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As a leader that addresses global challenges

with global solutions, The Nature Conservancy
must attract funding for international programs.
Inviting donors to participate in conservation in
their own backyards has been a straightforward —
and successful — proposition. Conversely, it is
a tougher endeavor to secure support for global
work that is far from home and sometimes very
different from traditional conservation initiatives.
The Maine Chapter, in close collaboration with former Conservancy Board Chair
Roger Milliken and his wife Margot, decided to develop a giving circle. They
believed they could engage donors in new and exciting ways if they gave them a
hands-on experience with The Nature Conservancy’s work outside the United States.

GIVING CIRCLES are a
growing trend in philanthropy
where groups of like-minded
individuals come together to have
deeper engagement in the causes
they support and collaboratively
make decisions on how to direct
their pooled resources.

This effort opened a new chapter in the Conservancy’s history, one that has the
potential to change donor stewardship and expand global conservation. In 2009,
the Forest Conservation Collaborative (FCC1) in Maine became the Conservancy’s first giving circle. Its success stimulated staff and donor interest, leading to the
formation of other giving circles: the Friends of Catalytic Conservation (FCC2),
the Global Giving Group (G3) and the first international giving circle, the China
Global Conservation Fund.
At left: Moonrise over Australia's Kata Tjuta, a geological formation in the Northern Territory. © MARK GODFREY/TNC.
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The First Giving Circle

The Forest Conservation
Collaborative (FCC1)
When the Maine Chapter reached out to long-time donors
Roger and Margot Milliken for capital campaign support,
the Millikens asked where the chapter needed assistance
most. The answer was for funding for global initiatives.

This exchange sparked discussion of ways to give donors a
deeper experience with the Conservancy’s work outside the
United States, one that went beyond presenting a suite of
proposals for donor consideration.
“We had experience with giving circles as novice philanthropists going back to mid-1980s,” Roger Milliken explained.
“I found the process very empowering.”
A giving circle requires compatible individuals, those who
want to learn from each other, enjoy the process of program
evaluation and selection, and are willing to collectively make
funding decisions. We were looking for people who play well
with others and who have an interest in international
conservation, Margot said
“Roger and Margot Milliken were eager to use their gift
to inspire other giving,” explained Maine Chapter Director
Mike Tetreault. “I was open to trying something new.”
With friends Carol and Joe Wishcamper, Roger and Margot
Milliken co-founded and co-facilitated the Forest Conservation
Collaborative, the Conservancy’s first giving circle.
Together they made generous gifts to kick-start the effort
and attract participants by offering to match their

The Giving Circle Process
In Maine, giving circles met about twice each year. An initial
meeting would be devoted to covering administrative and
operational processes as well as reviewing criteria for
evaluation and selection of programs for funding. Giving
circles developed and used a matrix of selection criteria to
assist in rating programs and helping members make
decisions on the amount they were comfortable funding
for each program. Final decisions were made as a group
after discussion.

donations. Participants were asked to commit $250,000 to
support global forest conservation initiatives. Ten members
joined FCC1, and together they allocated $1.8 million over
2.5 years to fund forest protection in the Amazon, Indonesia
and Kenya.
Forest conservation was the focus for several reasons: Maine
is the most heavily forested state and supporters had confidence in the Conservancy’s forest-related work. They understood the pressures on forest resources within their state
and could visualize the challenges on a global scale.
Identifying people who would enjoy group discussion and
collaborative decision-making was critical. Meetings were
planned to allow time for members to get to know both each
other and Conservancy staff. Good facilitation to guide
discussion and build trust and respect among group members led to an inclusive and satisfying experience.

Being around the table with a pool of money and a group to discuss the work is inspiring.
It gave us a chance to roll up our sleeves and do some analysis. — ROG E R M I LLI KE N, former Board chair

“I thought it was fascinating. People come at things
differently. We didn’t always agree, but it was a logical
process,” said Dyke Messler, Forest Conservation
Collaborative member and co-founder of the successor Global
Giving Group (G3). “People came away feeling really good
about the decisions we made as a group. It was a fun way to
do philanthropy.”
A high point for participants was interaction with
Conservation staff working in the field. Project leaders
submitted proposals for funding consideration, and the
finalists were asked to present their work in person.
Perspectives from those on the ground brought the programs
to life and provided FCC1 members with greater understanding of global conditions, sparking appreciation for the
Conservancy’s work. “I liked and benefitted from having a
wide range of perspectives (from the group) to inform our
funding decisions, not just a conversation with Roger or
with a development person,” Margot Milliken said.

The Second Giving Circle

Friends of Catalytic
Conservation (FCC2)
The Forest Conservation Collaborative demonstrated what
it takes to make a giving circle successful: opportunities to
meet with and learn from conservation staff, time for
unstructured discussion of topics and support for interaction
among the group as a whole.
“We finished with FCC1 and we liked what we’d done,” Margot
Milliken noted. “We had funded interesting and good work,
and we had money left over. But we didn’t want to fund what
we’d done before.”
In 2011, FCC2 (newly named the Friends of Catalytic Conservation), stepped up to a new type of conservation engagement — supporting cross-cutting global initiatives that
could impact multiple locations worldwide. Unlike the FCC1’s

Far left: In the Berau District, soil samples are being used to measure stored
carbon and track land use change over time. East Kalimantan, Borneo,
Indonesia. © BRIDGET BESAW
Near left: Elder Miriam Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann at the Daly River, Australia’s
Northern Territory. © PETER EVE
Upper right: Semeni Mustafa Mjumbe is an entrepreneur from the village of
Katumbi in Tanzania, part of the Greater Mahale Ecosystem. Improved human
health and opportunities provided through community development, enable area
residents to better preserve critical habitats and sustainably manage the
freshwater and fisheries they depend on. © AMI VITALE
Lower Right: Judy Kahrl, member of the Forest Conservation Collaborative and
Friends of Catalytic Conservation giving circles. © CORI MESSINGER/TNC
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Making Connections
Building a Healthy Future for People and Nature
Judy Kahrl admits she didn’t have any
experience with giving circles until she
joined Forest Conservation Collaborative
and continued with Friends of Catalytic
Conservation. “I’d always given as an
individual,” she said.
Her father, Dr. Clarence Gamble, worked around the world
addressing health and population issues. His efforts
ultimately led to the formation of The Pathfinder Fund in
1957, now the nonprofit organization Pathfinder International.
While traveling with Conservancy staff and other giving
circle members in Tanzania, Judy asked if they could stop
to see a small dispensary that was a Pathfinder International project. “It was a new experience for people,” she said.
“They saw another challenge that was impacting conservation — the health and well-being of people who manage
natural resources.”
From that site visit grew connections and a non-traditional
collaboration known as Tuungane (Kiswahili for “Let’s
Unite!”) in the Greater Mahale Ecosystem. It is the
Conservancy’s first three-way agreement, a collaborative
project with Pathfinder International and the Frankfurt
Zoological Society.
This diverse team addresses challenges in governance,
health, forestry, fisheries and livelihoods. Research shows
that focusing on the interaction between health, family
planning and the environment makes development and
conservation projects more efficient and sustainable. The
Tuungane project demonstrates that collaboration that
begins around the table can have far-reaching effects.
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You are able to learn and feel more a part of what is going on. Everyone in the group shares
the interest in being more engaged. — BAR BARA HAZAR D, Co-founder of the Global Giving Group

funding for forest programs in specific geographies, support
for global strategies introduced donors to opportunities to
extend the reach of conservation.

Members created a two-tiered system for proposal review,
adding a new first level to the established review matrix. It
included:

The giving level increased from $250,000 per couple or
individual to $250,000 per individual. Nine donors, about a
third of them new members, took part.

• Innovation — The degree to which a program is new
for the Conservancy or applies traditional expertise in
pioneering ways.

“The work of the Forest Conservation Collaborative had
attracted me,” commented Forrest Berkley, FCC2 member.
“People were looking globally and asking, where can our
help matter most? What are the most leveraged and most
important ways to invest?”

• Value-Added Investment — How G3 investment would
make a unique contribution to funding requirements and
implementation of work.

Friends of Catalytic Conservation allocated $2 million to
fund new strategies and extend support to activities that
often are difficult to fundraise for, such as capacity building
and operational resources.

Dyke Messler, Rickey Celentano, Lynn Harrison, and Barbara
Hazard joined together as co-founders and made significant
initial donations. Messler and Celentano had participated in
the Forest Conservation Collaborative and enjoyed the
experience. Harrison and Hazard had previously funded
work in Australia but had no experience with giving circles.
“We were interested in joining the FCC2, but the threshold
of giving was a little beyond our reach,” Harrison said. “So I
was very excited about helping form the G3.”

FCC2 financial support helped establish protected areas in
Australia and Mongolia, funded human and environmental
health programs in Kenya and Tanzania, provided operational assistance and a partnership fund for Indigenous &
Communal Conservation. It furthered Development by
Design infrastructure planning work in Mongolia and
advanced global policy development to foster those activities
elsewhere. Additionally, it launched Conservation Landscapes, a new initiative that broadens the impact of
environmental protection by linking public, private and
protected lands.

The Third Giving Circle

The Global Giving Group (G3)
In response to the interests of donors and to increase funding
for global programs, the Maine Chapter staff developed the
Global Giving Group (G3) in September, 2012.
Unlike the previous giving circles which had, fairly structured parameters for conservation support, the G3’s only
criterion was to fund global programs. It had a $50,000
giving threshold. Members were willing to take
risks by funding projects that offered high leverage impact.
Maine Chapter staff assumed the lead in reviewing the
interests of donors and inviting prospective members to
take part.

• High Impact — Immediate conservation results.

Celentano and Harrison co-facilitated activities of the
Global Giving Group, interacting with Conservancy staff to
plan meetings and guide the circle’s work. “The Maine
Chapter brought us all together,” Harrison noted. “I liked
the way our group started out by defining what we were
about. Our interests coalesced. We zeroed in on freshwater,
working with Indigenous groups and projects focusing on
climate change,” she said.
With a smaller pool of funds to work with, G3 members
shared concern about containing expenses. They elected to
forego bringing field staff in to make presentations and instead
used the internet and Skype to make connections. In its first
giving cycle, the G3 reviewed six proposals and awarded
$226,500 for work with Indigenous communities in the Los
Llanos grasslands in Colombia and freshwater conservation
in the Oguue River Basin of Gabon.
“For me, a major advantage of G3 is working as a group and
learning how you can direct your money. You have an opportunity to talk with other people and wrestle with the issues
instead of just giving. You are able to learn and feel more a
part of what is going on. Everyone in the group shares the
interest in being more engaged,” Hazard commented.

Far right: Sustainable production of African oil palm is a priority in the
Colombian Llanos where expanding palm plantations threaten natural areas.
© ERIKA NORTEMANN/TNC.
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The First International Giving Circle

The China Global
Conservation Fund

The Conservancy’s China board of trustees and other
philanthropists in the country are concerned about the impact
of their country’s economic activities on critical lands and
waters around the world. They expressed an interest in joining
with their counterparts in other countries to further the
Conservancy’s mission.
Philanthropy is a relatively new movement in China and
donors there share an interest in engaging with and learning
from other philanthropists. The China Global Conservation
Fund was established in 2011 as the Conservancy's first giving
circle with international members.
The Fund’s primary conservation objectives are to produce
tangible results in critical landscapes, watersheds and seascapes
and to catalyze public policy and corporate practices to protect
nature and incorporate natural solutions to address pressing
development problems. Philanthropic goals are two-fold: raise
and disburse a minimum of $15 million from Chinese and
American donors by 2016, and promote learning and partnerships between Chinese members and their global peers.
Membership is structured differently than other giving circles.
Those who wish to review and select projects as part of the
group are asked to make a minimum gift of $500,000 and
become ‘full partners.’ A different opportunity is available for
‘match partners’ outside of China. If these donors contribute a
minimum of $100,000 to programs already selected by the

full partners, the Fund will match their donations one-to-one.
In its first giving cycle, the Fund allocated $1.75 million to
three programs: a predator-proof sanctuary in Kenya to help
rebuild numbers of hirola antelope, a species on the brink of
extinction; community conservation and management of
marine resources in Indonesia’s Coral Triangle; and support
for community conservation learning networks and patrolling
stations with the Indigenous Oiapoque people of Brazil.

Group Dynamics & Synergy
A spirit of collaboration and trust is everything to the
success of a giving circle. That’s why selection of individuals
who share common interests is so important. But that
selection alone is not enough. Clear communication from
the beginning on everything from giving levels and
objectives to program selection processes facilitates
efficient, productive and meaningful interaction.
“My involvement with TNC has been a process of ongoing learning.
It was intensified in the giving circle. When you have the right
people around the table, you learn from each other and
Conservancy staff. It is mutually reinforcing. It becomes more
profound when your money is on the line and you’re working
collaboratively with others who have taken the plunge, those who
are willing to suppress their individual interests for greater good.”
Mark Collins, FCC2 member.
“There’s nothing better for most people than feeling like you are a
part of a community — that you belong. Building connections and
familiarity in the beginning lays a foundation that fosters trust and
rapport. We laid the ground rules on how decision-making would
take place. The ultimate decisions on funding were going to be
made by the group. There was never negative energy. You work
collaboratively and respectfully so that everyone feels they are an
equal player. We actually have fun together. And we learn a lot."
Rickey Celentano, FCC1 member and G3 co-founder.

You work collaboratively and respectfully so that everyone feels they are an equal player.
“We actually have fun together. And we learn a lot. — RICKEY CELENTANO, FCC1 member and Global Giving Group co-founder

Benefits to Donors
Participants in Conservancy giving circles shared common benefits and
mutually rewarding experiences.
Involvement with other Philanthropists. Having a chance
to get to know and work with philanthropists who share
similar interests gives them an enjoyable and rewarding way to
support the causes they care about that is outside the traditional organization-donor relationship.
Greater Learning about Conservancy Programs. Giving
circles connect philanthropists to leading thinkers on
conservation topics, an ‘up close and personal’ association that
most have not experienced.
Personal Skill Development. Honing and practicing various
skills in everything from critical thinking to leading discussions
and meeting facilitation is a benefit that giving circle members value.
Social Interaction. As circles form, some members know each
other, many do not. Through their interaction, they often form
friendships and social connections —
 an additional reason to
remain involved.
Greater Control of Philanthropic Assets. In the giving
circle process, donors play a greater role in review and decisionmaking. They can discuss options, evaluate risk and decide
where their assets will have the greatest impact.
Sharing the Experience. The giving circle experience is rich
and rewarding, and one that members want to introduce to
others. It is a way to integrate effective conservation, educational aspects and fun.

Benefits to Chapters

“In my experience, there were times when there were constructive
disagreements, but the groups always worked through it. It took
clear intention, strong facilitation and trust.”
Mike Tetreault, Maine Chapter director.

Giving circles can be a key step toward heightened donor stewardship and a
viable approach for increasing support for global programs and strategies.

“There are two essential ingredients, you need the right kind of
leadership and a group that shares the same values, interests and
willingness to listen deeply and learn from each other. The
diversity of experience and opinion was valuable. People fully
expressed their views.”
Mark Collins, FCC2 member.

Increased Contributions. More engaged donors provide
greater support and challenge each other to make further
commitments.

Stronger Donor Engagement. An effective way to build
greater involvement.

Long-Term Stewardship. A logical step for advancing
donor relationships.
Source for Global Funding. A new funding source for hardto-raise programs. Pooled funding can have increased
impact.

At left: Seaweed cultivation, Komodo National Park, Indonesia.. © DJUNJA
IVEREIGH

At right: Habitat protection is benefiting chimpanzees in the Gombe National
Park on Lake Tanganyika, Tanzania. © AMI VITALE
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Heightened Awareness. Widening recognition of the Conservancy’s mission among diverse, influential and affluent
groups.
Donor Recruitment. Create new opportunities to reach
donors.
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People came away feeling really good about the decisions we made as a group. It was a fun
way to do philanthropy. — DYKE M E S S LE R, FCC1 member and co-founder of the Global Giving Group

Key Steps for Giving
Circle Success
Donor Leadership. Identify a good leader. An individual
or a small core group sets the tone for working together,
moving the process forward and achieving results.
Participants. Pick the right people. Individuals should share
a common commitment to global conservation efforts, embrace
collaborative processes and have mutual respect and trust.
Size. Smaller is better. Giving circle members believed that
while they may have wanted more members, 10 to 12 people
is an ideal size.
Giving Level. Determine the size of contribution members
will be asked to make and communicate it before the
first meeting.
Meeting Frequency. To maintain momentum, Maine’s
giving circles met two to three times annually to review
proposals and progress reports and to make decisions
on funding.
Dynamics. Promote collaboration. Vigorous discussion
and debate is a part of the process. All members should feel
comfortable and equally involved.
Goals and Focus. Clarity supports the process. Well-defined
objectives, criteria and priorities facilitate successful and
efficient work.
Build Confidence. Demonstrate success at home. When
donors see successful local approaches firsthand they come
to trust the Conservancy’s strategies and that gives them
greater confidence in our global programs.

Evaluating Opportunities
The Forest Conservation Collaborative set the following priorities for
project review:
Urgent. A window of need or opportunity that is ripe
for investment. Delay could result in lost opportunity or
diminished impact.
Catalytic. Game-changing action that sparks new
investment or action by others that increases
conservation results.
Leverage. Influencing governments, corporations or
multi-lateral organizations to adopt or strengthen enabling
conditions for conservation.

High Impact. Return on investment relative to other
existing program opportunities.
Readiness. Well-prepared to put proposed investment to
immediate use with leadership, staffing and other conditions
in place to ensure likelihood of success.
Replicable. The likelihood that a successful outcome would
further adoption and implementation of similar strategies in
other geographies.
Benefits Nature and People. Protection of important
natural/environmental assets while strengthening and
improving quality of life.
Benefits Women. Improvement in the lives or circumstances
of women and girls.
Sustainability. Probability of financial stability over the life
of the project, which may be an indefinite period of time.
Measurability. Ability to accurately assess program results
within three years.
Risk. The likelihood that program investment/work will
fail to produce desired outcomes due to circumstances
beyond the Conservancy’s control.
Partnership. The level to which program support directly
involves organizations outside of the Conservancy, building
relationships that improve outcomes.

At right: A massive tree in the Pacaya-Samiria Reserve in Peru illustrates the
diversity of the Amazon rainforest. © ANITA SCHILLER
Front cover:
Upper left: Galbadrakh Davaa (right), Director of Conservation for the
Conservancy's Mongolia program, and Otgonbaatar Tsog, a local herder and
program partner. © TED WOOD
Upper right: The Rio Curipí and the Rio Uaçã converge in the Brazilian Amazon.
© HAROLDO PALO, JR.

Lower left: The Matthews Range, Rift Valley Province, Kenya.
© TIMOTHY BOUCHER/TNC

Lower right: Swema Kabliya, Nkonkwa villager, Lake Tanganyika, Tanzania.
© AMI VITALE

Back cover:
Upper left: Cattle pastures are a part of agriculture that is reshaping the
landscape of the Brazilian Amazon. The Conservancy's work to promote
sustainable cattle and soy production has led to dramatic reductions in
deforestation and new ways of doing business. © HAROLDO PALO, JR.
Upper right: With small loans, new businesses have a chance to thrive and
bring greater opportunities to communities in the Greater Mahale Ecosystem,
Tanzania. © AMI VITALE
Bottom left: Shandas may be a new generation of Mongolian herder.
© TED WOOD

Bottom right: Areas of the Wehea forest in the Kalimantan region of Borneo
are being protected from deforestation. © BRIDGET BESAW
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