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REFERENCE GUIDE: Protected & conserved area business plan 

BACKGROUND 

Financial sustainability is crucial to conserve a legacy landscape (LL) for generations to come. With its 

long-term funding, LLF aims to lay the foundation stone for this financial sustainability. Nevertheless, 

LLF asks its implementing partners to make use of its long-term grants to develop a business plan or 

strategy for financial sustainability that both in terms of volume and duration goes beyond LLF funding. 

Having a solid business plan or financial strategy will contribute to a financial “future proofing” of the 

LL and largely contribute to effective and efficient conservation management and the well-being of 

local communities. 

For the above reason, LLF grantees are asked to report on a LL business plan/financial strategy within 

the LL’s Key Performance Indicator (KPI) table. 

Table 1: Extract of LL KPI table 

LLF Objective Target 

Result 6.1: Maximum 3 years 
after selection, LLF financed 
LLs have management and 
business plans at their disposal 

Site specific (max. 3 years); max. 5 years after inception, climate change 
mitigation and/or adaptation outputs and impacts are incorporated in 
management plan 

The annexed quick reference guide provides ideas on how to develop such a business plan or financial 

strategy in five steps. The suggestions below are a compilation of widely accepted principles of 

strategic planning, business management, and good conservation practices from a variety of protected 

area (PA) managers. Not all ideas will suit your specific work context and therefore this guide should 

rather be viewed as “pick-and chose” list or as inspiration on how to approach business planning in a 

conserved area. Overall, a good practice example of a business plan fulfils the following criteria: 

1. It is a living document and a management tool and therefore regularly updated, consulted, and 

used to monitor progress 

2. It is in line with the area’s long-term conservation strategy or life plan’s objectives and 

differentiates in its calculations between an optimal and a basic conservation scenario 

3. Covers a mid- to long-term period (5-20 years1) 

4. Includes solid estimates for both expenditure and revenues including a clear overview of any 

financial shortfall (ideally broken down by objective) 

5. Includes considerations of commercial or other revenue sources that are not public grants and 

philanthropic donations 

6. Contains an “easy-to-digest” summary to be used as fundraising tool  

 

LLF’s minimum requirements for a business plan are criteria 1.-5. 

 

 
1 The longer your period, the more you will lose granularity and the less precise will be your cost and revenue estimates. 

Depending on the case it can nevertheless be useful to look at 10+ years to integrate revenue potentials that are not yet 
available in the short-term, but which will be of interest to both public and private investors. 
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ANNEX  
PREPARATION 

Before starting to develop or revise a business plan, clarify the following key questions: 

Contributors: 

• Shall this exercise be a team effort, or would it be beneficial to hire a consultant for support?  

• How will (government) partners be involved in the business planning exercise?  

Scope 

• Shall the business plan cover an entire landscape or only a certain part of it, e.g. a national park 

or Indigenous territory? 

o There is no right or wrong. Most importantly, the business plan needs to match and 

underpin existing management plans/life plans/strategic plans. It might be necessary 

to have multiple business plans for different entities in one and the same landscape. 

• What timespan shall the business plan cover? Same as management plan/long term strategy 

or only a fraction thereof? 

 

STEP 1: PRIORITIZE CONSERVATION GOALS 

Start with prioritizing the outputs mentioned in your management plan/life plan or log frame and 

ideally create at least two different scenarios, 1) an basic conservation scenario that covers essential 

measures and, 2) an optimal conservation scenario that includes further activities to achieve your 

goals, which you would like to implement, but that are not time critical and could be postponed to the 

future. 

For each scenario, pick the appropriate set of outputs and the respective activities needed from your 

management plan/life plan. Bring in a time component, either on activity or output level, depending 

on the level of granularity you chose. 

Table 2: Basic scenario    Table 3: Optimal scenario 
 

SCENARIO 1 Year 1 Year 2 … 

Output 1 X X X 

     Activity 1.1    

Output 2 X  X 

Output 3    

Output 4    

 

SCENARIO 2 Year 1 Year 2 … 

Output 1 X X X 

     Activity 1.1    

Output 2 X   

Output 3  X  

Output 4 X X X 

 

The next chapters will look at the cost structure and revenue streams, which are linked to the two main 

targets, namely increasing revenues and decreasing cost. 

 

STEP 2: FINANCIAL PLANNING - COST 

Firstly, you may want to do a financial analysis to get a better understanding of your cost structure 

and to arrive at a better cost estimate for the upcoming years. Some ideas on what to look at: 
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• Have a look into your expenditure on capital equipment (vehicles, generators, solar 

installations etc.) to get an idea of price and price increases over time 

• Analyze lifespans of key capital equipment and large infrastructure and maintenance works; in 

what frequency did you have to renew computers/cars/motorbikes/generators etc.? How 

often is it necessary to profoundly renovate existing buildings?  

• Familiarize yourself with past and projected inflation rates of the country you work in to take 

inflation into account for all costs, particularly salaries. You can find the data, e.g., at the 

International Monetary Fund’s website or the OECD. 

• Developments of utility prices, fuel etc. 

Bearing the above in mind, consider both regular expenses and expenses related to specific activities 

and assign the relevant annual cost for the achievement of each output per scenario. A list of common 

expenses can be found in annex II. 

Determine the following and base estimates on the financial analysis: 

Operational Expenditures (OPEX) 

• What are your annual running costs that are not linked to an individual activity) such as office 

rent, insurance, service provider cost? They can either be equally distributed across activities 

or be kept separately. 

• What staff positions (in full-time equivalents) will be needed? Bear in mind salary increases, 

future staffing, and envisioned structural changes such as closing or creation of departments. 

It is recommended to calculate staff apart from other OPEX as the same staff will contribute to 

many different activities. 

• What other OPEX, such as transport cost (fuel etc.), materials, etc. will be needed? Include all 

once-off cost that can be linked to the activity (e.g. consultant, plane charter…)  

 

Capital Expenditures (CAPEX) 

• What capital expenditure is needed to implement the specific activity, e.g. office equipment 

(computers, furniture, generators), infrastructure, transport equipment (cars, boats, planes)? 

Bear in mind the different lifespans of capital equipment and add maintenance and 

replacement cost2 where necessary. 

• CAPEX usually is significantly higher at the start of an intervention (~year 1-4) and then drops 

or plateaus once the initial major infrastructure and equipment has been established. It then 

usually peaks during “replacement years”. 
 

If you do not have a lot of information on OPEX and CAPEX, work with estimates instead. Putting 
these into business plan calculations is a first step for documenting and gradually improving your 
data over time. A business plan is a living document and therefore expenditure items can be adjusted 
continuously according to the level of information available given at a certain moment in time.  

 

 
2 To calculate replacement provisions, the cost price of the assets can be divided by the estimated useful life. 

https://www.imf.org/en/Countries
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Table 4: Sample expense table (year 1) 

Expense name Details of expense Frequency of occurrence Estimated cost Annual cost 
 

OPEX (regular expenses) 

Salary 1 Conservation 
manager; 1 FTE 

monthly USD 2500 USD 30,000 

Salary 2 Community officer; 
0.5 FTE 

monthly USD 1700 USD 20,400 

e.g., stationary x 3 offices; pens, 
paper, ink for 
printer 

Top up every three months USD 500 per 3 
months and 3 
offices 

USD 2000 

e.g., fuel … … … … 

CAPEX 

Vehicles Fleet of 15 4x4 on average 1 
replacement/year 

USD 45,000/car USD 45,000 

… … … … … 

Activity (once off) cost 

Output 1 – Activity 1.1 

Consultancy Lump sum One-time USD 7,500 USD 7,500 

Local transport Pick-up consultant 
and community 
member (5 villages) 

One-time USD 300 USD 300 

Output 1 – Activity 1.2 

… 

 

CLIMATE CHANGE CONSIDERATIONS 

Ideally, climate change mitigation and/or adaptation targets and related activities are already part of 

your strategy or multiple-year management plan. In any case, they should be considered financially, 

particularly if you work in a landscape that is prone to extreme weather events (severe droughts, 

floods, forest fires etc.) that might need ad-hoc funds to manage adverse effects of climate change on 

both the ecosystem and wildlife as well as on communities. In this sense, please ensure that your 

business plan adequately includes these eventualities, for instance by including a flexible and adaptive 

management component/contingency. 

COST-SAVING STRATEGIES 

While you are looking at your cost, try in parallel to identify cost saving strategies to decrease your 

financial gap. 

• Preventative maintenance to increase the lifespan of goods and equipment 

• Increasing efficiency of the financial-administrative system 

• What measures are not good value in terms of achieving the desired impact? 

• Re-assess visitation patterns and develop self-guided tours to reduce staffing needs in low 

visitation seasons 

• What do you spend most money on? Where can you be more efficient?  

- Can you rely on volunteers/interns/students for certain activities? 

- Can certain tasks be outsourced? 

- Can certain activities be implemented in-house instead of hiring consultants?  
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- Etc. 

• Are there process related costs that can be reduced?  

- Are there more cost-efficient approaches than the ones we are currently using? Example: 

drones, eDNA, eco-acoustics instead of transect-based surveys; frequency of meetings; 

etc. 

- What trainings or software improvements are needed to make processes more efficient? 

 

When you are done with all your outputs, combine the cost per output and year with the scenario’s 

work plan. 

 

STEP 3: BUSINESS PLANNING - REVENUES 

EXISTING REVENUES 

Most of your funds will probably come from public or philanthropic donations. Start with creating an 

overview of current and expected grants per year. Split grant budgets according to the work plans of 

the project or by rule of thumb. Include projected grants with a probability of > 80%.  

Table 5: Overview of donations and grants per year 

Type Donor Grant 
total 

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 

Contracted  X 150,000 50,000 100,000 0 0 0 

Prospective Y 1,200,000 500,000 500,000 200,000 0 0 

Contracted  Z 5,000,000 1,000,000 1,000,000 1,000,000 1,000,000 1,000,000 

Total / 6,350,000 1,650,000 1,600,000 1,200,000 1,000,000 1,000,000 

 

If possible, go one step further and by rule of thumb distribute the annual revenues into thematic 

categories of their earmarked use, for instance the objective or even output they contribute to. This 

way, you’ll be able to calculate the financial gaps per objective/output at the end. 

Table 6: Sample donor revenue table  

Type Donor Grant 
total 
(5y) 

Year 1 Improved law 
enforcement 

Research 
promoted 

Enhanced 
livelihoods 

Year 2 … 

Contracted  A 150k 50k 50k / / 100k  

Prospective B 1,200k 500k 250k 50k 200k 700k  

Contracted C 5,000k 1,000k / 100k 900k 1,000k  

Total / 6,350k 1,550k 300k 150k 1100k 1,600k  

 

Example: grant B is a 1.2m grant over three years. It is not yet contracted, but once an agreement 

will be signed with the donor, it will contribute to the objectives “improved law enforcement”, 

“research promoted” and “enhanced livelihoods” in year 1. 

Next, look at existing commercial revenues, if any. 
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Figure 1: Matrix of existing revenues3 

Existing Revenue Sources 

On-site Off-site 

Details Estimated annual 
income 

Details Estimated annual 
income 

- Entry fees USD -  Chocolate Sale USD 

- Tour guide fees USD -  Sponsorship USD 

 

NEW & COMMERCIAL REVENUES SOURCES 

Assess also potential for growth outside existing revenue resources.  

Although for the medium-term public sources will likely remain your most important income source, 

it is recommended to include commercial revenue sources into your business planning, too. 

Depending on the context of the conserved area (level of government engagement, size, logistical 

challenges, threat level, political risk etc.) there may be a partial or substantial potential for self-

financing through operational revenues. 

Bearing your long-term strategy in mind, look at the business model canvas4 below and fill in the boxes 

to identify your operational revenues (or revenue possibilities). Try to change perspective and put 

yourself in the mindset of an entrepreneur where the protected area is your business. This exercise 

shall help you to visualize, structure and discuss your “business case”. It shall support you to identify 

what your value propositions are or could be, who your “customers” are, and to ensure that you have 

not overlooked a potential source of income or opportunity to save cost.5 Diversifying income sources 

will be vital for the financial sustainability of the protected area. 

Figure 2: Business model canvas 

8: Key partners 
Who are our key 
partners? What services 
and resources do we 
acquire from them?  

7: Key activities 
What kind of activities 
do our value 
propositions require? 
 
E.g. law enforcement, 
stakeholder 
engagement, 
accommodation 
management, 
sustainable agriculture, 
road maintenance etc. 

2: (Unique) value 
proposition 
Which needs do we 
fulfill? What value do 
we offer?  
 
E.g.: Unique wildlife; 
sustainable food 
product, cultural 
experience, etc. 

4: Customer 
relationship 
How do we maintain 
relationships? How are 
they integrated with our 
other operations? 
 
E.g., social media, 
newsletter from park 
director,  

 

1: Customer 
segments6 
Who are our most 
important customers? 
What are their needs? 
 
E.g.: adventurers, 
expats, organic 
supermarkets in Europe, 
local tourists, 
philanthropists etc. 

 
3 See https://pngbiodiversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Guide-to-business-planning-for-protected-areas-in-PNG.pdf  
4 See Alexander Osterwalder: The Business Model Ontology. A Proposition in a Design Science Approach. University of 
Lausanne. 2004. 
5 WWF Brazil guides through the business model canvas in this publication: 

https://wwfbr.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/guia_rppns_impresso_17x23_5cm___pag_separadas_.pdf 
6 Depending on your needs, consider commissioning a market analysis (visitor or customer 
demographics/preferences/behavior. market trends etc.) 

https://pngbiodiversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Guide-to-business-planning-for-protected-areas-in-PNG.pdf
https://wwfbr.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/guia_rppns_impresso_17x23_5cm___pag_separadas_.pdf
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6: Key resources 
What resources do our 
value proposition 
require? 

 
E.g.: staff, maintenance, 
capital equipment, 
service providers, 
consultants etc. 

3: Channels 
How are we reaching 
our customers? Which 
of our channels works 
best? Which is most 
cost efficient? 
 
E.g.: social media, word 
of mouth, print 
advertisement 

9: Cost structure 
What is the most important cost? Which resources are most 
expensive? 

 
E.g.: capacity building, salary, operational cost, profit sharing with 
communities etc. 

5: Revenue streams 
For what are our customers willing to pay and currently pay for? 
How much does each revenue stream contribute to overall 
revenues? 
 
E.g.: entrance fee, souvenir/culinary sales, sponsorships, 
concessions, grants, donations 

PROCESSES AND RESOURCES MARKET AND CUSTOMERS 

 

Ideally discuss the business model canvas in a team including your different departments. Start with 

your “customers” and follow the numbering of the boxes.  

Analyze different possibilities in terms of revenue streams and potentially include them in the business 

plan, e.g.: 

o Entry fees 

o Concession fees (tourism, forestry…) 

o Increasing prices for existing products, e.g., bed nights, safari drives, souvenirs etc. 

o Increase quantities of existing products, e.g., increase accommodation capacity, increase 

production of goods etc. While increasing quantities, pay particular attention to sustainability and 

adverse effects to the environment. 

o Voluntary biodiversity credits, carbon credits, species adoption schemes etc. 

o Locally produced goods and handicrafts such as oils, soap, coffee, cocoa, fabrics etc.)7 

o Strategic partnerships and sponsorships from private enterprises  

o Green venture capital 

o “Spare currency” donation boxes 

When assigning estimates for revenues per year, stay conservative, particularly for new activities as 

their realization often is more complicated and protracted than anticipated. You may also choose to 

engage an external consultant to establish a commercial development plan with you including revenue 

projections. Particularly for new revenue lines, you may again want to prioritize according to the 

likelihood of success. Do not forget to add anticipated commercial cost to your expenditures (step 2).  

In case you have a clear idea of what new revenue source to engage in, consider a break-even 
calculation as provided in annex I. 

 

 
7 E.g., Virunga Origins chocolate: https://origins.virunga.org/ , Gorongosa coffee: https://gorongosa.org/gorongosa-

products/; Madidi coffee: https://bolivia.wcs.org/es-es/Paisajes/Programa-Legacy-Landscapes-Madidi/Sala-de-
noticias/ID/21469/Emprendimientos-productivos-de-areas-protegidas-participan-en-rueda-de-negocios.aspx  

https://origins.virunga.org/
https://gorongosa.org/gorongosa-products/
https://gorongosa.org/gorongosa-products/
https://bolivia.wcs.org/es-es/Paisajes/Programa-Legacy-Landscapes-Madidi/Sala-de-noticias/ID/21469/Emprendimientos-productivos-de-areas-protegidas-participan-en-rueda-de-negocios.aspx
https://bolivia.wcs.org/es-es/Paisajes/Programa-Legacy-Landscapes-Madidi/Sala-de-noticias/ID/21469/Emprendimientos-productivos-de-areas-protegidas-participan-en-rueda-de-negocios.aspx
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Figure 3: Prioritization of new revenue sources8 

 

Combine existing public, philanthropic and commercial revenue streams with new revenue streams. 

Table 7: Combined revenue table 

Type Donor Grant 
total 
(5y) 

Year 1 Improved Law 
enforcement 

Research 
promoted 

Enhanced 
livelihoods 

Year 2 … 

Contracted  X 150k 50k 50k / / 100k  

Prospective Y 1,200k 500k 250k 50k 200k 700k  

Contracted Z 5,000k 1,000k / 100k 900k 1,000k  

Tourism 
revenue 

/  300k / 270k 30k 300k  

Other 
revenue 

/ / 25k / / / 30k  

Total / 6,350k 1,825k 300k 420k 1130k 2,130k  

 

STEP 4: CALCULATE SHORTFALL/SURPLUS 

Lastly, combine the revenues with the expenses in one single table to identify any surplus/shortfall. A 

financial gap analysis is an excellent tool to highlight what additional funding is needed. It is therefore 

also useful for public donors, investors, and sponsors, who wish to make a difference and contribute 

to filling a gap.  

If you manage to have an overall surplus, make sure to showcase in the business plan how it is re-

invested.  

Table 8: Annual income, expenditures and financial gap 

 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 

Income $1.875.000 $1.930.000   

Grant income $1.550.000 $1.600.000 … 

Other revenues $325.000 $330 … 

Total Expenses $1.870.000 $2.200.000 … 

 
8 See https://pngbiodiversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Guide-to-business-planning-for-protected-areas-in-PNG.pdf  

https://pngbiodiversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Guide-to-business-planning-for-protected-areas-in-PNG.pdf
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Pillar Conservation $200.000 $300.000 … 

Pillar LE $500.000 $400.000 … 

Pillar… … …   

    
Shortfall/Surplus $5.000 -$270.000  … 

 

STEP 5: SUMMARIZE AS A FUNDRAISING TOOL 

Your business planning will likely be comprised of many different excel tables, cross referenced to the 

objectives and outputs from your long-term strategy or management plan. Therefore, you may 

consider creating a summary business plan to be used as a “digestible” fundraising tool. There is no 

need to share all the details of your planning, rather only showcase the bigger picture. From a donor 

perspective, you may want to cluster the cost in thematic pillars (e.g. your objectives) instead of using 

CAPEX and OPEX, because funders and investors often have specific thematic interests and above all, 

want to understand how their contribution will fit into the bigger picture and which areas are still 

underfunded. 

The summary business plan should be as short as possible, so it remains easy and quick to read. 

Consider starting the document with a paragraph of your long-term vision and objectives before you 

dive into numbers. Do not shy away from visualizations, e.g. graphs that make the document easier to 

read. Here are some ideas for visualizations: 

 

Figure 4: Example - Income according to source (in % of total available funds) 
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Figure 5: Example - Financial gaps (of total needs) 

 

 

Figure 6: Example - Distribution of funds (5-year business plan) 
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Figure 7: Example - Financial needs per thematic objective  

 

 

It is suggested to summarize priority investments for the upcoming 5-10 years in a bullet list so 

potential donors/investors have tangible examples of what they could contribute to.  

It may also make sense to explain the key assumptions for calculating cost and revenues to potential 

donors/investors, e.g.: 

• “Government contributions will remain stable” 

• “Inflation is estimated at 2% (average of past three years)” 

• “Tourist numbers are estimated to increase by 4% per year” 

• “No availabilities of funds through carbon/biodiversity credit schemes in the next five to seven 

years”. 

• “4x4 vehicle lifetime is estimated at 5 years” 

• “Public donor contributions are expected to decrease by 5% per year” 
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ANNEX I - BREAKEVEN ANALYSIS9 

The breakeven point is the dollars of revenues or units of sales that will be necessary to cover both the 

fixed and variable expenses of an activity. In order to find the breakeven point (Q), you need to figure 

out where:  

Q = Total revenue = variable cost + fixed cost 

Example: A protected area (PA) plans to gain profits from tourism. The current entry fee system does 

not yet cover the cost of maintaining and operating the existing tourism infrastructure. Therefore, the 

idea is to increase the entrance fees to USD 12 per Person and day. The fixed cost for the tourism 

infrastructure in the protected area is USD 100,000 and the variable cost USD 2 per unit, which is 

composed mainly of labor expenses. In this case, the breakeven point is: 

Q = USD 100,000 / (USD 12 – USD 2) 

Q = 10,000 units (tourist days in PA) 

This means the protected area will have to sell 10,000 units to break even and more than that to 

generate a profit. If 10,000 units seem out of reach, the entrance fee will have to be increased even 

further. 

 

 

  

 
9 https://pngbiodiversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Guide-to-business-planning-for-protected-areas-in-PNG.pdf  

https://pngbiodiversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Guide-to-business-planning-for-protected-areas-in-PNG.pdf
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ANNEX II – LIST OF COMMON EXPENSES10 

 
10 See above 
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ANNEX III - SAMPLE TABLES AND GRAPHICS 

Table 9: Shortfall and financial sustainability (source: AP) 

 

Table 10: Financial needs per action plan item11 

No Objective Action 
plan 
item 

Activity  Volume 
in 10 
years 

Estimate
d cost 
(annual) 

Implementation year Funding 
source 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1 Maintain 
forest 
cover 

Combat 
illegal 
logging 

900km² 
patrols 

1m 100k x x x x x x x x x x Donor X 

 
11 In a similar way used for Gunung-Leuser National Park, Indonesia 
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Table 11: Financial gap analysis (Laughing Bird Caye National Park, 2005)12 

 

 
12 https://pngbiodiversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Guide-to-business-planning-for-protected-areas-in-PNG.pdf  

https://pngbiodiversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Guide-to-business-planning-for-protected-areas-in-PNG.pdf
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SOURCES AND ADDITIONAL READING 

https://www.learningfornature.org/en/protected-areas-business-plans-webinar-resources-available/ 

https://iucn.org/resources/publication/financing-protected-areas-guidelines-protected-area-

managers  

https://www.conservationfinance.info/business-planning-for-protected-areas ; including excel 

spreadsheet  

https://wwfbr.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/guia_rppns_impresso_17x23_5cm___pag_separadas

_.pdf 

https://pngbiodiversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Guide-to-business-planning-for-protected-

areas-in-PNG.pdf  

https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/17023809/secovlje-salina-nature-park-business-plan-

wwf  

https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2024-

01/unlocking_finance_for_greater_kruger_1.pdf  

https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2023-

01/Dajti%20Mountain%20NP%20business%20plan.pdf  

https://global.thepower.education/blog/business-model-canvas 

https://www.dfcbelize.org/download/business-plan-template/ 

https://pngbiodiversity.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Guide-to-business-planning-for-protected-

areas-in-PNG.pdf  

https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/17023809/secovlje-salina-nature-park-business-plan-

wwf  

https://www.sanparks.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/knp-approved-plan.pdf 

https://www.conservationgateway.org/Documents/Virgin_Islands_Business_Plan_0.pdf  

As well as business plans from protected areas managed by WWF, FZS, WCS, AP, FFI, PPF, and CI. 

 

 

 
 

https://www.learningfornature.org/en/protected-areas-business-plans-webinar-resources-available/
https://iucn.org/resources/publication/financing-protected-areas-guidelines-protected-area-managers
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