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Executive Summary 
This report outlines and prioritizes the key gaps between governance practices at IUCN and best practice, using 

the Four 
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Medium-term 

 Council papers should complement internal information with greater attention to relevant external 

developments, to better inform strategic thinking and ability to assess strategic risk.  

 Better communication 
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 Meeting chairing: 
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As per the terms of reference, SGA is delivering an in-depth report including the analysis our survey findings, 

poll results and background research, additional recommendations for reform / enhanced practices on 

corporate governance. The recommendations we make are categorized into measures to take in the short term 
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discussions as well as the degree of openness to a process of constructive dissent within each body 

and across bodies.  

 

Figure 1: The Four Pillars of Governance Excellence  

 

Several bodies are important actors in IUCN’s governance: the Council, the Bureau, the Standing Committees, 

the Commissions, the Secretariat and the Congress (refer to Annex 2). As a body with strategic and oversight 

responsibilities, the IUCN Council has an important role to play in the Union’s governance.. Other governance 

bodies – including the Council Committees and commissions, as well as Members and Donors are also 

important actors.  

Good governance in IUCN entails the application of the following principles: leadership, organizational 

performance and accountability, delegation, stewardship, controlling and risk management, Integrity, 

Transparency, access to information and public participation, inclusiveness, diversity and renewal. These 

principles are also integrated into the Four Pillars methodology, across all four pillars.  

While the Four Pillars are the drivers of governance health, there are Four Areas of Governance Failures that 

relate where governance failures typically lead to critical failures within an organization2 (refer to Annex 3).  

 

The Four Areas of Governance Failures, which potentially threaten an organization’s ability to fulfil its mission, 

are:  

(1) Technical risks: Failure to identify, assess and manage critical risks to an organization inclusive of financial 

and non-financial risks as well as reputational risk,  

(2) Strategy: Selection of non-adapted strategy and lack of agility around strategy3.  

(3) Relationship across governance bodies and typically between executives and non-executives, possibly 

characterized by poor interpersonal dynamics and weak processes around nominations, succession and 

performance review; and,  

(4) Integrity:  
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The Four Pillars of Governance Excellence combined with the Four Areas of Governance Failures are the 

methodological basis for this governance review. The decisions the IUCN takes now are of critical importance. 

A fundamental question to build into consideration of its governance bodies and structures is: what kind of 

organization will the IUCN be in 10 years’ time? Our work is intended to help the IUCN to prepare for the 

governance required over the next decade, in a world characterized by increasing complexity and disruption 

on a number of levels, including technological, geopolitical, social, and economic.  

 

This report assesses the strengths and weaknesses of IUCN’s governance, in an attempt to highlight the areas 

it can leverage but also the gaps it nee
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5. Findings  
After analysing the data (refer to a detailed analysis in Annex 8), our findings are listed in this section, 

structured in three
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While our analysis was conducted along the four pillars, we feel that benchmarked organisations can offer the 

most insight in three critical structures and process, described below. 

A. Board composition - representation and independence  

Of the organisations benchmarked, independence of board members was important; in several of the 

organisations, a certain proportion of board seats were reserved for independent subject matter experts. In 

addition to its 18 “representative” seats, Gavi has 
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5.1.3 Lack of systematic performance evaluation follow-up 

Council members conduct a self-evaluation; however, when gaps are identified, there is no corrective action 

taken, resulting in an insufficient degree of accountability. Performance standards are rising as evidenced by 
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boardroom agenda design leverages the content of management presentations to maximize the percentage 

of meeting time dedicated to strategic level discussions. Currently, excessive Council meeting time is devoted 

to management presentations and not enough on discussions. Circulating an agenda 3-4 weeks prior to the 

Council meeting would allow for more meaningful consultation and allow for revisions in advance.  

5.3.2 Committee meeting structure 

Nearly half of respondents (46%) indicated that the council and committee meetings' agenda does not allow 

sufficient time for a decision-making process based on high quality debates and in-depth board discussions. 

One possible root cause of this is that the current practice of holding committee meetings immediately prior 

to council meetings does not allow sufficient time for proper reporting by standing committees to the council. 

In practice, this translates into much of the work being done and decisions taken at the committee level instead 

of at Council. In general, use of electronic means for meetings can be expanded as technology evolves to hold 

virtual standing committees further in advance of Council meetings, and therefore more time to report back 

to the full Council, before discussion during Council meetings. 

5.3.3 Perceived lack of neutrality in the evaluation process for DG 

The performance evaluation process for the DG is outlined in Art. 62 and 63 of the Council Handbook with 

objectives along the One Programme Charter. These could be improved for greater transparency (in terms of 

specific evaluation criteria), and anonymity (in terms of the 360° feedback), which is considered to be best 

practice. When it was most recently initiated, the process followed was perceived as lacking credibility, 

transparency and neutrality, and therefore as not valid by a number of respondents. As such it was not 

concluded. More professionalism in the process, either via an evaluations committee which includes non-voting 

council members (independents) or potentially undertaken by an independent third party. Transparent 

assessment criteria, as well as ensuring anonymity in the responses to the 360° feedback survey would help to 

bolster its credibility and validity.  

5.3.4 Lack of perceived transparency regarding DG succession/ renewal 

During the review process, we observed that there was a lack of successor in place when the DG announced 

her imminent departure from the organisation in February 2019. An important function of the Council should 

be to select and approve the choice of DG, and to then coach and support the DG by providing a constructive 

context. It is the responsibility of the Council to monitor the DG’s performance and to ensure a proper 

succession planning is in place. This process needs to be engaged in a constant way so that any surprises can 

be handled smoothly and professionally. As the process is sophisticated and demanding, this could be 

prepared by the Bureau.  

5.3.5 Variable performance of commissions 

Commissions are composed by experts to provide advice on IUCN’s conservation projects and to allocate 

resources among them, As such, they a key governance structure. Their performance is critical to the credibility 

of the Union.
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Differences in opinion and constructive dissent helps to enrich governance. While the diversity of Council 

members is an asset for the richness of discussion, this is only true where differences in opinion can be 

effectively exchanged, allowing for a critical view of assumption, which is essential for the development of an 

effective strategy. In the absence of psychological safety that allows constructive dissent, the Council runs a 

real risk of sharing common views and heuristics, undermining its governance effectiveness. We recommend a 

concerted effort to build trust, ensuring a Council culture in which a concerted effort is made for an issues-

based exchange of informed views.  

5.4.1 Low-energy council meetings  

There seems to be low engagement by Council members in meetings, as demonstrated by only 20% of 

respondents characterizing these as highly energizing. Long presentations take up time and miss opportunities 

for meaningful exchange. The focus is lost as a result, with council members spending too much time on 

operational issues, as demonstrated by the qualitative data of the survey findings, such as the following 

comment (extracted from the survey):  

We recommend ensuring presentations are kept to a specific number of slides, and that sufficient time is 

dedicated to discussion.  

Chairing of council meetings often falls short in terms of fostering productive dynamics and time management 

needed to cover the agenda. As a result, meetings often descend into discussions of operational issues and at 

times derail into unproductive conflict. This contributes to low energy and disengagement by Council members 

during meetings, due to frustration that the agenda is not covered at that discussions are not more productive. 

We recommend that the Council meeting Chair implement more disciplined time management, and aim to 

facilitate discussions that drive toward decisions emerging from the views expressed, where possible.  

5.4.2 Lack of "One Voice" 

Council members often express that they are the voice of the members (by region) but they should be the 

IUCN voice inside the membership. In this way, many Council members feel that they have a duty to regional 

members instead of to the Union as a whole. Council members are expected to take “a global view of the role 

of the Union in achieving its mission”, while also contributing their regional perspectives “to promote the work 

of IUCN in the regions,” according to the Council Handbook (art. 14). Also, “elected Councillors have a global 

role in governing the affairs of the Union as opposed to representing regional interests” (art. 14). While debate 

and constructive dissent are to be encouraged during discussions, a unified view of related to IUCN’s strategy, 

mission and role may be lacking, as evidenced by the diversity of views expressed in the survey responses 

related to IUCN’s mission, strategy and role. This may potentially undermine its ability to communicate 

effectively and contribute to confusion and frustration at the Union level. We would recommend a one- to two-

day Council working session to align on mission, strategy and role followed by commitment to the One Voice 

principle. 

5.4.3 Little impact by Council on IUCN organizational culture 

Healthy corporate culture is essential for long-term organizational viability, and as such should be within 

Council’s scope of influence. However, Council seems to have little impact on IUCN organizational culture. It is 

important that Council has access to regularly assess (via information obtained from leadership as well as 

internal management data), whether there is congruence between IUCN's stated mission and the shared 
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Areas of governance 
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IUCN’s lack of strategic capability was highlighted as being a key organizational weakness, as demonstrated 

by some of the survey comments below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To address this, we recommend mapping the organisation’s external context together with the internal 

capabilities, allowing a more focused approach to how it makes it unique contribution and achieving impact 

(refer to Annex 10 for a detailed discussion of the board’s strategic-making role).  
 

5.6.1 There is a high degree of fragmentation within the governance bodies. 

In light of the high degree of commitment among its Council and Management, the fact that 50% of Council 

member responses to the survey responding that  IUCN has been either average or poor in having impact, and 

45% of Management responding that this has been either average, poor or very poor, could be interpreted as 

reflecting a degree of frustration. The fragmented nature of the responses also indicate a lack of alignment, 

which is undermining a productive governance culture.  In some cases, there are perceived factions forming 

across different lines, in some instances described as North/South, OECD/non-OECD.  In addition, several  

qualitative comments indicated that discussions at Secretariat, Committee and Council level are sometimes 

dominated by specific individuals such as the DG or the P
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clarity, with no clear vision for the future, little focus on
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Qualitative data from the survey indicate that Council members are getting involved in operational issues which 

are outside the scope of their mandate, as demonstrated by the following comments made:  

 

While a deeper involvement on sensitive and complex processes should be expected from the Bureau, ad hoc 

involvement of council members (for example in issues related to secretariat staffing) can be seen as 

dysfunctional. Greater clarification, respect and accountability of delineated roles and responsibilities would 

help to resolve this tension.   

 

5.7.2 Members’ disengagement  

There is a diversity of views regarding the best model of governance for IUCN.  While 40% of Council feels that 

members should be driving IUCN’s organizational direction, 44% of management sees Council as the body 

responsible for this function. As such, there is a clear division between these two bodies regarding how 

governance responsibility within IUCN is perceived. The current lack of a mutual understanding on where 

governance responsibility lies is natural, given this difference in perception.   

A number of Members feel that their interests are not being actively considered, that there is a lack of tangible 

benefits of IUCN membership and/or that the Secretariat is unresponsive when they do send requests. There 

is a degree of frustration, which is demonstrated by the following survey comments made by Members:  

 

 Also, regional and national offices sometimes fail to sufficiently coordinate with members in their regions or 

countries. A number of regional offices lack budget and resources to be able to proactively engage with 

members. 
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 Council and Secretariat with Commissions: While in general, the work of Commissions is well respected 

across the organization, as well was the way that the Secretariat, Council and Commissions work 

together to implement the One Programme, qualitative survey data indicated a degree of competition 

in some cases between the Secretariat and Commissions. Also, there is potentially insufficient structural 

accountability by Commissions to Council. Commission Chair report annually to whole Council. Linking 

performance of the Commission, based on specific criteria, to evaluations of Commission Chairs, but 

also Commission members, would help to improve accountability.  

5.7.6  Revolving door between Secretariat & Council 

As discussed above, Council is mandated with oversight and strategic role, while Secretariat is responsible for 

operations. These distinct roles and responsibilities have not always been respected. This blurring of boundaries 

is further exacerbated by former Secretariat employees who immediately took up Councillor positions, upon 

terminating their employment with the Secretariat. There is currently no mandated time period between ending 

employment at IUCN secretariat and becoming an IUCN councillor. This leads to situations in which councillors 

are sometimes perceived as lacking independence and/or intervening into matters which are within the 

jurisdiction of the IUCN Management. 

5.8 Integrity 
Integrity is also key to effective governance. Fraud is a major area of risk, which can undermine the 

organization’s reputation and mission. Elements of fraud include material false statement, a knowledge that 

the statement was false when it was uttered, reliance on the false statement by the victim, and damages 

resulting f
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knowledge and dedication around potential and perceived conflicts of interest within IUCN. In addition, while 

there are mechanisms for fraud detection, strengthening these would help to safeguard against the risk of 

misconduct going unreported, as well as contribute to further reinforcing the organizational culture of integrity.  

Recommendation: We recommend the creation of an ethics and conduct body comprised of independent, 

non-voting members, education on conflicts of interest norms and standards, as well as a complete interest 

registry made public. In order to respond effectively in cases where misconduct occurs, and to contribute 

toward a culture in which employees, Members and Councillors are empowered to report cases of misconduct, 

we recommend a third-party (or external or independent) Ethics Hotline that safeguards anonymity and data 

security. A whistleblowing policy that protects the rights of individuals who report ethical misconduct of any 

kind is also an important measure to help build a culture that is serious about detecting fraud. 

 

6. Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

We are highly aware of the areas of governance failures which can have destructive consequences. Our report 
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6.2.3.b It is also important for Council members to develop 

their own channels of external information, and a method to 

scan these regularly, to ensure they have an external 

perspective of their own on issues of potential strategic 








