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IFNF Insights Brief No. 1 of 5: 
 

From Concept to Capital – Bridging the Readiness Gap 
 
Written by: Gordian Knot Strategies 
 
This is the first in a five-part Innovative Finance for National Forests (IFNF) Insights Brief 
Series produced by Gordian Knot Strategies, the U.S. Endowment for Forestry and 
Communities, and the U.S. Forest Service. Each brief distills a core lesson from the IFNF 
program, drawing on five cohorts of grantee experience to surface what it actually takes 
to move conservation finance from idea to execution.  
 
About IFNF 
 
The Innovative Finance for National Forests (IFNF) program (2020–2025) awarded $9.3 million 
across 38 projects to mobilize private capital for forest conservation. Grantees have collectively 
raised more than $108 million in blended finance. Gordian Knot Strategies developed the 
TRARO readiness framework and provided technical advisory services throughout the program. 
Learn more about the IFNF program here.  
 
The Challenge: "Investment Worthy" vs. "Investment Ready" 
 
Across five cohorts (2020–2025), the IFNF program has surfaced a critical and recurring 
distinction. Many projects are investment worthy. They offer clear ecological value such as 
reduced wildfire risk, improved water quality, or enhanced forest resilience. But far fewer are 
investment ready, meaning they possess the legal structures, financial models, and governance 
frameworks required to actually absorb private capital. 
 
Key Insight: Private capital is not absent because investors lack interest. It is absent because 
the transaction costs of structuring these deals often exceed the early-stage returns available. 
IFNF grants bridge this gap by absorbing the non-recoverable costs of feasibility studies, 
financial modeling, and legal design – creating the conditions for private capital to follow. 
 
Success Drivers: What Separates the Scalers from the Stalled? 
 
Analysis of IFNF grantee portfolio outcomes reveals three reliable predictors of success: 
 

1. The "Payor" Priority: Projects that identified a specific, willing buyer – a utility, 
corporate partner, or water agency – before seeking financing consistently outperformed 
those relying on projected or theoretical demand. Named buyers signal market viability 
in ways that no business plan can replicate. 

2. Blended Capital Stacks: Initiatives that combined debt, philanthropic grants, and 
corporate contributions leveraged significantly more execution capital than those relying 
on a single funding source. Layering capital types reduces risk for each individual 
investor and unlocks participation across the stack. 

3. Governance Maturity: Success correlated strongly with the existence of a dedicated 
legal counterparty, such as a "Resilience Fund,” capable of entering contracts and 
managing funds, rather than loose coalitions of interested but unstructured stakeholders. 

https://www.usendowment.org/ifnf/
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Common Pitfalls: Where Projects Get Stuck 
 
The first is The "Field of Dreams" Fallacy. Assuming that creating a supply of ecosystem 
benefits will automatically generate a revenue stream. Without validated willingness-to-pay from 
an identifiable buyer, supply alone does not create a market. 
 
The second is Timeline Optimism. 33% of evaluated projects (Cohort 2) experienced delays 
of 6+ months. Federal agreements, permitting processes, and multi-party stakeholder alignment 
consistently take longer than applicants anticipate. Plan accordingly. 
 
Finally, Metric Ambiguity. Failing to translate ecological outcomes, such as acres treated, 
species protected, into financial metrics that investors can model. Avoided costs, water yield 
volumes, and risk-adjusted returns are the language of capital. Projects that spoke that 
language raised more of it. 
 
Case In Point (Illustrative Archetype) 
 
The Model: A "Corporate Water Stewardship" Partnership. 
 
The Approach: Rather than seeking general donations, the project aggregator secured Letters 
of Intent from corporate partners with water-neutrality commitments. IFNF funding was used to 
model the exact volumetric water benefits of upstream forest restoration – turning an ecological 
outcome into a quantified, purchasable product. 
 
The Outcome: By defining the product and securing the payor early, the project leveraged 
$3M+ in private capital against a modest initial grant, exceeding leverage targets by more than 
50%. 
 
Practical Takeaways for Practitioners 
 

1. Don't Pitch the Solution, Pitch the Payor: Investors need to know who is buying 
before they care what you are building. Lead with demand, not supply. 

2. Budget for Friction: Build at least a 6-month buffer into implementation timelines to 
account for federal and state contracting, permitting, and governance formation. 

3. Diversify Early: Design capital stacks that blend concessionary capital – grants, 
recoverable grants, first-loss provisions – to de-risk the senior debt or equity layers and 
make participation viable for a broader set of investors. 

 
That’s it for IFNF Insights Brief No. 1 of 5. Brief No. 2 – “Seven Elements of Investment 
Readiness: The TRARO Framework for Predicting Success” will be released in April 2026 via 
Sliced, a monthly newsletter published by Gordian Knot Strategies. 
 


