict governance preferences in non-
Western settings.

Based on these findings, the report outlines five strategic recommendations to practitioners, donors,
policymakers, and the broader ecosystem of stakeholders:

Institutionalise and scale up inclusive community-led governance structures and mechanisms. The
findings show the importance of inclusion and empowering community members in natural resource
governance. Such institutions should therefore be formally embedded in local governance frameworks and
scaled across all JASS communes. The JASS programme and policymakers must collaborate to codify,
resource, and expand these participatory structures to lock in the benefits of community-led decision-
making.

Enhance Inclusive Representation. In the inclusive, community-driven governance scenario, local
stakeholders—rather than external actors—Ilead decisions on resource management, which respondents
linked directly to better conflict resolution, legitimacy, and climate resilience. However, practical barriers
persist, as evidenced by more cautious attitudes among non-indigenous (allochthonous) households and
other under-represented groups. Further research is needed to explore the obstacles and additional
avenues to enhance inclusive representation of different groups. The JASS programme and relevant
stakeholders must continue to weave inclusion in the fabric of governance structures and processes to
deepen ownership, trust and fairness among community members.

Integrate climate-smart adaptation within governance systems. Climate shocks and resource scarcity
are key drivers of violence in the Sahel, so governance structures must explicitly integrate climate
adaptation alongside resource management. In the inclusive vignette, external support, such as training on
sustainable practices and climate-resilient agriculture, boosted community confidence in their ability to
withstand environmental stress. JASS’s real-world investments in climate-smart farming, water
infrastructure, soil restoration, and institutional capacity-building demonstrate how embedding adaptation
into local governance can strengthen both resilience and social cohesion.

Empower inclusive governance systems with conflict resolution capacities. Inclusive community-led
governance bodies like the Village and Land Commissions (COFQOs) have provided legitimacy and a track
record of reducing resource conflicts, so it is essential to further bolster their dispute-resolution capacities.
JASS’s support in Mali has already led to higher conflict-resolution rates, demonstrating the impact of
targeted training in negotiation, mediation, land-law basics, and agreement documentation. To build on
these successes, the programme should expand such capacity-building to additional local institutions and
promote collaboration across all governance and judicial systems.

T We use the terms non-indigenous, allochthones, and allochthonous interchangeably to refer to individuals who were not born into (or whose family
lineage does not originate from) the local community in which they now reside. We also use the terms indigenous, autochthone, and autochthonous
interchangeably to refer to individuals who were born in (and whose family lineage originates from) the local community were they now live.
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Strengthen state-community coordination and accountability. Bridging the divide between grassroots
governance and formal authorities is crucial for cohesive resource management at the climate—conflict
nexus; donors and practitioners should facilitate joint forums to clarify roles, pathways, and community
agreements, while policymakers formalise these mechanisms to ensure accountability and legitimacy. By
institutionalising regular, structured dialogue between local governance bodies and state actors, the
programme can foster mutual accountability and more effective collaboration in tackling climate shocks,
resilience, and conflict.

By linking these attitudes to theoretical discussions on local governance, social cohesion, and climate
resilience, our study contributes to the growing evidence base that inclusive decision-making can foster
both peacebuilding and adaptation outcomes in fragile, climate-affected regions.
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BACKGROUND AND OVERVIEW

Introduction

Countries in the Sahel region, including Mali and Niger, have suffered from a confluence of challenges
stemming from climate
variability, fragile governance
systems, and recurring
resource-related conflicts.
Environmental stressors such
as increasing  droughts,
floods, and land degradation
have heightened competition
over water and arable land,

thereby straining traditional
. . Ségou
conflict-resolution
mechanisms, and leading to M“d
more conflict and violence. To

solve this, donors,
practitioners, and
international organizations have created interventions that explore community-driven, inclusive natural
resource governance as a potential pathway to mitigate conflict and strengthen climate resilience. These
are predicated on the idea that local and inclusive governance structures tend to foster higher levels of
trust, legitimacy, and cooperation. For instance, seminal research shows that where community members
are involved in creating and enforcing rules for resource use, they see governance structures as more
legitimate (Ostrom 1990). Literature on peacebuilding and conflict resolution also underscores the role of
inclusive governance in strengthening fairness and transparency, especially when decision-making
processes are perceived as equitable. However, while the promise of inclusive governance has been
explored in the peace-building literature, empirical evidence showing a causal link between inclusive
governance of natural resources and peacebuilding outcomes like conflict prevention, legitimacy, and social

cohesion in fragile contexts is relatively scarce. Furthermore, it is unclear whether local communities would
be willing to consider this as a more optimal alternative over the current structures in place.

Yet, identifying effective natural resource governance structures is critical to mitigating some of the
pressures that heighten conflict. Many fragile and conflict-affected situations (FCS) are highly vulnerable
to climate change. In fact, 19 of the top 25 most climate vulnerable countries are FCS. Many of them are
geographically exposed to extreme and persistent climate hazards, and the same characteristics that
define them as fragile—weak institutions, poor governance, and conflict — also makes them struggle to
cope with and adapt to these shocks.? It is widely recognised that climate change, environmental
degradation and conflict are interconnected and can have consequences for disrupting peace, especially
in fragile and resource-constrained settings (Burke et al. 2015). The COP 28 Declaration on Climate,
Relief, Recovery and Peace highlights the need to strengthen the evidence base on what works for
adaptation in FCS. It emphasises the need to leverage the experience and expertise of humanitarian,
peace, and development actors, in concert with researchers and community and indigenous stakeholders
to address this gap. Central to this is a need to understand what strengthens resilience to these climate-

2 See Adapting in Adversity
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related challenges. Existing evidence suggests peacebuilding interventions may hold great potential for
both conflict and resilience outcomes. However, there has been an inadequate focus on understanding
how common peacebuilding approaches can foster resilience and make communities more
adaptable to climate-related challenges. Specifically, what kind of governing institutions could improve
natural resource management, and boost community climate resilience?

This study addresses these gaps by examining various resource governance structures and how they
impact perceptions on resilience to climate-related challenges, conflict over natural resources, dispute
resolution mechanisms, and state-citizen relations. We use a survey experiment embedded within the
midline evaluation of the Justice and Stability in the Sahel (JASS) programme in Niger and Mali.

Drawing on the survey experiment implemented in Mali and Niger, we test the JASS theory of change to
understand the effect of exposing communities to hypothetical institutional scenarios. We test whether
those exposed to inclusive and consensus-driven governance structures will express greater trust in
authorities, expect fairer conflict resolution, and perceive increased capacity to adapt to climate shocks.
We find that respondents presented with an inclusive model of resource management consistently
reported more optimistic assessments of their community’s ability to reduce conflict and cope with
environmental stress. By linking these attitudes to theoretical discussions on local governance, social
cohesion, and climate resilience, our study contributes to the growing evidence base that inclusive
decision-making can foster both peacebuilding and adaptation outcomes in fragile, climate-affected
regions.

Objectives of the Study
Background and Context

Over the past decade, Mali has experienced worsening security due to escalating violence in the
northern and central regions, driven by ethnic tensions, armed groups, and competition for resources
like land and water. Political instability has played a prominent role in the country. The country has
experienced three coup d’états since 2012 and has a long history of underrepresentation of certain
groups, grievances, and political upheaval amidst geopolitical changes. However, while extremist groups
are present, most conflict-related deaths stem from long-standing local grievances. Traditional conflict
resolution mechanisms have weakened, and state structures are fragmented, especially in rural areas.
Beyond political tensions, Mali’s climate variability further strains resource management (SIPRI 2021).
Periodic droughts, erratic rainfall patterns, and advancing desertification exacerbate competition for
scarce land and water resources. Conflict over the control, allocation, and use of these resources has
become more frequent, intensifying existing communal rifts. As a result, many local conflict resolution
mechanisms have come under pressure revealing gaps in both capacity and legitimacy (UNDP 2023).

In neighbouring Niger, the Tahoua and Maradi regions face similar challenges, particularly over natural
resources like land and water, exacerbated by rapid population growth, climate change, and weak
governance. The Tarka Valley, a vital resource area, is under increasing strain, contributing to conflicts
and migration pressures. At the same time, rapid population growth place additional pressure on natural
resources, intensifying competition within and between communities. Like Mali, Niger has experienced
recurring governance challenges (OECD 2020). It has undergone a series of political transitions and at
the same time continues to grapple with weak formal institutions and limited state presence (ICG 2017).
Whether with its formal or informal arrangements, a lack of inclusive leadership or transparent decision-
making around resource use fuels mistrust between authorities and the broader population. Both
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countries face demographic and environmental challenges that intensify resource-based tensions, but
the situation remains manageable in central Niger and southern Mali if rapid interventions are made.

Programme Context and this Report

In response to the instability and similar challenges in Mali and Niger, the United Kingdom (UK)
government is funding the Justice and Stability in the Sahel programme. Following an initial phase from
September 2021 to March 2023 in central Mali, the programme expanded in April 2023 to include twenty
communes in Mali and four in Niger. As a three-year initiative, the programme is set to conclude in 2026.
Managed by Mercy Corps in partnership with local NGOs AMEDD in Mali and Cercle Dev in Niger, JASS
aims to enhance security and stability in the Sahel region by promoting equity and inclusion in land
governance, natural resource management, and justice for marginalised communities. The JASS
programme has a robust evidence and learning agenda with key priority areas and questions, one of
which specifically focuses on conflict mediation and natural resource governance. Within this framework,
the JASS programme is conducting research to understand what works for inclusive conflict mediation
and natural resource governance that also supports climate adaptation. This requires understanding
people’s preferences and perceptions about the potential effectiveness of different governance systems,
particularly in areas where the status quo appears to have lost legitimacy because it does not seem to
promote structures that foster the participation of multiple groups or where conflict prevents the current
system from working properly. This report is part the broader quasi-experimental study that aims to
support learning, adaptive management, and advocacy by generating robust evidence on effective
strategies for reducing climate-related conflicts and strengthening community resilience.

IF institutions responsible for preventing and
managing land conflict are strengthened, more
inclusive, and have better interoperability (01.1)

c’ ifias and institution
are going fo be better able
fo prevent conflict before it

arises and resolve it
IF community members at all levels are when it does (R1)
empowered and mobilised as acfive participants
in conflict resolution and peacebuilding (01.2)
and IF

IF communities and their most vulnerable
members are better prepared for, and better able

to respond to climate shocks (02.1) Fair end equitable

land justice and

A situation of

\ BECicstkone improved stability
“.‘ m“’::r:::::;::: for and security in Mali

and Niger will be

IF youth are provided with meaningful, Popy sk observed (Goal)

sustainable, climate restorative amployment o r(lék o con)ﬂrd
opportunities in both on-farm and
off-farm livelihoods (02.2)
IF the evidence base for how to most effectively
mitigate and resolve land and resource-based
conflict is stenghtened (03.1)
There will be addifional
resources invested into
IF a like minded coalition of actors moves . which work (R3) Underlying Design Principles:
forward with delivery and scaling of actions ' Gender Equality & Social Inclusion
informed by evidence (03.3) Climate & Environmental Risk Mifigation, Adaptation and Restoration

Applying Triple Nexus Approaches to Programming
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Figure 1. JASS’ Theory of Change

The JASS Theory of Change (TOC) is complex and complexity-aware, acknowledging that promoting
security and stability requires addressing challenges posed by violent extremism, as they are causes and
effects of the instability in the region. The TOC posits that if institutions responsible for preventing and
managing land conflict are strengthened, more inclusive, and have better interoperability and if
community members at all levels are empowered and mobilised as active participants in conflict
resolution and peacebuilding — then communities and institutions are going to be able to prevent conflict
before it arises and resolve it when it does. The underlying assumption of this TOC is that communities
with institutions that are more inclusive and that empower and mobilise citizens will be more resilient to
climate-related challenges; have fewer conflicts over natural resources; have more effective institutions;
view such institutions as legitimate and fair; and have better conflict resolution mechanisms.

This report examines and tests the TOC assumptions and directly serves Results 1 and 3 (see Figure 1;
R1 and R3) while promoting a context in which Result 3 can be generated. It presents preliminary results
from a research design that uses randomly assigned vignettes to examine varying institutional and
governance structures and perceptions of these systems to build evidence about key elements of the
JASS programme’s theory of change. Future products will present additional findings from the broader
quasi-experimental study, including the comparison group of communes where JASS is not active.

NATURAL RESOURCE GOVERNANCE, CONFLICT,
AND CLIMATE RESILIENCE

Previous Research and Existing Gaps

Disputes over land and other resources can contribute to broader conflict, particularly in contexts marked
by social divisions, violence, and instability. A range of scholarships has emphasised the role of natural
resources in both triggering and sustaining internal armed conflict (Fearon and Laitin 2003). Resource
scarcity may also amplify violence, especially when weak institutions fail to manage competition fairly
(Homer-Dixon 1999). Another seminal explanation suggests that conflict arising from natural resource
could be traced to either greed or grievance (Collier and Hoeffler 2000) and Rustd and Binningsbg (2012)
posit that conflicts can resurface when disagreements over natural resource distribution motivate
renewed rebellion. Challenges to these perspectives highlight alternative mechanisms, such as
perceptions of unfair access to resources (Humphreys 2005). In many cases, conflict over land ownership
or the spoils of natural resource extraction reveal deeper tensions linked to governance shortfalls, elite
capture, and weak state-society linkages. A variety of studies have attempted to test the different
theoretical pathways, using varying econometrics methods, to understand how fragile contexts may be
particularly susceptive to resource-related disputes. Although these works offer compelling macro-level
correlations, fewer studies provide micro-level causal evidence on how resource governance shape
conflict dynamics. This study addresses this gap by using a survey experiment to measure how
different governance models influence individuals’ expectations of conflict reduction and fairness in
resource allocation.

As precarious climate variability and scarcity in fragile regions continue to be a concern, there have been
even more concerted efforts to understand what works to prevent conflict and build resilience. Yet,
climate stressors alone do not invariably lead to conflict (Adger 2006; Raleigh and Urdal 2007). While
they may exacerbate existing social tensions, the type of governance structures is instrumental in the
outcomes from climate stressors. Therefore, the institutional contexts in which climate pressures unfold
and the local capacities for conflict resolution often determine whether competition escalates into
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violence. For instance, there is empirical evidence that local institutions can prevent resource competition
from escalating into violence, indicating that the capacity for conflict resolution often determines
communities’ resilience (Adano et al. 2012). This suggests that while natural resources and scarcity from
climate-related challenges may magnify the potential for unrest, institutional contexts, especially state
capacity and equitable rule enforcement, can mitigate or heighten conflict risk. Weak or absent
government oversight can leave room for local elites or armed groups to dominate resources, fuelling
grievances and perpetuating cycles of violence. Conversely, more effective governance structures may
channel tensions into negotiation or mediation rather than violence. While it is increasingly clear that
robust local institutions matter, there is limited empirical work isolating the specific governance features
(such as inclusivity, transparency, or decision-making authority) that are most effective in mitigating
conflict. Therefore, this study systematically tests whether inclusive natural resource governance
prompts more confidence in conflict resolution and resilience to climate shocks.

Governance of natural resources is thus increasingly viewed as an opportunity for cooperation and
institution-building. In their examination of resource conflict and collective action, Ratner, Meinzen-Dick,
May, and Haglund (2017) propose that inclusive management practices can build resilient institutions,
facilitating not just conflict prevention but also post-conflict reconciliation. This echoes seminal work on
common-pool resource governance that communities with robust, locally crafted rules and enforcement
mechanisms are better able to manage shared resources in a sustainable way (Ostrom 1990). More
recent research expands these insights to conflict-affected states, showing that local ownership of
decision-making fosters compliance, procedural fairness, and trust—key factors for conflict-affected
states where top-down governance may be discredited (Tyler 2003). Decades of political instability in
countries like Mali and Niger have left customary authorities to fill governance gaps, yet these traditional
mechanisms can prove insufficient if they exclude certain groups or lack broader legitimacy (International
Crisis Group 2021). In some cases, the system supported by traditional authorities, although perceived as
emerging from the communities, is not necessarily inclusive, either by design or because of the local
context prevents these traditional authorities to represent different groups of the local population.

The policy community has thus turned its attention to how inclusive governance approaches might
reinforce resilience, particularly under conditions of climate variability and resource scarcity. As natural
resources, including but not exclusively land, become scarcer, it is imperative to explore how different
systems fare at supporting the needs of different sectors of the population. This is even more crucial in
fragile contexts, where this scarcity creates additional pressures that add up to an already complex
environment. This requires thinking outside of this dichotomy and exploring whether communities think
that governance systems that promote a more centralised (top-down) governance system, either
emerging from the state or the communities, or one in which communities closely and actively participate,
regardless of the formal or traditional structure of this system, offer a more effective and equitable way
that benefits all members, reduces conflict and creates effective and trustable resolution mechanisms
while promoting more resilience to climate-related challenges. By focusing on Mali and Niger, this study
evaluates how varying degrees of community participation influence perceived fairness and social
cohesion, shedding light on when and why inclusive governance can be transformative.

Local capacities for conflict resolution and resource management crucially shape outcomes when climate
shocks strike (ICG 2021; OCHA 2021). When resource disputes erupt in areas already burdened by
violence and displacement, the risk of escalation is high if mechanisms for equitable decision-making are
absent. Evidence from community-based interventions in fragile regions suggests that integrated
programmes (that combine inclusive governance structures with climate adaptation measures) can
reduce conflict triggers and strengthen social cohesion (Mercy Corps 2017). But inclusivity alone may not
be a panacea. Elite capture entrenched social hierarchies, and a lack of external support from state
institutions can undermine even the most participatory initiatives (Sheely and Hakiman 2024). The

Inclusive Natural Resource Governance, Vertical Social Cohesion, and Climate Resilience — November 2025
10



configuration of governance structures varies across geographies and largely depends on power
structures (Boone 2018; Albertus 2025). Furthermore, different population groups may have different
preferences around the type of governance they believe will best address their needs (Honig 20223;
2022b). In Mali and Niger, for instance, local committees tasked with resolving land disputes may lack the
formal authority to enforce decisions or the capacity to address cross-border dynamics in pastoralist
communities.

Most of the research on governance systems, particularly in the African context, has explored the role of
formal versus traditional structures for conflict resolution. For the most part, these analyses have centred
on the importance of formal structures (Galiani and Schargrodsky 2010; Conning and Robinson 2007). In
their absence, strong informal practices, and norms to govern disputes have also been suggested to
create more peaceful contexts, and there have even been attempts to formalise them, particularly in
conflict-prone areas (Blattman, Hartman, and Blair 2014).

Hence, although theory and practice increasingly point to inclusive natural resource governance as a
catalyst for both conflict mitigation and resilience, the challenge lies in operationalising such models in
contexts with limited infrastructure, weak rule of law, and historical patterns of marginalisation. Although
the peacebuilding-climate adaptation nexus is widely acknowledged, there is insufficient empirical
data on whether inclusive governance interventions can simultaneously reduce resource-related violence
and increase resilience. By integrating both conflict and climate resilience outcomes within the same
analysis, this study bridges this gap through examining how hypothetical inclusive versus non-inclusive
governance scenarios affect individuals’ trust in institutions and perceived capacity to withstand climate
shocks, thus advancing evidence for both conflict and adaptation.

In sum, the literature indicates that natural resources can either inflame or alleviate conflict, depending on
how governance institutions mediate competing claims. The “greed or grievance” framework remains
relevant for explaining why actors engage in resource-based violence, but growing evidence underscores
that local, inclusive governance structures can mitigate these pressures and foster social cohesion. In
regions like Mali and Niger, such approaches may be particularly valuable for bridging climate adaptation
with peacebuilding objectives, provided they address potential pitfalls such as elite capture and uneven
representation. Building on this scholarship, the present study examines how different models of resource
governance influence conflict dynamics and resilience in fragile Sahelian settings, shedding light on the
broader nexus between climate stressors, institutional design, and community stability.

Data and Methodology

To ensure cost-effectiveness and build on existing Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning (MEL) activities,
this study draws on the midline survey data for the JASS programme, conducted in December 2024 in
Mali and Niger. A total of 3,687 individuals (participants and non-participants in the JASS programme)
located in villages and communes of Koutiala, Ségou, Koulikoro, San—in Mali—and Maradi, and
Tahoua—in Niger—participated in the survey. Within each village, enumerators used a random walk
technique to select households. Given the sampling strategy utilised, this design allows us to make
inferences about the populations in these specific regions, but this study does not necessarily generalise
to the broader populations of Mali and Niger.

For this study, we embedded a tool called a survey experiment within the midline survey. Survey
experiments have been increasingly recognised for their ability to isolate causal relationships (Gerber and
Green 2012). They allow researchers to randomly assign respondents to different informational
treatments and thus to infer the causal impact of those treatments on expressed preferences and
opinions. For this study, this method is particularly valuable because it enables a rigorous evaluation of
how different governance narratives influence individuals’ perceptions without the logistical complexities
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and higher costs associated with field experiments (Aguinis and Bradley 2014). In this case, the study
explores how participants reacted to a series of questions after randomly exposing them to a variation in
a scenario linked to natural resource governance (Vignettes). These vignettes are further explained
below.

Respondents were randomly exposed to one of three vignette conditions: an inclusive community-based
natural resource governance structure with a probability of 0.25; a centralised natural resource
governance with a probability of 0.25; and the control condition with a probability of 0.5. This random
assignation allows to causally determine the respondent’s preferences, where the reference (control)
group is the status quo. The status quo reflects a real-world mix of customary traditions and state
institutions in our study villages; essentially a top-down, community-centred customary system that lacks
formal mechanism for broad participation and inclusivity. By contrast, the centralised vignette describes a
hypothetical state-led system with formal procedures and enforcement mechanisms. This random
assignment allows us to causally isolate how each governance model affect climate resilience, vertical
social cohesion, institutional legitimacy, and fairness. The vignettes are described in more detail in Table
1.

The field research for the midline evaluation also encompassed 88 in-depth interviews (KlIs) and 38 focus
group discussions (FGDs) across Mali and Niger. The Klls included programme participants,
implementing partners, programme management and coordination team, government actors, and donor
staff. The FGDs were conducted with the targeted population in all programme regions. They allowed for
engagement in an open dialogue and obtain diverse views. We draw from some of these data to help
provide context for our findings below.

Table 1. Overview of Vignettes and Experimental Conditions

Vignette Description
Inclusive Community- | As you know, communities are facing challenges in managing natural resources
Based Natural | (e.g., water, forests, land) due to the impacts of climate change, such as
Resource droughts, floods, and soil degradation. Imagine that to address these
Governance challenges, your community has established a community-based natural

resource governance system. Under this system, local stakeholders,
including farmers, community leaders, landowners, and resource users, meet
regularly to make decisions about resource management. These meetings are
inclusive, and decisions are made by consensus. The system emphasises
cooperation, and conflicts are addressed through local mediation and dialogue.
External organisations, such as NGOs, provide support by offering training on
sustainable practices and climate adaptation strategies, but the community
makes the decisions about resource use.

Centralised  Natural | As you know, communities are facing challenges in managing natural resources
Resource (e.g., water, forests, land) due to the impacts of climate change, such as
Governance droughts, floods, and soil degradation. Imagine that to address these
challenges, your community has established a centralised, government-
controlled natural resource governance system. Under this system,
decisions about resource management (e.g., water allocation, forest use, land
management) are made by government agencies at the national or regional
level. The government sets regulations and policies for how resources are used
and enforces them with support from law enforcement. Local communities have
little input in the decision-making process, though they may receive financial
incentives or technical support from the government to help adapt to climate
change. Conflicts over natural resources are resolved through legal channels or
government-appointed arbitrators, rather than community dialogue.
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Status-quo (control)

As you know, communities are facing challenges in managing natural resources
(e.g., water, forests, land) due to the impacts of climate change, such as
droughts, floods, and soil degradation. Imagine that your community continues
to manage natural resources in the same way it has been doing for years.

Following the assigned vignette, all respondents answered five follow-up questions that serve as our
outcome variables—these questions assess perceptions of conflict management, fairness in resource
allocation, and climate resilience. This experimental manipulation is designed to produce causal
inferences by comparing responses across these randomised groups, with the control group serving as
the baseline for understanding the effects of the two distinct governance interventions.

The balance table in the Appendix (Table A1) shows the distribution of the variables analysed in the study
across the different vignettes, showing that overall, the groups contain respondents with different
personal and lived characteristics. Table A2, also in the Appendix, shows the response distribution to the
different questions across vignette groups. These tables indicate that the groups are well-balanced in
terms of personal and sociodemographic characteristics, thereby bolstering confidence that any observed
differences in outcomes are due to the administered treatments rather than preexisting differences among

respondents.

The choice to embed a survey experiment within this evaluation is methodologically significant. As
mentioned above, survey experiments are widely used to elicit insights about causality in contexts where
randomised field experiments might be cost-prohibitive or ethically challenging. Moreover, in fragile
settings like those in Mali and Niger—where instability and other constraints can impede more intrusive
forms of experimentation—survey experiments offer a practical and ethical means to generate robust

causal evidence.

Table 2. Post-Treatment Questions

Theme Question Identifier
1) Do you think there would be an increase in resilience to climate- | Resilience
Climate related challenges (e.g., droughts, floods, land degradation)
0 within the community? [yes/no]
Resilience - - -
. 2) Do you think the system will reduce conflicts over natural | Reduce
and Conflict . : .
resources (e.g., water, land, forests) in the community? [yes/no] | Conflicts
3) To what extent do you trust that land-related issues will be | Trust
Vertical managed fairly and transparently? [Not at all/ a
Social little/neutral/somewhat/completely]
Cohesion, 4) Do you believe that the resolution of conflicts/disputes will be | Equitable
Legitimacy, equitable? [yes/no]
and Fairness 5) Do you believe that the authorities will voice concerns and make | Benefit All
decisions that benefit all members of the community? [yes/no] Members

KEY FINDINGS: WHAT INSTITUTIONS WORK FOR
NATURAL RESOURCE GOVERNANCE, MITIGATING
CONFLICT, AND BOOSTING CLIMATE RESILIENCE
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This section introduces the study's findings, highlighting how the introduction of a specific vignette
influenced participants' perceptions of different issues. We use ordinary least squares (OLS) to estimate
the parameters, unless otherwise specified. Standard errors are clustered at the village level since this is
the level at which areas are clustered for the JASS activities. The status-quo serves as the control
(comparison) group. All regressions use village-level fixed effects to control for any location-specific effect
that may influence the results. Regressions with control variables include the following variables: the
participant’s age, age squared (since we expect that the relationship of age with the responses follows a
curve), an indicator variable for whether a respondent is female and indicator variables for the JASS
activities in which respondents participated (if any).

Perceptions of Vertical Social Cohesion, Fairness, and Inclusion

Vertical social cohesion and sentiments of inclusion are crucial in fragile contexts, as they can prevent
violent extremism (Lichtenheld et al. 2022; 2021; Olawole, Lichtenheld, and Sheely 2022). Acknowledging
what mechanisms could leverage this may support the efforts linked to it. Recognizing that the quality of
governance plays a pivotal role, our survey experiment exposed respondents to different governance
configuration, not necessarily juxtaposing state versus nonstate systems or formal versus informal
arrangement, but rather highlighting variations in institutional quality and introducing different systems
and the way in each system is designed to respond to current challenges that communities face.

Table 3 below shows the results. Columns (1) and (2) show the response to post-treatment question 3,
which asks respondents about their trust in the fair and transparent management of land-related issues;
columns (3) and (4) show the results to post-treatment question 4 regarding equitable conflict resolution;
and columns (5) and (6) include the results to post-treatment question 5 on whether authorities can be
trusted to introduce decisions that benefit all community members. Columns (2), (4), and (6) are the
preferred specifications as they include the control variables.

Table 3. Natural Resource Governance and Perceptions of Vertical Social Cohesion and Inclusion

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Q3. Trust System Q4. Equitable Q5. Benefit all members
Community-led 0.541** 0.547** 0.195*** 0.198*** 0.185*** 0.188***
(0.063) (0.064) (0.019) (0.019) (0.021) (0.021)
State-led 0.036 0.029 0.035** 0.031** 0.044* 0.040**
(0.056) (0.054) (0.015) (0.015) (0.017) (0.016)
Observations 3565 3565 3470 3470 3320 3320
Adj. R-squared 0.136 0.143 0.138 0.154 0.152 0.175
Village Indicators ~ Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Controls No Yes No Yes No Yes
Mean 3.016 3.016 0.797 0.797 0.802 0.802
SD 1.396 1.396 0.402 0.402 0.802 0.802
8 Community-led  1.422 1.605 1.777 2.265 1.680 2.098
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o State-led 1.659 0.663 1.150 0.699 1.650 1.073

Standard errors clustered at the village level in parentheses.

Control variables are: Age, age squared, female, and which (if any) JASS activities the respondent participated.
*p<0.10 ** p<0.05 *** p<0.01

Overall, respondents introduced to the vignettes that present the scenario of an inclusive community-led
governance system responded more favourably to the questions. Specifically, respondents exposed to
the inclusive community-based governance vignette were almost 20% more likely than respondents in the
status-quo condition to indicate that conflicts would resolve equitably in this system, and 19% more likely
than the status-quo group to indicate that, within this system, authorities would make decisions benefitting
all members. These results are statistically significant at the 1 percent level. Participants in the state-
led/centralised group showed smaller gains; they were more likely to express their belief in more
equitable solutions to conflicts (4.4%) and optimism that decisions from authorities would lead to benefits
to all (4%) than the status quo.

These findings are complemented by the qualitative data. Participants in focus group discussions
described the JASS’s project impact on fostering a more inclusive approach to land and resource
management, with particular improvements in women’s access to land for market gardening.2 In
M’Pessoba, Mali, focus group participants reported a decrease in conflicts over land, with several
respondents specifically noting fewer disputes between farmers and herders.# The reduction in disputes
suggests an emerging sense of legitimacy in the system. Participants also mentioned that the community
now has a better understanding of their rights to land and resources; a change that they attribute to the
JASS project’s interventions. The reported reduction in conflicts, coupled with enhanced awareness of
land rights, suggests that the interventions may be contributing to more stable resource management
practices.

Post-Treatment Question 3 asks participants to indicate the extent they would trust that land-related
issues would be managed fairly and transparently in the system introduced to them in the vignette.
Participants were provided with a scale that goes between “Not at all” and “Completely”. Figure 2 shows
the probability that respondents would select one of the five options included. This is, it shows how likely
it is for a respondent introduced to either the community-based governance vignette or the state-led
governance vignette to select one of these options when asked about their trust in the system to equitable
manage land-related issues. Table A3 in the Appendix shows the marginal change in response selection
across participants assigned to different vignettes.

3Ma1_FGD_J_NGolonianasso_GIC
4 Ma1_FGD_J_MPessoba_CRC
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Figure 2. Predicted probability of respondents selecting each response option to Q3: “To what extent do
you trust that land-related issues will be managed fairly and transparently?”
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Note: Respondents had to select one of the following options when answering the question, “To what
extent do you trust that land-related issues will be managed fairly and transparently?”: (1) Not at all; (2) A
little; (3) Neutral; (4) Somewhat; (5) Completely. Figure 2 shows the probability of a respondent selecting
one of these answers based on the vignette read to them.

To better interpret Figure 2, note that 52.08% of respondents in the status-quo group selected
“‘completely” when asked how much they trust that land-issues would be managed fairly and transparently
within their assigned vignette (which is the current governance system they have). However, for those
respondents exposed to the inclusive community-based governance vignette, that share increases by 18
percentage points to 70%, indicating much stronger trust that this system would yield equitable conflict
resolution. By contrast, participants introduced to the state-led governance vignette did not show a
statistically significant difference from the status quo in their response selection to this question, with
about 53.20% of the respondents in this group responding “completely” to the question.

The findings show that natural resource governance characterised by inclusivity, responsiveness, and
transparency holds high potential to foster higher levels of vertical social cohesion, fairness, and
legitimacy among community members.

In one of the FGDs in Koutiala, Mali, participants highlighted the importance of managing shared land and
natural resources equitably and transparently with inclusive community meetings involving youth, women,
and other members.5 This further suggests that institutions with this quality will be perceived as fair and

legitimate amongst community members. In yet another focus group, when describing JASS programme's

S Ma1_FGD_NJ_Koutiala_Cons_YM

Inclusive Natural Resource Governance, Vertical Social Cohesion, and Climate Resilience — November 2025
16



impact on resource access and management in Adje Koria village, in Niger, participants described an
improved management of natural resources as "just and equitable".6 One respondent within this focus
group noted that harvests occurred without conflict this year, a stark contrast to previous years. The
participants also highlighted the equitable distribution of resources, with all knowing their rights and
responsibilities regarding natural resource management.

Perceptions of Climate Resilience and Conflict

A central element in the experimental design was to address the stress communities face as natural
resources deplete; a challenge that, as the literature suggests, can lead to increased conflict because of
its effects on livelihoods (Nassef et al. 2023; Tucker 2023), access to limited natural resources (Borras,
Franco, and Nam 2020; Samhouri et al. 2024; Barnett 2000), and other behavioural and context-specific
mechanisms (Burke, Hsiang, and Miguel 2015a; 2015b).

After reading the vignettes, we asked participants whether they thought the governance system
presented to them would lead to more climate resilience and reductions in conflict. The results are below
in Table 4, with columns (2) and (4) as the preferred specifications, as they account for the influence of
other covariates.

Table 4. Natural Resource Governance and Perceptions on Climate Resilience and Conflict

(1) (2) 3) (4)
Q1. Climate Resilience Q2. Reduce Conflicts
Community-led 0.180*** 0.184*** 0.223*** 0.226***
(0.023) (0.023) (0.022) (0.023)
State-led 0.015 0.009 0.036** 0.033*
(0.018) (0.019) (0.018) (0.017)
Observations 3385 3385 3455 3455
Adj. R-squared 0.109 0.130 0.154 0.163
Village Indicators  Yes Yes Yes Yes
Controls No Yes No Yes
Mean 0.728 0.728 0.767 0.767
SD 0.445 0.445 0.423 0.423
8 Community-led 1.374 2.255 2.383 3.156
d State-led 0.502 0.204 0.748 0.609

Standard errors clustered at the village level in parentheses.

Controls included are: Age, age squared, female, and which (if any) JASS
activities the respondent participated.

*p<0.10 ** p<0.05 *** p<0.01

Participants in the inclusive community-based governance system vignette were18.4% more likely than
those in the status quo to believe that the system would enhance resilience to climate shocks, and they

6 Ni2_FGD_J_AdjeKoria_GIC
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were almost 23 percent more likely to report that the system would reduce conflict. These results are
statistically significant at the 1 percent significance level. This means that most respondents in this group
felt more confident about the possibilities of an inclusive community-based governance system in
providing a framework that would support them in navigating the challenges linked to the depletion of
natural resources. In contrast, while the state-led vignette effects are statistically significant at the 5
percent significance level, they are notably smaller, indicating that respondents perceived limited benefits
from such an approach.

These quantitative findings find strong support in the qualitative data, showing how inclusive and
community-based structures may increase resilience. For instance, the focus group discussions from Adje
Koria show that community members credit the JASS programme with bolstering their community’s
resilience through targeted interventions.” Participants discussed how improved seed distribution,
agricultural training on climate-smart practices, and cash-for-work initiatives have helped stabilise food
production and reduce vulnerability to drought and extreme weather events. Respondents’ emphasis on
improved agricultural productivity and reduced conflict between farmers and herders provided a window
into their growing confidence in more inclusive systems measures. Similarly, in Golondi, Niger, focus
group participants detailed how the project’s training on livestock feed and the implementation of
strategies (such as demarcating transhumance corridors and establishing seed banks) have contributed
to mitigating the adverse effects of climate change.® They reported higher crop yields and a more
systematic approach to resource management, which the participants interpreted as tangible indicators of
improved climate resilience and conflict reduction. These accounts of adaptive measures and practical
changes in agricultural practices support the conclusion that community-led governance enhances both
adaptation and stability.

Indeed, a key informant in Niger working as an early-warning conflict monitor explained that after JASS
helped to build the capacity of community-based conflict resolution committees and an early-warning
mechanism (SCAP-RU) that internally resolved conflicts within intervention communities fell by “about
50%".° This underscores the real-world impact of localised and inclusive governance structures on conflict
reduction. In Galba, Niger, focus group members highlighted the establishment of local committees as
key to peacefully mediating farmer-herder disputes. They noted that these bodies convene regularly,
enabling dialogue and preventing violent escalation over water and grazing rights.0

Heterogeneous Effects

Although the results showed above provide an overview of the respondents’ preferences and perceptions
of the possibilities of different governance systems in addressing the challenges that these communities
face, these results might not be homogeneous across the respondents but may vary according to
individual and household characteristics, lived experiences, and context.

This section explores these potential heterogeneous effects. First, we look at the influence of individual
characteristics on the responses to the questions introduced above. Then, we explore how contexts with
distinct levels of violence may affect the respondents’ perceptions. All regressions in this section include
covariates.

7 Ni2_FGD_J_AdjeKoria_GIC
8 (Ni2_FGD_J_Golondi_H)
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A. How Individual Characteristics Shape Preferences for Natural
Resource Governance Institutions

1) Non-Indigenous Respondents

The literature on governance systems has showed the role of identity in shaping people’s preferences.
Notably, in the case of Africa, ample evidence has highlighted the differences in institutional preferences
between indigenous (autochthonous) and non-indigenous (allochthonous) populations (Winters and
Conroy-Krutz 2021; Honig 2017; Ferree et al. 2023).

The analysis presented in this report further explores this question. It is important to note that due to a
limitation with the enumeration process and the characteristics of the context, in which people may prefer
not to self-identify as non-indigenous (an allochthone), there are only seventy self-reported allochthonous
respondents in the sample. As allochthones usually live in areas farther away from the centre of the
villages, it may also be the case that the enumeration strategy prevented us from attaining these
populations. Yet, these results provide some initial insights that might be useful to further explore in future
research.

Figure 3 shows the responses to the five post-treatment questions, disaggregated by respondents’ self-
identification as autochthones and allochthones. Under the community-based vignette, both autochthones
and allochthones reported uniformly positive responses to the questions, but allochthones’ estimates are
noticeably less precise.'" Moreover, allochthones in our sample generally seemed to have more negative
perceptions overall, even if they still seemed more inclined to perceive a community-led governance
system as better than the status quo. These results are statistically significant at the 1 percent
significance level. Table A4 in the Appendix contains the regression results.

When exposed to the state-led vignette, allochthones’ estimates are again imprecise and they generally
provided less responses to the questions than autochthones, and none of these differences reach
statistical significance.

" This is evident by the wider confidence interval, which represents a larger range that a response is likely to fall in 95% of the time.
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Figure 3. Predicted Responses of Non-Indigenous (Allochthone) Respondents by Vignette
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This Figure shows the predicted response of participants to post-treatment questions, conditional on whether they
considered themselves as part of the autochthonous (indigenous) or allochthone(non-indigenous) population.

2) Female Respondents

Another potentially salient characteristic that we believed ex-ante could differentiate respondents’
perceptions is their sex. Some evidence signals women’s more acute preference toward community-
based structures that promote empowerment and inclusion (UNDP 2016). Although we did not include a
sex-specific question in the analysis, they are framed to elicit preferences toward systems that promote
equitable responses that benefit all members. Figure 4 shows the results of this analysis.

Interestingly, we find no statistically significant differences between women and men’s responses across
any of our post-treatment questions (see Table A5). For instance, female respondents were 1.4% more
likely than men to say the introduced system would resolve conflicts, regardless of their assigned
condition, but this difference is not statistically different from zero. Conversely, female respondents were
less optimistic than men that the system would deliver benefits to all community members. Again, this is
not statistically significant. These findings align with previous literature in non-Western contexts that
assert that women’s governance preferences do not necessarily differ from those of men and may even
be more conservative in other areas due to traditional gender norms (Logan and Bratton 2006; Gottlieb,
Grossman, and Robinson 2015; Inglehart and Norris 2000).
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Figure 4. Predicted Responses of Women Respondents Based by Vignette
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This Figure shows the predicted response of participants to post-treatment questions, conditional on gender

B. The Role of Existent and Perceived Violence in Shaping
Preferences for Natural Resource Governance Institutions

This section explores how violent contexts may affect governance preferences and perceptions. We
acknowledge the presence of violence in two ways. First, we link the data with conflict data from the
Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) for the areas where the study occurred (Raleigh, Kishi,
and Linke 2023). For this analysis, we rely on conflict events (non-protests or riots) that took place the
previous year before the survey started in a 25-km radius around the centre of the surveyed village. To
facilitate the analysis, we transform this variable using the inverse hyperbolic-sine function; that is, we
converted the raw counts of conflict events into a scaled measure.

The second way we explore the effects of violence on governance system preferences and perceptions is
by relying on one of the survey questions, which asks participants whether they know of the presence of
violent confrontations in the six months before the survey.? To measure the effects of people’s
knowledge, these regressions control for the impact of actual conflict events based on ACLED data in the
year before the survey. All regressions in this section use commune-level fixed effects, which helps us
account for specific regional effects. Standard errors are clustered at the village level.

2 The question reads: “Based on your knowledge, have there been any violent confrontations in your community in the last six months?”
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Before turning to the results, however, it is important to highlight that although ACLED is one of the most
widely used resources to track conflict events and protests, it does have limitations. First, the data relies
on media reports, NGO publications, and other secondary sources.'® This potentially creates biases as
this information is more prevalent in urban rather than in rural areas. Moreover, in areas with high levels
of conflict, these reports may be non-existent due to contextual challenges. Finally, although ACLED
triangulates information, its dependence on secondary sources may limit its accuracy, particularly when
only one source is available or when language barriers prevent obtaining more accurate information. The
inclusion of commune-level effects accounts for the regional underlying characteristics and dynamics that
can influence differences in data availability. By including fixed effects for each commune, we
acknowledge any local factors unique to each commune (such as reporting capacity, security conditions,
leadership norms, media access) that could affect how much conflict events are recorded.

Overall, the results shown here can be considered suggestive, particularly for the case of Mali, where
information is more highly available. These patterns are also helpful as a starting point and may be
enriched by access to more grain level data in the future.

1) Conflict Events (ACLED Data)

Based on the data from ACLED, there is a wide dispersion in the levels of conflict events in the areas
where the survey took place. This is notably the case in Mali, where villages in the commune of Niono
experienced more than forty conflicts on average, whereas other places, such as Niamana, did not
present any conflict. In Niger, other than Azarori, in Madaoua, where one conflict event was reported,
there were no conflict events reported by ACLED.

This widespread variation in conflict leads us to explore whether the presence of more violence affects
the perceptions and preferences on governance systems. Figure 5 plots how predicted positivity towards
each governance system changes as reports of violent events increase. In areas with more reports of
violence, people were less positive about the potential effects of a governance system. This is notably the
case for participants exposed to the inclusive community-based governance vignette, for whom the
probability of a more positive response decays as we move from areas with fewer reported violent events
to areas with higher counts of reported violent events (as seen by the steeper green slope that depicts
the trend mapping the changes in probability of providing a positive response as we move to areas where
reports of conflict are more prevalent). The results for those exposed to the state-led vignette remain
more or less the same, although they become less precise as reports of conflict increase, as seen by the
wider confidence intervals (e.g. wider yellow areas).

3 While ACLED was deemed too sparse for Monitoring and Evaluation indicators in Niger within the JASS programme, its geocoded event data can
still be a useful research proxy for exploring broad patterns of violence. To account for this, we supplement that data with participants’ own perceptions
of violence in their communities as well as including commune-level effects to account for the varying regional underlying characteristics and conflict
dynamics.
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Figure 5. Effect of the Increased Violence
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2) Community Violence

After we perceived a clear effect of communal violence on people’s perception of effective governance
(measured through the different questions introduced above), we also explore whether actual knowledge
of violent confrontations affected people’s responses. As Figure 6 shows, this is not the case. In fact,
there is no clear pattern with respect to people reporting recent violent confrontations in their community
and their perceptions. Across all the questions introduced after a vignette was read to them, the results
become less precise for these participants, and there is no clear pattern in their responses, and they are
not statistically significant at the usual levels of significance.

The results shown in this section align with the literature, showing that security perceptions are relevant to
shape trust in governance structures (Nomikos and Stollenwerk 2024). At the same time, although
limited, some evidence also exists indicating that actual exposure to violence may not have the same
powerful effect (Deglow and Fjelde 2024). In addition, the divergent effects of ACLED events versus
perceived community violence further highlight important measurement differences. ACLED captures
more substantial, reported events, whereas the survey records individuals’ direct knowledge of local
confrontations (even small-scale or informally resolved ones). Consequently, villages with high ACLED
counts reported slightly less optimism about inclusive governance, yet personal exposure to violence did
not dampen positive perceptions. It is worth noting that even in the areas with most reported violence by
ACLED, respondents shown the community-led vignette still exhibited substantial gains in the measured
outcomes relative to the status quo. The sharper drop-off in ACLED-high-violence villages may reflect
reporting biases or the overwhelming daily stresses that make it harder to imagine “ideal” governance in
the abstract. Taken together, these findings suggest that community-driven governance structures build
trust and resilience across the full spectrum of local security situations. We further explore the
implications of this divergence in the recommendations below.
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Figure 6. Predicted Value When Acknowledging Perceived Violent Confrontations
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RECOMMENDATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

This report has shed some light on governance preferences and perceptions in regions of Mali and Niger
where the JASS programme is being implemented.' The findings from this report provide support to the
idea that exposure to inclusive community-led governance systems generates higher levels of trust, more
equitable conflict resolution, and stronger resilience to climate shocks than centralised state-led and
status-quo arrangements. They reinforce a central premise of JASS’s theory of change that if institutions
responsible for preventing and managing land conflict are more inclusive, and if community members at
all levels are empowered and mobilised as active participants in conflict resolution and peacebuilding —
then communities and institutions are going to be able to prevent conflict before it arises and resolve it
when it does before it becomes violent. They also validate the underlying assumption of the theory of
change that communities with institutions that are more inclusive and that empower and mobilise citizens
will be more resilient to climate-related challenges; have less conflicts over natural resources; have more
effective institutions; view such institutions as legitimate and fair; and have better conflict resolution
mechanisms.

Survey experiment data show that respondents exposed to inclusive, locally managed vignettes are
significantly more likely to trust the adjudication of land management issues, expect reductions in conflicts

4 This study included participants and non-participants in JASS activities. The survey experiment employed in this study does not rely on participation
in the JASS programme. Random assignment of the vignettes and controlling for participation in JASS means these findings are not directly focused
on the programme itself. Future quasi-experimental research within JASS will include a more robust assessment of the programme using a comparison
between JASS zones of intervention and neighbouring areas where JASS is not working.
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over natural resources, and believe their community’s capacity to withstand climate-related challenges
and shocks. The random assignation and balance across different covariates allow us to causally identify
these linkages. Qualitative data from Mali and Niger corroborate the findings, highlighting that
empowering local committees and clarifying rights are perceived as just and transparent.

We also examined how individual and contextual characteristics shape these findings. Although the self-
identified non-indigenous respondents are under sampled and generally held slightly more negative views
across all vignettes, they nonetheless preferred the community-led model over the status quo. Men’s and
women’s responses did not differ in any statistically significant way, underscoring that gender did not
meaningfully alter governance preferences in this setting. The findings on violence are a bit more
nuanced. ACLED data revealed a moderate erosion of positive perceptions in higher-conflict villages,
even though the inclusive vignette remains significantly more trusted than the status quo in areas with
limited reported violence. In contrast, respondents’ own reports of recent confrontations had no significant
effect on their views of any system. Together, these patterns indicate that inclusive governance structures
maintain their benefits across violence levels. This means that programme teams should lean on
community perceptions but also be informed by large-scale incident data.

Yet, the results are not without limitations. As previously mentioned, the share of non-indigenous
respondents in the sample is rather small, which prevents a full understanding of the preferences of this
sector of the population in the areas where the survey was implemented. However, the responses show a
clear trend across the questions introduced to the participants. It will be relevant to further explore these
patterns in future research.

These insights carry urgent implications for programme design; recommendations to donors,
governments, and policymakers; and lessons for policy formulation. Going forward, the JASS
programme—and similar programmes—should leverage these lessons to build durable institutions that
can adapt to shocks and stresses affecting communities. They must strengthen and scale governance
innovations that centre local agency, inclusivity, and adaptability. Below, we outline five strategic
recommendations tailored to the JASS team, FCDO, and the wider ecosystem of civil society,
practitioners, governments, donors, and stakeholders working on the intersection of climate, conflict, and
governance.

Institutionalise and scale up inclusive community-led governance structures and mechanisms.
The findings show the importance of inclusion and empowering community members in natural resource
governance. These further suggest the need to lock in these benefits of community-driven decision-
making. The JASS programme already has some promising models along these lines such as the
programme’s work with institutions focused on land management, Land Commissions (COFOs at various
levels in both countries) and conflict management/prevention (CRCs in Mali and SCAP/RU in Niger) that
helps to promote equitable access to decision-making by women, young people, and people with
disabilities, and contributes to the perception of resource management as inclusive. These mechanisms
should be enshrined in local governance frameworks and other status quo institutions. The data and
evidence point to a significant difference between the status quo and an inclusive community-led system.
It is imperative to shore up the status quo with more inclusive features such as those in the hypothetical
system established in this report. This means further expanding and scaling up these efforts where
possible. JASS should work with communities to codify these features. In addition, at the policy level,
policymakers and governments should codify these institutional features and structures and ensure they
have the resources to anchor these frameworks.

Enhance Inclusive Representation. \Within the inclusive community-driven governance system exposed
to respondents in the vignette, local stakeholders were directly involved in decision-making, and even
where external NGOs provided support and training, decisions about resource use emerged from the
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community. As mentioned above, respondents saw a direct link between such a system and conflict
resolution, legitimacy, and climate resilience. Nonetheless, in reality, participation might be hindered by
some practical obstacles. For instance, our data showed (with limitations) that non-indigenous
(allochthonous) households expressed more cautious views even within this system. Consequently, it is
important for programme teams and other stakeholders to work on eradicating barriers to access, such as
offering incentives to increase broader participation. Broadening participation remains essential to
legitimacy and effectiveness. The JASS programme is cognizant of this and notes an increase in
participation in decision-making bodies from 16% to 34% in Niger in 2024. JASS and other stakeholders
must continue to ensure representation in local governance, and this could also look like issuing
guidelines on inclusive outreach and mandating representation where possible. Policymakers should
mandate inclusive membership in charters and guidelines. By weaving inclusion into both the fabric of
governance structures and processes, stakeholders can foster a deeper sense of ownership, trust, and
fairness among community members.

Integrate climate-smart adaptation within governance systems. Climate shocks and resource
scarcity are key drivers of violence in the Sahel. The convergence of resource scarcity, climate shocks,
and conflict demands that governance structures include climate adaptation in their platforms. The
findings reiterate the need for natural resource governance in building resilience to climate-related
challenges. Within the hypothetical inclusive community-led system presented in the vignette, external
organizations, such as NGOs, provided support by offering training on sustainable practices and climate
adaptation strategies. This underscores that communities exposed to governance systems that
incorporate adaptation practices will have higher confidence in resilience. JASS is already on the right
path with the efforts on climate-resilient agriculture interventions, which yield substantial advantages of
adapted practices. The programme’s expansion of water infrastructure also represents a strategic
intensification of efforts to address climate-smart adaptation and conflict prevention needs. JASS'’s
institutional strengthening approach which includes physical capacity and knowledge management allows
for building this capacity. Governance systems must continue to adapt these mechanisms, including
allocating time and budget to train members on climate-smart techniques. The programme should build
on these proven successes in climate-smart adaptation, conditioned on local decision-making. Over time,
integrating climate adaptation into inclusive resource governance will further strengthen resilience and
vertical social cohesion.

Empower inclusive governance systems with conflict resolution capacities. Given the legitimacy
that inclusive community-led natural resource governance structures command, it is imperative to
capitalise on this and strengthen their conflict resolution capacities. Evidence shows that certain
institutions are instrumental in reducing conflicts over natural resources and making conflict resolution
more equitable, so equipping these systems with negotiation skills, mediation training, land-law basics,
and documentation of agreement practices is essential. JASS’s work with COFOs in Mali has driven
measurable increases in conflict-resolution rates, demonstrating the value of investing in local institutions.
These gains reflect the success of the programme to strengthen local institutions in navigating resource-
based tensions. Accordingly, JASS should deepen conflict resolution training and expand support to
additional dispute-resolution institutions and foster collaboration across systems and institutions.
Embedding such support and skill-building components in resource management remains core to
success. At the same time, the analysis in this study highlights that large-scale incident data (ACLED)
can mask the smaller, everyday frictions that residents face. To bridge this gap, JASS should integrate
community-reported violence indicators alongside ACLED counts, tailoring support to the villages’ specific
needs. Practically, this could mean piloting interventions first in areas with relatively less violence to
generate local “proof points,” then scaling these same structures into higher-conflict zones with dedicated
safety and mediation measures informed by community feedback. By embedding robust conflict-
resolution capacity within inclusive governance frameworks (and harmonizing broad and ground-level
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data) programmes can ensure these institutions remain equitable, trusted, and resilient under even the
toughest local pressures.

Strengthen state-community coordination and accountability. This study has revealed an important
need for breaking the walls between the state and the community for cohesive resource management.
Although inclusive, community-led systems generated the largest trust and resilience gains, respondents
exposed to the state-led vignette still reported modest improvements in their belief in equitable conflict
resolution compared to status quo. This suggests that where state institutions are functional and
responsive, they can bolster locally negotiated agreements by providing enforcement capacity and
legitimacy. For example, members of the commune-level land commission (COFOCOM) in Niger
highlighted how JASS’s support in issuing official land deeds and conducting follow-up monitoring visits
anchored locally negotiated pacts within existing legal frameworks, boosting both enforcement and
long-term compliance. Bridging the existing divide between grassroots governance and formal authorities
is vital to tackling challenges at the intersection of climate shocks, resilience, and conflicts. While it
continues to be imperative to work with communities, donors and practitioners must also facilitate improved
collaboration between the state and communities. This could look like join forums to clarify pathways and
roles and shedding light on community agreements. Policymakers must formalise these mechanisms given
the importance of accountability to legitimacy. By fostering regular, structured dialogue, there will be mutual
accountability between local and community-led governance bodies and the state apparatus.
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(1

Control
N/
Cluster  Mean/
s (SE)
1737 42.857
91 0.591

)
Community-led

N/ Mean/
Clusters  (SE)

967 42.691
90 0.592

Table A1. Balance Table

)

State-led
N/ Mean/
Clusters  (SE)
983 42.900
93 0.573

(1)-(2)

Pairwise t-test

N/ Mean
Clusters  diff.
2704 0.166
96

(1)-(3)

Pairwise t-test

N/ Mean
Clusters  diff.
2720 -0.043
96

(2)-(3)

Pairwise t-test

N/ Mean
Clusters  diff.
1950 -0.210
98

JASS 1

1737

967 0.363

983

2704 0.025

2720 0.019

1950 -0.006

JASS 3

1737

967 0.094

983

2704

0.027*

2720 0.000

1950 -0.027*

JASS 5

1737

967 0.118

983

2704

0.020*

2720 -0.010

1950 -0.031*

JASS 7

1737

967 0.100

983

2704 0.003

2720

-0.025*

1950 -0.028*

JASS 9

1737

967 0.025

983

2704 0.007

2720 -0.004

1950 -0.012

Confro

ntations

1669

929 0.143

946

2598 0.017

2615 -0.001

1875 -0.018

Significance: ***=.01, **=.05, *=.1.

Errors are clustered the village level.

Table A2. Response Distribution Across Vignette Group
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Q.1 Q.3
A

No Yes Not atall littte  Neutral Somewhat Completely
Status-Quo 525 1074 228 168 108 301 875
Community-
led 122 767 38 51 32 160 655
State-led 274 623 118 97 55 174 505
TOTAL 921 2,464 384 316 195 635 2035

Table A3. Ordered Logit Regression: Do you believe that the resolution of conflicts/disputes will be

equitable?
(1) (2) (3) (4) () (6) (7) (8) 9) (10)
Not at all A little Neutral Somewhat Completely
Community- 0.180*
led -0.066 -0.067 -0.044 -0.044 -0.022 -0.022 -0.047***  -0.047 0179 **
0 ) 0 0 (-0.65) () (-265) () (12.66)  (9.55)

Observation

s 3565 3565 3565 3565 3565
Village

Indicators Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Controls No Yes No Yes No

3565 3565 3565 3565 3565
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Yes No Yes No Yes

t-statistics in parentheses

Controls included are: Age, age squared, female, and which (if any) JASS activities the respondent participated

*p<0.10 **
p<005 Fkk
p<0.01

Table A4. Natural Resource Governance and Preferences Across non-Indigenous (Allochthones) and
Indigenous Population (Autochthones)

M ) @) (4) ®)
Resilience Reduce conflicts Trust Equitable Benefit all members
Community-led 0.175*** 0.218*** 0.521*** 0.189*** 0.180***
(0.023) (0.023) (0.065) (0.019) (0.021)
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Non-indigenous -0.561%** -0.364*** -0.947*** -0.449*** -0.414%**
(0.077) (0.111) (0.265) (0.114) (0.111)

State-led + 0.207 0.161 -0.091 0.151 0.121
Non-indigenous (0.148) (0.164) (0.344) (0.157) (0.136)
Observations 3385 3455 3565 3470 3320
Adjusted R-squared 0.145 0.169 0.149 0.165 0.185
Village Indicators Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Standard errors clustered at the village level in parentheses.

Controls included are: Age, age squared, female, and which (if any) JASS activities the respondent participated.
*p<0.10 ** p<0.05 *** p<0.01

Table A5. Natural Resource Governance and Preferences Across Gender (Male=0 and Female=1)

(M ) (©) 4) ®)

Resilience Reduce conflicts ~ Trust Equitable Benefit all members
Community-led 0.182*** 0.238*** 0.575** 0.196™* 0.187***
(0.031) (0.026) (0.079) (0.023) (0.025)

Female 0.026 0.014 -0.039 -0.012 -0.013
(0.030) (0.027) (0.091) (0.026) (0.024)

State-led + -0.043 -0.058 0.011 -0.004 -0.004
Female (0.034) (0.037) (0.111) (0.032) (0.029)
Observations 3385 3455 3565 3470 3320
Adjusted R-squared 0.130 0.164 0.143 0.154 0.174
Village Indicators Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Standard errors clustered at the village level in parentheses.

Controls included are: Age, age squared, female, and which (if any) JASS activities the respondent participated
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*p<0.10 ** p<0.05 *** p<0.01
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