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Preface to ”REDD+ Crossroads Post Paris: Politics,
Lessons and Interplays ”
Abstract: This article introduces the special issue REDD+ crossroads post Paris: politics, lessons
and interplays. The contributions to the special issue suggest, ﬁrst, that REDD+ design in the studied countries has generally lacked social legitimacy and sidelined key actors who can considerably
inﬂuence land-use sector dynamics. Second, they show that REDD+ early actions have tended to
oversimplify local realities and have been misaligned and local needs. Third, REDD+ efforts have
remained constrained to the forestry or climate mitigation policy sectors and have thus suffered from
a lack of policy harmonization. As REDD+ moves from its preparedness to its implementation phase,
more research efforts should be aimed at analysing the power relations that underpin and determine
the design and implementation of REDD+ policies and actions, the potential for and limits to the
vertical and horizontal coordination of land-use policies and management, and the processes of resistance to or accommodation of REDD+ practices on the ground. In doing so, we advocate for multiand transdisciplinary research that does not take for granted the beneﬁts of REDD+ and which critically scrutinizes the multiple goals of this ambitious international policy framework, and where it
sits within the broader Paris Agreement implementation agenda.
Keywords: REDD+; environmental governance; politics; conﬂict; climate change
1. Introduction
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation, conserving and enhancing forest
carbon stocks, and sustainably managing forests (REDD+), has become a reference framework for
national forest governance across many tropical and subtropical forest countries [1,2] These countries
have used funds from multilateral and bilateral aid platforms to re-organise forest management and
conservation policy around the idea of mitigating climate change, including the development of
national REDD+ strategies and both carbon accounting and beneﬁt-sharing protocols [3]. In parallel,
international conservation organizations have mobilised REDD+ principles and assumptions to
promote small-scale pilot activities across the tropics, in order to capture the economic value of
any resulting land-use emission reductions, mostly and rather limitedly through voluntary carbon
markets [4].
REDD+ emerged at a time when an alternative path to the arguably dead-end of the Kyoto
Protocol needed to be carved out that would allow all countries to participate in long-term
cooperative action.

The prospect of avoided deforestation being a cheap mitigation option [5]

convinced many countries to endorse the adoption of the REDD+ mechanism as part of the 2007
Bali Action Plan that contained the building blocks of what has ultimately become the 2015 Paris
Agreement. Thus, the idea of payment for standing forests was born and is now a core element
of many forest nations in their Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) under the Paris
Agreement [6]. International programmes, in particular the World Banks Forest Carbon Partnership
Facility (FCPF) and UN-REDD, have been instrumental in paving the way for host country capacity
building and readiness activities to enable implementation on the ground [7].
The political traction that REDD+ has sparked in the international climate change negotiations
and multilateral funding frameworks has translated into considerable academic attention. A search
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in Scopus, an international repository of scientiﬁc articles, reveals that the number of articles with
REDD in the title alone has exponentially increased from two articles in 2007 to over 550 articles in
2017. The search ignores of course the articles that might have studied REDD+ policy and projects
using other terminology, which implies that REDD+ analyses are probably more numerous. Generally
speaking, research on REDD+ can be classiﬁed across two very broad schools of thought. On the one
hand, there are those who have looked skeptically at the framework, departing from the premise
that REDD+ might be, or might become, yet another top-down, blueprint approach to environmental
management that might reify inequities in access to forest and land resources while limiting the right
to develop of host countries (e.g., [8,9]). On the other hand, there are those who have approached
REDD+ more optimistically, looking at how the framework could support both conservation and
development aspirations through better design and implementation [10,11].
It is commonly agreed across these two schools that REDD+ policy preparedness and pilot project
implementation have been characterized by numerous challenges, some related to broader UNFCCC
and aid policy features and others related to in-country lack of capacities, policy misalignments and
an unfavourable political economy [12,13]. There is also consensus that REDD+ programs and actions
can fall short in terms of their legitimacy [14,15], as well as result in social conﬂicts, unexpected and
counterproductive tenure arrangements [16] or limited wellbeing gains [17,18]. However, it is also
true that the short shelf life of REDD+, coupled with the fact that forest and land-use governance
reform require long-term thinking and a profound change in national and international political
economies [19], increases the risk that both scholars and the international policy community might
throw the baby out with the bathwater.
This special issue is an attempt to contribute to this burgeoning research on REDD+, providing
theoretically grounded and empirical evidence on three analytical domains: the politics of REDD+
design; the lessons from REDD+ early actions; and REDD+ policy interplays. The contributions are
a response to a question that the two guest editors considered timely to pose in 2015, i.e., how is
REDD+ unfolding and with which consequences? With many countries developing their national
REDD+ strategies or hosting pilot projects over the last few years, it was important to ask about
the political nature of these endeavours and to gather speciﬁc evidence on how various governments
have designed and rolled out their REDD+ strategies, and how and why a range of public and private
actors have or have not become involved in such processes. It was important to explore which rationales, techniques, views and values are being contested and constructed in the design of REDD+
national strategies and pilot projects, which conﬂicts have emerged and why, or how coordination
across competing actors and interests has been pursued. Relatedly, it was timely to look for more
evidence on the impacts of policies and projects on speciﬁc environments, peoples, and ecosystems,
since in some cases these interventions might have been in place for a few years by then. Finally,
if one assumed that reducing deforestation and improving forest governance required harmonizing
land-use policies and eliminating both public and private incentives that result in the unsustainable
management of forests, then it was necessary to collect evidence on the ability of REDD+ processes
to improve forest policy regulations and inﬂuence both development and land-use policies.
The contributions below shed light on the above-mentioned issues, and we think that, combined
with other emerging evidence, they provide a solid knowledge basis upon which to build the research
agenda of REDD+ in its post-preparedness phase. As developing countries move toward and into
implementation of their national REDD+ strategies, in the broader context of their NDCs, some of
the red ﬂags identiﬁed to date in terms of REDD+ policy design and on-the-ground implementation
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Forests 2017, 8, 508 3 of 11 will require further attention as new questions will also become relevant.
In the closing of this article, we highlight what we think these questions might be and in doing, so we
hope to be drawing a sensible agenda for the near future.
2. Politics of REDD+ Design
The collection starts with a batch of eight articles that analyse the politics of REDD+ design, as well
as of related funding frameworks. The fact that this is the topic of the special issue deserving more
coverage can be explained by the fact that REDD+ in its early years mostly consisted of developing
national policy strategies and supporting pilot, often short-lived projects, while the translation of
these policy processes and the impacts of pilot projects are yet to be seen or realized. An underlying
concern across these contributions relates to the lack of legitimacy that these processes and projects
have suffered from, and the problematic absence of social actors that play a key role in development
planning and land-use change.
The ﬁrst contribution explores the role that NGOs have played in crafting and facilitating Norways
International Climate and Forest Initiative (NICFI), the worlds largest single country attempt to
support the development of climate and REDD+ related policies and projects over the last decade in
developing countries. Hermansen et al. [1] use qualitative process-tracing to analyse how NGOs in
Norway, Brazil, Indonesia, and Tanzania have cooperated with the Norwegian and their own country
governments to facilitate the early start of REDD+ policy design and implementation. The authors
argue that cooperation should be distinguished from co-optation to the extent that NGOs remain
critical of certain aspects of REDD+ and have found forums and ways to exert an inﬂuence on and
to change NICFIs operating procedures. In Norway, NGOs have opted to use private forums to
voice their concerns directly to government and have remained strategically quiet in the public arena
about the challenges of REDD+ implementation on the ground, albeit with some exceptions from
development-focused NGOs. The authors show that public criticism of REDD+ by NGOs has been
minimal in Brazil and Tanzania where NGOs have been mostly cooperative, driven by the fact that
they became core recipients of aid and thus key implementation actors.
The articles by piric et al. [15] and Airey and Krause [20] explore the process of REDD+ policy
design in Mexico and Guyana, respectively. In these two Latin American countries, the authors
observe a lack of inclusion and recognition of key actors in the policy process, although their
analytical and scalar focus is different. Spiric and colleagues explore the legitimacy of the political
processes leading to Mexicos REDD+ national strategy over the period 2011–2014, grounded in
stakeholder and discourse analysis.

The authors highlight that the government agencies have

retained most decision-making power, while representatives of relevant land-use sectors and local
communities have been absent from formal decision-making forums. They also show the existence
of three main narratives about REDD+ in Mexico and demonstrate that the narrative predominantly
held by government agencies, multilateral and international conservation organizations has found
its way into the strategys ﬁnal draft much more than other narratives supported by NGOs and
academia. Therefore, Spiric and colleagues argue that Mexicos REDD+ process should become more
inclusive, decentralised, and better coordinated to allow for the deliberation and institutionalisation
of different actors ideas in REDD+ design (ibid.).
Airey and Krause, in turn, use in-depth interviews with the Amerindian community of Chenapou
to analyse the extent to which they had been informed about and participated in the design of
Norway-funded Guyanas Low Carbon Development Strategy (LCDS), in which any ensuing REDD+
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policy and project developments should be grounded. Their analysis suggests that the government
has neither dedicated sufﬁcient resources nor used appropriate participatory tools to inform and
involve the people of Chenapou in the design of the LCDS. Additionally, no attempt was made to
address the fact that Amerindian communities are not properly represented in the countrys political
system, with their traditional village council institutions disconnected from the state administration
and thus from decision-making powers. For the authors, this is problematic on political and ethical
grounds, but also conducive to risks in future REDD+ implementation. In their own words, by not
engaging with the community, the actors in power (i.e., the governments of Guyana and Norway)
miss out on the value of local knowledge and input, which may hold signiﬁcant beneﬁt for projects
(ibid.).
Another two articles dig deeper into issues related to participation and representation in
South-East Asia. Huynh and Keenan [21] explore how Vietnamese policy actors view REDD+
policy development and their inﬂuence on these processes. In line with Spiric et al., the authors
examine the inﬂuence of state and non-state actors on the 2012 National REDD+ Action Program
(NRAP) processes, using a combination of document analysis and semi-structured interviews. They
ﬁnd that most non-state actors in REDD+ exerted a minor inﬂuence on NRAP developments, and
demonstrate that national NGOs were much more entangled and thus satisﬁed with the states rather
authoritarian decision-making procedures than international NGOs, which felt more excluded and
less able to inﬂuence the policy process. For the authors, in the coming years, non-state actors will
be able to take advantage of the fact that the countrys ruling party is increasingly eager to receive
information on best REDD+ practice and, in this context, they should ﬁnd the right tactics to improve
the participatory character of REDD+ policy and to expand and build extra-sectoral partnerships
across multiple organisational boundaries, including those beyond the forestry sector (ibid.).
In Lao PDR, Mustalahti et al. [22] analyse the importance and involvement of civil society
organisations (CSOs) in the design and implementation of REDD+ and the European Union Action
Plan on Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT), since these are two related policy
frameworks that aim to address deforestation, forest degradation and promote sustainable forest
management. Informed by both surveys and interviews, the authors show that CSOs have been key
players in the roll-out of both frameworks to date, but they argue that such involvement has not
resulted in signiﬁcant changes in the governments objectives and decisions over both frameworks. In
line with Huynh and Keenan above, Mustalahti et al. distinguish between international and national
CSOs but suggest that, while both experience powerlessness in front of the state, the latter are further
hampered by their lack of knowledge, capacities and resources to follow-up, participate and possibly
beneﬁt from the two policy processes. Furthermore, the authors point out that CSOs should better
coordinate among themselves, since doing so might increase their technical capacity and maximize
the resources available to mobilize other CSOs working in environment and development issues
more broadly, which could ultimately increase their decision-making power over REDD+ and FLEGT
policy processes.
The ﬁrst batch of articles focused on the politics of REDD+ design ends with another empirically
grounded article exploring REDD+ policy in two African countries, and with a contingent valuation
study of REDD+ costs and a theoretically informed review of REDD+ research through a justice
lens. Asiyanbi et al. [23] investigate the early development of REDD+ in Ghana and Nigeria and
they distinguish between the processes and principles that have guided the writing of REDD+
national strategies from the early steps conducted to roll-out the strategies, namely, institutional
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and capacity building, carbon accounting and property rights over land and carbon. Regarding
the former, and in contrast with other contributions in the collection, they show that policy design
included the diversity of all relevant actors through multiple meetings and forums over time, and
captured their contrasting interests through broad, ambitious and possibly contradictory aims and
objectives in policy documents. Regarding the latter, they demonstrate that in both countries, there
have been intra-governmental struggles over who should gain institutional control of the REDD+
process, and favoritism over which social actors should be involved and beneﬁt from capacity
building. Simultaneously, state administrations have used REDD+ to assert control over land, forest
and carbon at the expense of community rights and public access to timber and non-timber forest
products.
Thompson et al. [24] investigate farmers Willingness To Accept (WTA) compensation for REDD+
in southern Cameroon. Their analysis allows understanding the costs or foregone beneﬁts that
farmers face when engaging in REDD+ activities and the appeal of such activities when they land in
complex social-ecological landscapes characterized by land-use change and social heterogeneity. The
study demonstrates that farmers WTA is much higher than the previously calculated opportunity
costs for Forests 2017, 8, 508 5 of 11 conserving forests in Cameroon and elsewhere, and they also
show that such WTA varies according to expectations over agricultural markets and tenure security,
as well as according to farmers age and household land-use patterns.

The ﬁndings challenge

the assumption that REDD+ is a cheap mitigation option and they shed light on the importance
of delivering conservation incentives paying attention to the diversity of farming strategies and
livelihood needs. Finally, Marion Suiseeyas [25] offers a comprehensive review of justice-related
REDD+ debates and demonstrates how these have been generally grounded in simplistic visions of
either distributive or procedural justice, ignoring the importance of recognition as the third pillar
of justice. According to her, embracing the recognition principle would make of REDD+ a less
technocratic endeavour, more sensitive to the values, identities, lifeways, and voices that might be
displaced as a result of REDD+ activities.
3. Lessons from REDD+ Early Actions
When it comes to understanding the early lessons of REDD+ early actions, there are several
themes that the six articles below point to repeatedly. They include the peril of oversimpliﬁcation
and generalisation at the local level, thereby missing local dynamics and complexities and leading to
adverse outcomes; the peril of not aligning project goals with local needs; the relatively low levels
of deforestation in the poorest segments of society; and the potential of conﬂict if tenure rights are
unclear or ignored.
To begin, Gebara and Agrawal [26], apply Foucaults concepts of governmentality and
technologies of governance to argue that local complexities, heterogeneities and multi-dimensional
capacities are often forsaken for linear and rational simplicity. Their case study focuses on reactions
to rewards and punishments by smallholder farmers in Brazil. They ﬁnd that the techniques of
remuneration and coercion on which a rewards and punishments approach rests are only supporting
limited behavioural changes on the ground, achieving negative adaptations and deforestation
practices, reducing positive feedbacks and, above all, only producing short-term outcomes at the
expense of positive long-term land use changes. They conclude by emphasising the importance
of looking at local heterogeneities and capacities and the need to promote trust, altruism and
responsibility towards others and future generations (ibid.) as one key lesson from REDD+ early
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actions. Conceptually, the authors contribute to the governmentality literature by adding to its
focus on rationalities of governance a regard for social practices within which such rationalities are
embedded.
Next, Trdal et al. [27] apply a livelihoods framework to discuss the link between livelihoods and
land use amongst smallholder farmers. Their ﬁndings, based on work in Vietnam, similarly indicate
that one-dimensional perspectives of the drivers behind deforestation do not lead to appropriate
solutions to address the underlying dynamics at stake. Instead, the authors suggest addressing issues
of land tenure and the scarcity of productive lands, and generating viable off-farm income alternatives
through engaging with multiple stakeholders, which could include business-oriented households
in control of a commodity trade (coffee in this case) and of land transactions. Another ﬁnding of
this study is that the poorest segments of the population are found to deforest the least. Their data
showed that middle to better-off households cultivate most land (including for coffee production)
and have cleared more forest land for agriculture over the years than poorer households. This is true
especially when taking into account uncertiﬁed, or illegal, clearing. The authors therefore conclude
that the focus on the linkages between poverty and coffee-related forest encroachment seems to be
overemphasised in PES and REDD+ policies and discourses. Their main argument is therefore that,
in order to enable a more comprehensive understanding of land-use change and its management, the
focus should be expanded beyond the poverty-environment nexus (ibid.).
Cadman et al. [28] use an online survey and two workshops targeting a number of REDD+
stakeholder groups to investigate the quality of REDD+ governance in Nepal and Papua New Guinea
(PNG), in order to infer lessons on the frameworks legitimacy and to identify what matters most for its
future effectiveness, given distinct national priorities and contexts. The authors demonstrate that the
governance principles of inclusiveness, resources, accountability, and transparency are ranked Forests
2017, 8, 508 6 of 11 very highly by most participants in both countries, even if they are distinctively
prioritised in different ways, while the principles of agreement, dispute settlement, and problem
solving were the least prioritised and again in different orders. A key ﬁnding of the article is not so
much the existence of certain consensus on which principles should matter most in designing and
implementing REDD+, but the fact that in both countries the lack of resources and inclusiveness are
two related and important caveats of REDD+ implementation, which taken together compromise the
transparency and accountability of REDD+ governance. In other words, a limited participation of key
stakeholders given the lack of funding to facilitate such participation might lead to unfair decisions
and suspicion over who made such decisions and why. For the authors, their ﬁndings also challenge
the idea that REDD+ governance will be on safe grounds if focused narrowly on FPIC or safeguards,
rather than on broader governance principles that merit attention across potentially diverging sociopolitical and cultural contexts.
Next, Holmes et al. [29] also ﬁnd that success of REDD+ requires more nuance and alignment
with local needs. The authors used semi-structured interviews and participatory methods over the
span of 11 years in an Embera community in Panama to examine how local communities sought
to reduce emissions from deforestation and beneﬁt from carbon offset trading while improving
local livelihoods. Their ﬁndings lead the authors to suggest the development of a support system
for implementation through bridging institutions and the use of REDD+ for conﬂict resolution
around tenure issues, in addition to economic incentives, as ways to respond to the needs of
local communities and improve their livelihoods.

In conclusion, they propose that successful

implementation of REDD+ projects in small rural or indigenous communities requires a shift in
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paradigm, away from evidence-based payments and towards an integrated development approach
(ibid.). This sums up a key lesson derived from this work: REDD+ takes much longer to be
implemented because it requires redeﬁning livelihood strategies, i.e., transformative change, and
this cannot simply be achieved through evidence-based payments based on the current market price
for carbon. Rather, evidence-based payments need to be combined with development and poverty
reduction.
This issue of conﬂict resolution is also picked up byWork [30]. Taking a landscape approach to
analysing forest-based climate change mitigation policies and land grabs in Cambodia, Work argues
that forest-based climate change mitigation policies can reduce conﬂict through attention to tenure
rights, responsibilities and authority of citizens, and by improving project landscapes. However,
given the need for resource capture to generate economic growth, conﬂict is intrinsic to climate
change policies. This exposes, according to the author, deep contradictions at the heart of climate
change policies that require attention if nothing but forest islands and castaway communities are to
be avoided (ibid.).
Finally, Pfaff et al. [31], in a study on shifts in impacts of Protected Areas (PAs) in Mexico over time,
comparing the 1990s with the period 2000–2005 when conservation politics had allegedly shifted,
ﬁnd that PAs have indeed shifted in impacts from being paper parks to achieving a reduction of
3.2conservation of forests, and that the strictness and proximity to cities have a positive impact on
their success. With this research, they contribute to understanding variation in forest impacts over
time, which is much less understood compared to impacts across space.
4. REDD+ Interplays
The special issue now turns to ﬁve articles that shed light on the extent to which REDD+ policy
or early actions have been able to inﬂuence other policy frameworks that might contradict REDD+
objectives, or to what extent REDD+ can be an opportunity to coordinate different policy sectors.
The contributions suggest overall the existence of tension between what has been subsumed under
REDD+ as additional to deforestation, namely forest degradation, sustainable forest management,
conservation and enhancement of forest carbon stock, as well as non-carbon beneﬁts and safeguards,
and what signiﬁcantly impacts deforestation rates but remains outside Forests 2017, 8, 508 7 of 11 of
the scope of the REDD+ mechanism. Additionally, as also highlighted by the ﬁrst batch of articles, the
contributions demonstrate that the agricultural and extractive industries have been problematically
sidelined, purposely or not, from REDD+ policy discussions and policy harmonization efforts, which
have remained constrained to the forestry or climate mitigation policy sectors. Equally, it is shown
that REDD+ governance is characterised by a lack of integration of local, national and international
concerns.
Fujisaki et al. [32], based on a comparative study of ﬁve countries, conclude that, despite structural
differences across countries, REDD+ can potentially encourage new forms of environmental
governance that promote a cross-sectoralism and stakeholder participation.

However, their

research identiﬁes a lack of operationalisation of cohesiveness and inclusiveness in environmental
policymaking processes in most developing countries, including in REDD+.

They argue that

cohesiveness within a broader governance system is key to deﬁning the capacity of REDD+
governance, i.e., harmonising different policy sectors and interests that have impacts on forests.
Furthermore, they highlight the need for inclusiveness and policy support for those affected by
REDD+ to ensure their voices are heard in decision-making processes to overcome structural
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inequalities. In examining whether emerging governance arrangements help REDD+ development
by delivering participatory mechanisms for policy coordination, they ﬁnd that REDD+ potentially
encourages a new form of environmental governance that promotes a cross-sectoral approach and
stakeholder participation.
Blum and Reinecke [33] draw on social roles to examine eight different REDD+ governance
processes in terms of the variety of practical authoritative roles enacted in administration, ﬁnance,
decision making and knowledge production.

By systematically identifying the ways in which

different roles are ﬁlled, the authors develop a typology of structural role practices and underlying
rationales.

This can help assess legitimacy and empirically operationalise REDD+ governance

performance. Their study illustrates that if new governance practices are created, the actors involved
often bring in their understandings about roles (including working culture, values and administrative
routines), which may not correspond with what was envisioned in the ﬁrst place. Therefore, to avoid
conﬂict during later phases, and for more clarity, expectations and conceptualizations of roles need
to be discussed in the initial phase.
McElwee et al. [34] examine if REDD+ policies and projects on the ground acknowledge that
climate change is likely to impact forests and forest users, if this knowledge is built into REDD+ policy
and activities, how households in forested areas subjected to REDD+ policy are vulnerable to climate
change, and how REDD+ can help or hinder adaptation to climatic changes. Using stakeholder
interviews, focus groups and household surveys in three provinces in Vietnam, the authors ﬁnd a
lack of coordination between mitigation and adaptation policy with regard to REDD+ at the subnational level. Policies for forest-based mitigation at national, subnational and project levels have
paid little attention to the adaptation needs of local communities, where climate changes are already
being experienced. They also suggest that there is an untapped potential for understanding how
REDD+ activities could facilitate increased resilience. Most studied projects and policies did not
explicitly target their activities to focus on adaptation or resilience, and in one case at least, negative
livelihood impacts increased household vulnerability to climate change. Key barriers to integration
include sectoral specialisation, a lack of attention in REDD+ projects to livelihoods and inadequate
support for ecosystem-based adaptation.
In discussing the perils and merits of REDD+, or the question of whether REDD+ invites a
skeptical or an optimistic outlook, Mulyani and Jepson [35] ﬁnd that in the case of Indonesia REDD+
and institutional interplay have led to notable transformations in its forest institutions. Based on
path dependence theory and eighty semi-structured interviews with REDD+ policy actors, the
authors seek to determine the extent to which the REDD+ initiative has created a critical juncture
for institutional change, the authors examine Indonesias one map initiative as the governments
response to a call for greater transparency in implementing REDD+ and ﬁnd that it has indeed led
to improved transparency, public participation and coordination among ministries. It has shown an
ability to break the old Forests 2017, 8, 508 8 of 11 path-dependence of map making but the research
also uncovered several historical events that preceded the REDD+ initiative as contributing factors
to the relative success of REDD+ in effecting forest governance reform.
Finally, Pelletier et al.

[36] examine the interplay between REDD+ and community forest

management (CFM) to determine the latters potential role of in achieving forest carbon beneﬁts and
social co-beneﬁts for forest communities. Their systematic review of CFM case studies uncovers that
there is strong evidence of CFMs role in reducing degradation and stabilising forested landscapes.
However, the review also shows less evidence about its role in reducing deforestation. For social
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beneﬁts, they ﬁnd that CFM contributes to livelihoods, but its effect on poverty reduction may be
limited. This might be because CFM may not deal adequately with the distribution of beneﬁts within
communities or user groups. The authors, like others in this special issue, argue that the recognition
of rights for forest communities is one ﬁrst step in promoting CFP-based REDD+ interventions and
achieving both, positive biophysical and positive social outcomes.
5. Conclusions: A Renewed Research Agenda for REDD+
Back in 2011, we sketched out a research agenda for REDD+ which was built around three
pillars: (i) the politics of REDD+ national strategy design, speciﬁcally how governments are
designing REDD+ strategies, what degree of coordination and reform across policies and sectors is
being sought and achieved and how different government and non-governmental actors are being
involved in such discussions, and why [37]; (ii) the interplay between REDD+ and other policies and
market processes in the land-use sector, and in particular whether REDD+ is able to transcend forest
sector regulations, based on cross-sectoral and coordinated policy bodies and, . . . , how REDD+
policies and actions unfold in local contexts, through existing commercial networks, extension
services and both legal and illegal markets for natural resources (ibid.); and (iii) the impacts of
REDD+ policies and measures, including how these might transform institutions and livelihoods
related to forest conservation and land-use, and how resource and carbon monitoring systems might
change such institutions and be harmonized across scales.
This research agenda has been thoroughly pursued over the last few years, as demonstrated by the
articles in this special issue and others beforehand (e.g., [38]). The contributions to this special issue
generally demonstrate that the development of REDD+ national strategies have been characterized
by participation deﬁcits and coordination challenges, including the reproduction of illegitimate forms
of top-down decision making, or the lack of coordination across land-use related policy sectors,
which can ultimately undermine the legitimacy and effectiveness of REDD+, now and in the future.
However, the development of REDD+ strategies has contributed in some countries to open up policymaking processes, and has improved land-use and forest governance, for example by unearthing
and subsequently resolving existing conﬂicts over forest access and resource use. In turn, research
focusing on the role that speciﬁc land-use lobbies have played in inﬂuencing the contents of national
REDD+ strategies or in jeopardizing policy coordination processes remains rare. In other words,
detailed analyses of the power relations underpinning REDD+ decision-making and implementation
are lacking.
Nuanced understandings of how forest and rural communities have responded to or become
engaged in REDD+ pilot projects have been published more recently [39–41] and, as REDD+ moves
from the preparedness to its early implementation phase-with some countries signing Emission
Reduction Purchase Agreements (ERPAs) and delivering quantiﬁable carbon emission reductions in
forthcoming years-, we think that research on REDD+ implementation is likely to ﬂourish. In-depth
analyses of social-ecological impacts will thus be required, ideally combining distinct forms of
expertise to address the multiple dimensions of REDD+, i.e., from spatial assessments to measure
its environmental effectiveness to ethnographic accounts of local institutional and cultural change
[42,43]. In line with others [44], we advocate for multi- or transdisciplinary research that takes into
account the complexity of the social-ecological systems within which REDD+ actions will unfold,
as well as Forests 2017, 8, 508 9 of 11 the latters (often problematic) rationale and multiple goals.
Future research should be aware that many of those who have a stake in land-use management
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and forest conservationincluding the rural poormight not perceive reducing or stabilizing emissions
in the land-use sector through external incentives as the right thing to do, and research should
acknowledge that such efforts might in many contexts be peoples last concern. Embracing such
premises can allow researchers and practitioners to be more sensitive to local peoples needs, interests
and concerns regarding REDD+, as well as to become more aware of whose REDD+ it is, and why.
To conclude, and if we ask ourselves the question that underpins this special issue, it is
not surprising that we are not able to provide a deﬁnite answer.

In spite of being set as an

international policy framework with well-established procedures and development phases, the
special issue contributions show that REDD+ is unfolding differently in host countries, depending
on state governance structures, cultural practices, and understandings of who should be ultimately
responsible for operationalizing and realizing REDD+ across policy and implementation scales. In all
countries, of course, the political economy of land-use and changing market dynamics will be critical
in determining the viability and success of REDD+ activities on the ground. We cannot provide a
deﬁnitive answer either as regards the consequences of REDD+. The special issue contributions,
however, suggest that REDD+ runs the risk of replicating the mistakes of other policy approaches
to environmental management, such as protected areas, integrated conservation and development
projects and more recently payments for ecosystem services. These include the prioritization of
technical and environmental goals over social justice considerations, the disconnect of project
rationales and activities from local realities, and the insufﬁcient attention to the actual drivers of
environmental change and biodiversity loss. We are indeed at a crossroads now between relegating
REDD+ to a similar fate as many previous forest conservation attempts on one side and forging
ahead with much stronger attention paid to local needs, dynamics and complexities and the actual
drivers of deforestation on the other.
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Abstract: This paper investigates non-governmental organisation (NGO) involvement in policy
processes related to Norway’s International Climate and Forest Initiative (NICFI) comparing four
countries: Norway, Brazil, Indonesia, and Tanzania. Based on documents and interviews, NGO
involvement is mapped using a conceptual framework to categorise and compare different roles
and modes of engagement. NGOs have co-operated with government in policy design and
implementation, albeit to varying degrees, in all four countries, but expressed relatively little public
criticism. Funding seems to have an inﬂuence on NGOs’ choices regarding whether, what, when,
and how to criticise. However, limited public criticism does not necessarily mean that the NGOs
are co-opted. They are reﬂexive regarding their possible operating space, and act strategically and
pragmatically to pursue their goals in an entrepreneurial manner. The interests of NGOs and NICFI
are to a large extent congruent. Instead of publicly criticising a global initiative that they largely
support, and thus put the initiative as a whole at risk, NGOs may use other, more informal, channels to
voice points of disagreement. While NGOs do indeed run the risk of being co-opted, their opportunity
to resist this fate is probably greater in this instance than is usually the case because NICFI are so
reliant on their services.
Keywords: REDD+; NGOs; policymaking; co-operation; co-optation; policy entrepreneurship

1. Introduction: NGOs’ Roles in REDD+ Policymaking Processes
Since REDD+ (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation) was introduced
on the international climate policymaking scene in 2003 [1–3], and ofﬁcially entered the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) agenda in 2007 [4], this policy instrument for
curbing tropical deforestation and degradation has evolved considerably [5]. According to Angelsen
and McNeill [6], the most important changes to REDD+ are the following: “(i) the focus has moved
from carbon only to multiple objectives; (ii) the policies adopted so far are not only, or even primarily,
directed at achieving result-based payments; (iii) the subnational and project, rather than national,
levels are receiving a large share of resources; and (iv) the funding to date is mainly from international
aid and the national budgets of REDD+ countries, and not from carbon markets” [6] (p. 31). All these
factors have, to varying extents, combined to increase the role of civil society and non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) in REDD+ policy and practice. Social safeguards, where local participation plays
a major part, have become established as important for REDD+ [7], and it has been argued that NGOs
can play important roles in mediating between different actors and interests with diverse motives [8].
Forests 2017, 8, 64
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However, scholars have also expressed some scepticism with regard to concerns such as participation:
“it is unclear to what extent these are mere rhetoric or whether they represent genuine motivation to
address such issues [in] the context of REDD+” [9] (p. 25).
While there is only a limited literature on the relationship between NGOs and REDD+ there
is, however, a more substantial body of social science literature studying NGOs roles and modes of
involvement in environmental policymaking and implementation more generally [3,10–15]. While this
literature has examined a number of cases in different countries [3,12], and sometimes compared
similar cases across countries [15], most of the comparative work has been rather general, comparing
environmentalism across countries as a whole [11,16,17]. Little attention has been given to comparative
studies of NGOs’ role in designing and implementing one and the same policy initiative simultaneously
in different countries [18]. This is why O’Neill [19] (p. 135) asserts that there is a need for further
comparative study of how environmental movements and organisations address political challenges
and opportunities within and across borders.
This paper will make a contribution to ﬁlling that gap, by comparing the roles of NGOs in
Norway’s International Climate and Forest Initiative (hereafter NICFI). Norway is the world’s largest
contributor to the global REDD+ initiative, accounting for about 73% of pledged funds globally [20].
In addition to exploring the interface between NGOs and the Norwegian government domestically,
we will use as case studies the REDD+ schemes supported in Brazil and Indonesia, being the two
largest bilateral initiatives in the NICFI portfolio, and Tanzania, the ﬁrst country to host NICFI
initiatives as well as being the African country outside the Congo Basin with most subnational REDD+
initiatives [21] (p. 219).
Environmental NGOs (ENGOs) cannot be treated as one homogeneous mass, because
organisations differ substantially on a number of variables [19], e.g., with regard to organisational form
(e.g., grassroots, professional foundation), ﬁnancing (members, public, private sector, project-based),
relationship to government and private sector (close vs. distant) as well as tactics and choice of
levers for action (confrontation vs. co-operation). NGOs are generally associated with civil society
and are often expressions of broader social movements. However, environmental NGOs may only
represent the views of small interest groups comprised mostly by experts and/or scientists. For this
reason, Yearley [12] argues that neither a deﬁnition that focuses on organisational characteristics
nor a deﬁnition that focuses on the organisations’ issues and purposes (e.g., working for societal
transformations of different kinds) is adequate. Rather, he asserts that only an essentially descriptive
deﬁnition is acceptable [12] (p. 25). In other words, Yearley directs attention to the organisations’
actual practices and suggests that these should be studied on a case-by-case basis.
In this paper we will follow Yearley’s maxim and conduct an empirically driven descriptive
comparative analysis, studying NGOs’ involvement in NICFI-related policy processes in Norway,
Brazil, Indonesia, and Tanzania. A central idea in the paper is to “follow the funding”, and see
how the size and relative share of NICFI funding contributes to shaping the organisations’ roles and
practices in the respective countries. We focus on the organisations most involved in Norway and
Brazil, Indonesia, and Tanzania, and discuss the choices and implications of organisations taking on
different roles (‘insider’ as policy designers, policy advisors and implementers; ‘outsider’ as critics;
or in combinations) in different stages of the REDD+ policy processes. To compare across countries,
we use a conceptual framework to map the roles played by organisations in different stages of the
policy processes.
As NICFI perceives ‘civil society organisations’ (to use NICFIs own terms) to possess knowledge,
expertise, and networks vital to REDD+, broad involvement of such organisations has been an
integral part of their strategy from the very start. A vast variety of organisations receive civil society
funding from NICFI, from broad grassroots social movements working on civil and indigenous
people’s rights, to highly specialised organisations working on e.g., forestry and biodiversity,
to high-proﬁle international organisations performing professional advocacy and lobbying. In this
paper, beneﬁciaries of NICFI civil society funding will all be treated under the broad common category
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of non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Further distinctions, for instance between environmental
and development NGOs, for instance, will be made when relevant.
NGOs can be seen as an expression of public concern over issues, serving to give civil society
a voice in public policymaking [3]. Numerous scholars in the social sciences have often encouraged
public involvement in policymaking in order to arrive at sound, democratic, and legitimate decisions,
especially in controversial issues [22–27]. However, commentators have also warned that public
involvement strategies are sometimes designed to reduce or circumvent public resistance, rather
than taking public concerns seriously [28–30]. In her highly inﬂuential paper on public involvement
in policy issues, Marres maintains that “empirical case studies in STS make clear that we cannot
expect that ‘public involvement’ will be easy to distinguish from less authentic forms of lobbying
or ‘public window dressing’” [31] (p. 771). We agree with Marres on this point, and see this as a
strong argument for more empirical studies that can improve our theoretical understanding by looking
into the intersections of public involvement, lobbying, and ‘public window dressing’. A pertinent
question is how many different roles NGOs can take on, and whether different roles are complementary
or conﬂicting. The case of NICFI is particularly suited for such inquiry since we are here dealing
with rather different publics relating to different issues (for instance general nature conservation,
bio-diversity, indigenous peoples, and human rights), though in this case co-operating closely in
relation to one issue, namely REDD+.
In summary, we will describe the nature and extent of NGOs involvement in four countries
(Norway, Brazil, Indonesia, and Tanzania), analyse their roles and relations to NICFI in each case
(ranging from co-operative to confrontational), and draw some explanatory conclusions.
In the remainder of the paper, we ﬁrst review relevant literature and operationalise this into an
analytical framework. Next, we present the empirical material from the four countries. After that,
we map the cases into the analytical framework and draw out some comparative observations.
We conclude that NGO involvement in REDD+ policymaking in all countries has been distinctly
entrepreneurial. Although the roles adopted by NGOs in the four countries have varied considerably,
a common ﬁnding across the cases is that choices seem to have been guided by a pragmatic focus
on results and policy impact. Norway stands out as the case where a mixed strategy of criticism
and co-operation has been most clearly apparent. Giving up some public visibility in exchange for
continuing to have direct contact with policymakers (both bureaucrats and elected ofﬁcials) and
“a place at the table” has been the price that NGOs have paid to achieve policy impact—which in this
instance has been very substantial.
2. Study Design, Methods and Materials
In the latest report from Norad (the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation) about
NICFIs support scheme for civil society, it states: “The non-governmental organisations play different
roles. They serve as advocates, watchdogs, and independent veriﬁers, as well as knowledge and service
providers” [32] (p. 6). Thus, ofﬁcial Norwegian policy documents portray these roles as complementary,
exemplifying what by many is seen as “the Norwegian government/NGO model”. However, as will
be set out in the subsequent section, different strands of literature disagree whether, how, and to what
degree NGOs actually can combine different roles; for instance close co-operation (including ﬁnancially)
with government, and public confrontation. Here, “the Norwegian government/NGO model”
(elaborated below) is particularly interesting. A central objective of this paper is to compare and analyse
how the NICFI funding scheme—where “the Norwegian government/NGO model” is implicitly
embedded—plays out in the different countries.
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The study is designed as a ‘least likely’ comparative case study [33] (p. 121) as Norway and
the other countries we compare are very different across a range of dimensions. Put differently,
we hypothesise that we will not ﬁnd patterns resembling “the Norwegian government/NGO model”
in the other countries. The countries do, however, have in common one important independent
variable, namely being recipients of substantial NICFI funding. This makes it relevant to trace and seek
to explain variations on the dependent variables, i.e., the roles the NGOs take in different countries,
and feed that back to theory testing [33] (pp. 115–119).
The study uses process-tracing, a method which draws on a number of empirical sources to
trace the (intervening) independent variables and possible variations on the dependent variable
(i.e., what roles NGOs take), as well as uncovering and discussing explanations for that possible
variance [33] (p. 206). The empirical basis consists of written documents, media coverage, and
interviews (both formal and informal) as well as participant observation in meetings with NGOs and
government ofﬁcials. The time period studied extends from 2005 until 2016, and data collection was
conducted from 2008 until 2016. Political and administrative documents have been analysed together
with evaluations and other reports from both the public sector and NGOs. Moreover, a systematic
analysis of Norwegian media coverage of NICFI has been carried out. This analysis consisted of a
search combining the keywords “rainforest” and “climate” in the database “Retriever”, which contains
all published articles in the Norwegian media. A similar approach was also used in Brazil to follow
the media coverage of three of the country’s main outlets. The justiﬁcation for focusing especially on
Norway is twofold: ﬁrst, it is by far the largest REDD+ donor globally (73% of the funds [20]); second,
as our references to the literature show, Norway has been identiﬁed as a rather unusual case with
regard to the relationship between NGOs and policymakers.
In Norway, the formal interviews consisted of 11 semi-structured interviews and one telephone
interview conducted with NGOs, bureaucrats, politicians, and academics. In the case of Brazil
19 interviews were conducted with representatives from the Ministries of Environment, Science
and Technology, and Foreign Affairs and three of the main NGOs involved in the creation and
implementation of the Amazon Fund. Informants were asked about the background for REDD+
generally and NICFI speciﬁcally, how policies had been designed and evolved in the different countries,
funding schemes for NGOs, NGO involvement, criticism expressed by NGOs—both public and
private—as well as prospects for the future. All interviewees gave their informed consent before
the interview.
In September 2012, as part of this research, a workshop was organised in Norway with senior
representatives from NGOs, public administration and academia, in total 10 persons. The purpose of
the workshop was to discuss the background, status and future of REDD+ generally and NICFI
speciﬁcally, including the relations between the different actors in Norway. As a follow-up to
the workshop, the authors in October 2013 organized a conference in Norway (attended by about
100 people) about deforestation in Brazil, attended by politicians (at the level of state secretary in
Brazil and Norway), senior ofﬁcials, leading academics, NGOs, and civil society. The authors had all
followed the progress of Norway’s involvement in REDD+: participating in and arranging seminars
and conferences, advising policymakers (mainly bureaucrats), and supervising and commenting
on students’ doctoral and masters theses on the topic. In addition, they had had more than two
dozen informal conversations in the course of their active research involvement in REDD+ in all four
countries and collected in the context of participant observations in meetings between NGOs and
ofﬁcials from the Brazilian and Norwegian governments. The study was conducted in accordance
with the guidelines set out by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (Norsk Samfunnsvitenskapelig
Datatjeneste—NSD) [34].

4

Forests 2017, 8, 64

3. Analytical Framework: Inside, Outside—or Both?
In this section we review different accounts of the “the Norwegian government/NGO model” and
construct a conceptual framework to guide the analysis. Dryzek et al. [11] compared the relationship
between the state and environmental NGOs in four countries (the United States, the United Kingdom,
Germany, and Norway) (A weakness of the analysis of Dryzek et al. [11] is that they analyse
environmentalism within states, while many environmental NGOs in fact operate across borders,
as exempliﬁed by RFN. This study contributes to the growing literature on environmental NGOs and
globalization, see Rootes [35]). In the case of Norway, the authors found that the relationship between
the state and NGOs was characterised by so-called active inclusion, meaning that the NGOs receive
substantial ﬁnancial support from the state and are actively invited to contribute to policymaking
processes in a consensus-oriented manner. However, the authors also warn that NGOs run the risk of
being co-opted by the state in this way: “States such as Norway cultivate groups that moderate their
demands in exchange for state funding and guaranteed participation in policy making, to the extent
they can hardly be called NGOs” [11] (p. 171). The authors conclude that a close co-operation between
NGOs and the state might increase NGO inﬂuence on state policy, as least apparently, but might also
come at the expense of co-optation, pre-empting what otherwise could have been effective outsider
criticism. Basically, it comes down to a trade-off between inside vs. outside strategies.
Three years after the Dryzek et al. [11] study was released, Grendstad et al. [13] published a study
where they criticise the conclusions of Dryzek et al. [11] regarding the case of Norway. According
to Grendstad et al. [13], Norwegian society is much more open and inclusive than the study of
Dryzek et al. [11] indicates. The Norwegian societal model, characterised by the “inclusive polity and
the state-friendly society” [13] (p. 2, italics in original), has resulted in a tradition of Norwegian ENGOs
being more co-operative, pragmatic, and less openly confrontational than their counterparts abroad.
Norwegian NGO’s have not seen the same need to distance themselves from the state and oppose it,
since they do not see the state as a “threat” as such, in contrast to the situation in many other countries.
Rather, the NGOs consider that they can achieve more by co-operating with the state, instead of
constantly opposing it: “Rather than seeing the organizations being pressed to become moderate,
we see them as being moderate from the start. It is this symmetry that makes cooperation come so
naturally for both parts” [13] (p. 39). In other words, Grendstad et al. [13] maintain that it is fully
possible for Norwegian NGOs to co-operate closely with the state and receive funds without being
co-opted by the state.
Dryzek et al. [11] and Grendstad et al. [13] study environmental NGOs (ENGOs), but we ﬁnd it
relevant to refer also to the work of scholars who focus on development NGOs. This is for two reasons.
One is that this gives further insight into the ‘Norwegian model’. The second is that REDD+ relates,
in practice, to a mix of environment, climate and development issues, and NICFI is funded from the
development aid budget.
In Norway, according to Steen [36], also in the ﬁeld of development aid “relations between
government and NGOs can be characterised as ‘near’ or ‘close’” [36] (p. 157). Similar to that which
Grendstad et al. ﬁnd in the environmental ﬁeld, Steen concludes that “although Norad is based on a
well-regulated bureaucratic system, there are no indications that this has created any serious conﬂict
with the NGOs” [36] (p. 157). However, Tvedt [37], who for decades has been studying Norwegian
NGOs working with development aid, has a rather different view. Tvedt’s [37] basic claim is that
development NGOs have gradually aligned with state interests in a corporatist manner, not least
because of huge ﬁnancial dependency on the state. According to Tvedt, “institutional relationships
and patterns of interaction tendentiously eliminate distinctions between different sub-systems in
society that contribute to the pluralism of the community—e.g., organisations, research and the
state” [37] (p. 622). The result is a consensual “aid system” where the state has the upper hand,
although the corporatist system has also given opportunities for NGOs and researchers to shape policy:
“The state has gradually invaded the organisations and the research institutes, while the leaders of the
organisations and the researchers have broken the state’s monopoly of foreign policy” [37] (p. 630).
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In brief, Tvedt’s [37] argument is that generous funding for civil society has dampened what might
have been highly relevant criticism; in other words co-opting civil society voices [37].
Summing up, we see three main positions along a continuum of relative proximity to the state.
At one end of the scale we ﬁnd Steen [36] and Grendstad et al. [13], who argue that Norway is a special
case where a hybrid, dual strategy of co-operation and confrontation is feasible without the NGOs
having to compromise. At the opposite end of the scale we ﬁnd Tvedt [37], who claims that Norwegian
civil society development organisations already are co-opted/silenced by the state through generous
funding systems. Dryzek et al. [11] occupy a middle position, acknowledging how a close co-operation
between NGOs and the state may increase NGO inﬂuence on state policy, but perhaps at the expense
of co-optation, preventing what otherwise could have been effective outsider criticism.
The literature we have reviewed here relates to Norwegian NGOs. A pertinent question with
regard to Brazil, Indonesia, and Tanzania is thus what roles are adopted by NGOs in these countries:
how, if at all, is “the Norwegian government/NGO model” (regardless of whether one initially agrees
with the position of Steen [36] and Grendstad et al. [13], Dryzek et al. [11] or Tvedt [37])—embedded
in the NICFI funding schemes—“exported” and adapted to these country contexts.
In this paper, we will operationalise the positions of Steen [36] and Grendstad et al. [13], Dryzek
et al. [11] and Tvedt [37], by placing them on a continuum between two contrasting strategies:
co-operation and confrontation. The category of co-operation is divided into two sub-categories,
relating to the two roles that NGOs may play: policy design in the initial phase and implementation on
the ground. The second strategy, confrontation, is manifested by public criticism of REDD+ policies.
In brief, we will classify NGO involvement according to three different roles; inside as policy designers
(co-operation), inside as implementers (co-operation), and outside as public critics (confrontation).
The policy design role implies that NGOs have been active in promoting and advocating REDD+ on
the international, national, and/or local level, and assisted and/or advised government in designing
policies and/or institutions for governing REDD+ (for instance commenting on draft documents,
participating in hearings etc.) The implementation role comprises both providing policy advice in the
implementation phase, for instance regarding portfolio development, as well as actual implementation
“on the ground”. The last role, public criticism, refers to explicit criticism by NGOs of REDD+ in
general, or NICFI in particular, in the media or in public events, meetings, and workshops. Lack of
public criticism in combination with a high degree of co-operation (either in policy design and/or
implementation) is seen as an indicator of co-optation. To the degree in which we have data, we will
also map and discuss private criticism.
We will now present relevant information about the four cases to enable us to complete
the analysis.
4. Results: Country Case Studies
In this section, the empirics from the country cases will be set out in detail. Before delving into
the details, we have in Table 1 compared the countries across some key dimensions relevant to REDD+
to give the reader a quick and comparable overview of some important factors relevant to the analysis.
Table 1. A comparison of Norway, Brazil, Indonesia, and Tanzania across key dimensions related to
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) and Norway’s International
Climate and Forest Initiative (NICFI). Forest data from Global Forest Watch. Data on land area,
population and governance from Wikipedia.
Dimension

Norway

Brazil

Indonesia

Tanzania

Land area

0.4 million km2

8.5 million km2

1.9 million km2

1 million km2

Population (2016)

5.2 million

206.4 million

255.5 million

51.8 million
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Table 1. Cont.
Dimension

Norway

Brazil

Indonesia

Tanzania

Governance

Unitary
parliamentary
constitutional
monarchy

Federal presidential
constitutional republic

Unitary presidential
constitutional republic

Unitary
presidential
republic

Tree cover loss
2001–2014

418,456 ha

38,336,733 ha

18,507,771 ha

1,699,305 ha

Tree cover gain
2001–2012

172,935 ha

7,586,752 ha

6,970,546 ha

304,101 ha

Percent tree
cover 2000

38%

62%

86%

30%

Tree cover 2000

12 Mha

519 Mha

161 Mha

26 Mha

Main drivers of
deforestation

Not applicable

Land grabbing, agriculture
(mainly beef and soy),
logging, mining

Agriculture (mainly
palm oil), logging,
pulp, mining

Fuelwood and
charcoal,
small-scale
agriculture,
logging

Main NGOs
involved in REDD+

Rainforest
Foundation
Norway, World
Wide Fund for
Nature (WWF)
Norway, Friends of
the Earth Norway

Instituto de Pesquisa
Ambiental da Amazônia
(IPAM), Instituto
Socioambiental (ISA), The
Nature Consevancy (TNC),
Instituto do Homem e
Meio Ambiente da
Amazônia (IMAZON),
World Wide Fund for
Nature (WWF) Brazil

Wahana Lingkungan
Hidup Indonesia
(WALHI), Komunitas
Konservasi Indonesia
Warung Informasi
Konservasi (KKI
WARSI), Aliansi
Masyarakat Adat
Nusantara (AMAN)

Tanzania Forest
Conservation
Group (TFCG),
Mpingo
Conservation,
Development
Initiative (MCDI)

4.1. Norway
In the case of Norway, ENGOs have been heavily involved from the very start. In fact, NICFI
originates from a proposal from the leaders of two ENGOs: Lars Løvold from the Rainforest Foundation
Norway (RFN) and Lars Haltbrekken from Norwegian Society for the Conservation of Nature/Friends
of the Earth Norway (FOEN) (see [3,38,39] for thorough analyses, including timelines of major events
(particularly [39] (pp. 26–29) and [38] (p. 41)). This heavy NGO inﬂuence on NICFIs inception has
continued to be a long-lasting characteristic of the initiative and we will therefore devote some space
to explain the emergence of the initiative.
In September 2007, the leaders of RFN and FOEN sent a letter to leading Norwegian
politicians. The authors—“Lars & Lars”—here proposed that Norway should allocate 6 billion NOK
(approximately 1 billion USD) (The NOK/USD exchange rate has varied considerably in recent years.
For convenience we have used a ﬁgure of 6:1 throughout this paper, and will in subsequent cases
omit the word ‘approximately’) annually over ﬁve years to protect rainforest as a climate mitigation
measure in a payment-for-performance mechanism, very similar to what has become the REDD+
mechanism. The two ENGOs then went on to lobby their proposal, both to the sitting ‘red-green’
coalition government (consisting of the Labour Party, the Socialist Left Party and the Centre Party)
and the centre/right opposition, arranging meetings with political parties and attending hearings in
Parliament. They even ﬂew in the prominent REDD+ proponent Marcio Santilli from the Brazilian
Instituto Socioambiental (The Socioenvironmental Institute—ISA) to back their case [3]. Also Brazilian
Minister of the Environment, Marina Silva, attended an event organised by RFN. In order to gain broad
support for their proposal, they also induced other Norwegian ENGOs to back the rainforest proposal.
Parallel to this, under public pressure, the political opposition challenged the cabinet to enter into
a ‘climate settlement’ (a cross-party Parliamentary agreement on climate policy). The discussions in
Parliament soon heated up and turned into a political bidding war over climate policy integrity [3].
Then, just a couple of months after the letter was sent, Prime Minister Stoltenberg announced at the
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UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) Conference of the Parties (COP) 13 in
Bali that Norway would grant 3 billion NOK (500 million USD) annually for rainforest protection.
The decision came as a surprise to the general Norwegian public and most of the public administration,
and was strikingly similar to the proposal from the two ENGOs apart from the sum, which was cut by
half from the original proposal—but still extremely large in relative terms [3]. The ENGOs had argued
that the funding should not be allocated from the aid budget, but as a political compromise, NICFI was
funded by an increase in the Norwegian aid budget, thus simultaneously achieving Norway’s political
target of allocating 1% of Gross National Income (GNI) to Ofﬁcial Development Assistance (ODA) [38].
Approximately one month after the Bali meeting NICFI was established as a part of the cross-party
climate settlement. In 2012, a new climate settlement was agreed, prolonging NICFI until 2020. At COP
21 in Paris in December 2015, Norway announced that NICFI would be extended to 2030.
When NICFI was approved by Parliament in January 2008, Norway did not have the governmental
apparatus in place for implementing it. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (hereafter MFA) and Norad
(the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation, a Directorate under the Norwegian Ministry
of Foreign Affairs) were both considered as possible hosts for the initiative, as NICFI was funded
from the ODA-budget. However, NICFI was primarily thought of as a climate initiative, not a
development initiative, despite being funded as aid. Erik Solhem (Erik Solheim in May 2016 became
Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme, UNEP), who at that point had the
double minister-post as Minister of the Environment and International Development (international
development is a branch under MFA), agreed with Prime Minister Stoltenberg that the Ministry of the
Environment should host NICFI. Part of the reason for this decision was that Norad was considered
too risk-averse and bureaucratic by Solheim. Here is Solheim’s own account from our interview:
“They had to have the activist attitude, they had to have daily direct contact with the political
leadership. If not it would just be bogged down in bureaucracy, it would be killed by all the
bureaucratic objections that the system produces every day and hour. The point is that this is a
political project to drive the climate ﬁght. To locate it within Norad was never an alternative as I see
it, because the leaders of the program needed daily access to me as the Minister. This was a signature
Norwegian effort to change global behaviour and could only succeed at the highest level of politics,
meaning at the centre of the Ministry.” (our translation)
Instead, a small fast-working task force called “the climate and forest secretariat” (in Norwegian
‘klima-og skogsekretariatet’—hereafter KOS) consisting of just a few persons was established in
the Ministry of the Environment to manage NICFI. An experienced diplomat, Hans Brattskar,
was handpicked by Solheim to head the secretariat. Other staffers had background from NGOs,
bureaucracy, and management consulting. However, there were very few people with development
experience, at least when ﬁrst established. Norad was given an advisory role and tasked with managing
the vast pot of civil society funds. (Although under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in matters regarding
NICFI Norad reports to the Ministry of Climate and Environment). KOS is still the primary policy and
implementing body and has now grown to 17 staff in Norway [40]. In, addition, KOS has a network
of eight staff located in six different Norwegian embassies. But the number of staff in KOS is still
relatively small compared to the scale of the funds they manage.
The competence on tropical forests in the Norwegian state bureaucracy was virtually non-existent
at the time when NICFI was established. Although Norad and the MFA had experience in large
international development projects, and advised KOS on these issues from a general perspective,
they too had very little competence on tropical forests. The ﬁrst director of NICFI and manager of
KOS, Hans Brattskar, in fact had no experience with or competence on rainforests at all. RFN, on the
other hand, has a very substantial knowledge base due to almost three decades of work on rainforest
projects. Consequently, competence from RFN played a decisive role in the initial setup of NICFI. RFN
even educated the KOS staff through courses on rainforest issues [41]. In the early phase, KOS also
commissioned the high-proﬁle professional not-for-proﬁt organisation “Meridian Institute” to facilitate
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the production of a number of inﬂuential reports [42] drawing on input from a range of different actors.
Over the years KOS has somewhat expanded its own competence base, while also making substantial
use of international consultants. Nevertheless, RFN has remained an important partner for KOS and
NICFI more generally (for instance through a close co-operation with Norwegian embassies) regarding
policy design and portfolio development, both in Norway and abroad.
In 2014, 125 million NOK (21 million USD) of RFN’s total revenue of 151 million NOK
(25 million USD) stemmed from Norad and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs [43]. RFN received
sizeable funding from MFA and Norad before NICFI was established, most notably through MFA’s
Amazon programme, but their total budget increased substantially thanks to REDD+. The foundation
has been given a central role in the implementation phase of NICFI and greatly increased its stafﬁng.
RFN is by now the largest rainforest conservation organisation in Europe. The clearest indicator
of RFNs central role in advising KOS—and NICFI more broadly—is the organisation’s share of the
NICFI funds for civil society administered by Norad: RFN is the second largest beneﬁciary, and in the
period 2009–2012 received 7.5% of the total funds, next after CIFOR (Center for International Forestry
Research), which received 12.3% [44] (p. 113). Third on the list was WWF International, with 6.8%.
The funding period 2013–2015 shows a similar pattern: in the total period 2009–2015 CIFOR is on top
of the list, RFN second and WWF International third. Both RFN and WWF Norway, and particularly
the former, have frequent meetings with KOS and are in continuous dialogue with them.
Thus, RFN has certainly played a signiﬁcant role in advising on policy design and implementation,
i.e., co-operation. However, what about confrontation? There are a few instances where RFN has voiced
its concerns in public. In the early phase, RFN engaged in the question of what organisations Norway
should co-operate with (e.g., favouring the UN over the World Bank), and criticised inadequate
rainforest funds in the state budget. RFN and FOEN have also on a few occasions voiced public
criticism towards the ofﬁcial Norwegian position on REDD+ in the international climate negotiations
under the UNFCCC. In 2010 [45] and 2012, letters were sent signed by Lars Løvold (RFN) and
Lars Haltbrekken (FOEN) to the Ministers in charge of NICFI (The 2010 letter was addressed to
Minister of the Environment and International Development (Solheim) 2010), while the 2012 letter was
addressed to the Minister of the Environment (Solhjell) and the Minister of International Development,
Holmås). Both letters addressed a recurring point of disagreement between RFN and the Norwegian
government regarding the ofﬁcial Norwegian position on REDD+: whether Norway should pursue a
narrow, carbon-focused approach to REDD+, or take a broader view on the issue. RFN and FOEN
have repeatedly criticised the Norwegian ofﬁcial position for being too narrow and carbon-focused,
and instead argued for a broader approach where safeguards such as human rights, biodiversity,
good governance, and inclusive processes are given a more central position. In addition, in both
letters Løvold and Haltbrekken argue for their original position, that REDD+ should not be a carbon
offsetting mechanism similar to the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), but come in addition to
other mitigation efforts. RFN and FOEN have also made an effort to generate media attention to their
position on these issues, but have found it quite difﬁcult to catch journalists’ attention, as the issues
may seem rather technical and beyond the scope of public interest. Norwegian public authorities have
on their side largely avoided debating the broad/narrow REDD+ issue in public.
Another example of public criticism emerging from the media analysis relates to RFN’s criticism
of the Norges Bank Investment Management (NBIM) investment practices. NBIM is the Norwegian
state’s sovereign wealth fund; the world’s largest of its kind. On several occasions, RFN has both
publicly and privately criticised NBIM’s investments for having negative consequences for rainforests,
through NBIM’s investment in petroleum extraction, mining, palm oil, and pulp. RFN argues that it is
paradoxical that Norway, as the world leader in REDD+ ﬁnance, also (through NBIM) invests up to
40 times more in commercial activities that destroy rainforests. After RFN—and others—had pushed
this case for several years, NBIM ﬁnally took action in 2013 and included “severe environmental
damage” among the criteria for excluding companies from their investment portfolio. In 2014, “climate
damage” was included in the exclusion criteria, which also include rainforest destruction. RFN advised

9

Forests 2017, 8, 64

NBIM in the process of developing the exclusion criteria. Although NBIM have several times pulled
out of companies associated with rainforest destruction, RFN is still not satisﬁed. The last time they
expressed strong public criticism on the NBIM issue was 22 May 2015 [46]. Approximately one year
later, on 9 March 2016, RFN publicly acknowledged that NBIM was on the right track, having reduced
the portfolio of rainforest destroying companies by 20 per cent in one year [47]. However, RFN also
stated that NBIM still had a way to go. It is highly likely that RFN will continue to pursue this case
in the Norwegian public sphere. In summary, RFN publicly criticises Norwegian authorities, such
as the Ministry of Environment, and NBIM, and indirectly the Ministry of Finance and Norges Bank
(the Norwegian national bank)—but not to any similar extent NICFI, KOS, Norad, or the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, i.e., RFN’s biggest funders.
In fact, KOS has unofﬁcially backed RFN efforts on the NBIM issue, as they saw that RFN could
(and actually did) achieve things that KOS was not able to achieve themselves. RFN, on their side,
allied with MFA for pushing KOS towards including development issues into the REDD+ strategy,
rather than taking a narrow carbon-focused approach. These points also remind us that we should
be careful seeing the state as representing a single position articulating one coherent voice. Rather,
it has been documented that the Norwegian state operates with polyphonic voices on environmental
issues [48]. That certainly applies to REDD+ and NICFI as well, as there have been tensions between
KOS/NICFI/The Ministry of Environment, MFA, and Norad from the very start regarding NICFI
policy and practice. RFN has been aware of these tensions and, when appropriate, attempted to take
advantage of them to pursue their agenda. Finally, whenever Norwegian politicians have discussed
possible cutbacks in NICFI funding, for instance in the fall of 2013, as well as 2015 and 2016, RFN and
FOEN have mobilised heavily in the media against politicians (mainly from the Conservative Party
and the Progress Party, the latter not being part of the cross-party parliamentary climate settlement)
to prevent budget cuts. At one point RFN even called for a broader political debate about NICFI by
publishing a story on their website titled “Let the forest into the Parliament” [49] (our translation).
RFN (together with FOEN) have also been critical of NICFI’s engagement in Indonesia in
Norwegian media [50]. While Solheim praised the 2011 moratorium on new forest concessions as an
“important step forward” [39] (p. 21) the two ENGOs criticised the moratorium for having loopholes
and limitations, and suggested that ﬁnancial transfers to Indonesia should be reduced [39,51]. On the
one-year anniversary of the logging moratorium, the two ENGOs together with Greenpeace Norway
arranged a public event where they handed Solhjell (newly appointed Minister of the Environment)
a letter from several Indonesian NGOs, expressing concern that deforestation in Indonesia was not
decreasing, because a strong lobby had been able to weaken the moratorium [39,52]. The Norwegian
ENGOs argued that Norwegian authorities should push Indonesia to prolong the moratorium, and
stand up against the pressure from the lobby. At the same time, Løvold from RFN recognised that
the moratorium had led to more openness around forest issues, which opened up opportunities for
Norway to exert pressure on the Indonesian government [39,52].
WWF International is the third largest recipient of NICFIs/Norad’s civil society funds. WWF
Norway, by contrast, only received 0.2% of the NICFI civil society funds in 2009 [44] (p. 114). WWF
Norway has several projects funded by Norad and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but a signiﬁcant
part of WWF Norway’s project portfolio is not directly related to REDD+, and many projects were
agreed before NICFI came into play. In 2014, 85 million NOK (14 million USD) of their total budget of
117 million NOK (20 million USD) came from Norad, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry
of Climate and Environment [53]. Despite being a signiﬁcant player, WWF Norway has not been
involved to the same degree as RFN in NICFI, but like RFN, WWF Norway also has meetings with
KOS and co-operates with them. WWF Norway also has an advisory role in WWF International’s
REDD+ projects, which are more focused on implementation “on the ground” compared to RFN’s
engagement. WWF Norway does not have the same public voice on rainforest issues in Norway as
RFN, although it is generally rather vocal in criticising the Norwegian government, primarily on
domestic policies, including climate policy.
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Ironically, WWF has itself been subject to public criticism in Norway regarding implementation
of a forest project in Tanzania funded by Norway [39] (p. 18). In November 2011, three Norwegian
researchers wrote an opinion piece where they accused WWF of being too close to Tanzanian
authorities and thus indirectly involved in activities depriving local population of their livelihoods [54].
The chairman of WWF Norway responded and rejected the allegations [55]. In January 2012, many of
the same claims were repeated in a news article based on a published study [56,57]. In the wake of
these incidents, a ﬁerce debate broke out between the researchers and WWF in Norway, culminating in
a public seminar about the issue. The controversial project was, it later turned out, not connected to
REDD+ as such [58]. A few months later, two other Tanzanian REDD+ pilot projects were stopped [59].
What is interesting for this paper is that these events did not attract a lot of media attention [39] (p. 18).
NICFI as such was not questioned.
FOEN, although instrumental in initiating and advocating for what became NICFI [3,38], has since
then taken a rather limited role. After succeeding with their proposal back in 2007/2008, RFN and
FOEN have arrived at a sort of division of labour: RFN co-operates closely with government authorities
and is actively involved in advising and assisting KOS, occasionally voicing rainforest issues in the
public arena. FOEN—which primarily focuses on environment rather than development issues—steps
in when there are discussions about more overarching issues, such as cuts in NICFI funding, or whether
REDD+ should be part of an international carbon trading mechanism (of which they are critical).
Put differently, FOEN mainly concentrates on the domestic domain, and does not co-operate directly
with or advise KOS. Neither does FOEN confront KOS or criticise NICFI in public to any large extent.
FOEN has received only a small share of NICFI’s funding for civil society, a grant amounting to 0.7%
of that budget—which was shared with RFN [44] (p. 114).
That Norway’s REDD+ funding is classiﬁed as aid is particularly anomalous with regard to Brazil,
as this middle-income “BRIC” country has consequently become the largest recipient of Norwegian
ODA funds [39] (p. 16). The decision to ﬁnance NICFI with aid money (which did not please Brazil)
was taken for political reasons; it enabled Norway in achieving the aid target of 1% of gross national
income (GNI) [38] (p. 42). There are good arguments against treating global public goods such as
REDD+ as development aid [60] (p. 119). And some NGOs working with poverty and development,
as well as the Christian Democratic Party and the Socialist Left Party, have from the very start been
critical of the possible negative effects on poverty reduction by redirecting aid money to rainforest
projects in relatively rich countries like Brazil [39] (p. 16) [61,62]. But ENGOs have been comparatively
silent on this point, seeking to sidestep the issue by emphasising the possible poverty amelioration
effects of REDD+ [39,61].
Perhaps this points to a bigger issue: that the ENGOs have been vocal with public
criticism of overarching NICFI policy design issues (e.g., Norway’s position on REDD+ in the
UNFCCC negotiations), but relatively silent on implementation issues, at least in the public sphere.
This observation also supports the point made above, that RFN publicly criticises NBIM, and indirectly
the Ministry of Finance and Norges Bank (the Norwegian national bank)—but not NICFI/KOS, Norad,
the Ministry of Climate and Environment or Ministry of Foreign Affairs, i.e., RFN’s biggest funding
sources. Development NGOs, however, have publicly criticised these agencies, directly and/or
indirectly [61,62]. Part of the reason why ENGOs have been silent on implementation issues may be
that they have had good internal channels to KOS for critique, feedback and advice.
Summing up, we observe that ENGOs have co-operated extensively with the state and been
instrumental in policy design of the Norwegian rainforest initiative, as well as giving policy
implementation advice regarding, for example, which agreements to enter into and on what conditions.
Including NGOs and drawing on their competence has been Norwegian government policy from the
start of NICFI [44] (p. 7). Regarding confrontation, public criticism of NICFI as such, or KOS and
related agencies, has from NGOs been limited, but not entirely absent. Development NGOs have
arguably been more vocal on implementation issues “on the ground”, while ENGOs have been more
vocal on overarching policy design issues. Although some researchers have publicly voiced criticism
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of various kinds, this criticism has not resonated loudly in the Norwegian public sphere. Overall, there
is surprisingly little debate about NICFI in the Norwegian public domain [39,63], which is interesting
given that a core aim of the Norad civil society funding is to “enhance the engagement of civil society
at national level to generate an open, inclusive, and comprehensive debate on REDD+” [44] (p. 7).
4.2. Brazil
The development of REDD+ in Brazil is marked by an internal conﬂict between different sectors
of the government and a strong participation of NGOs. When the concept of REDD+ was proposed by
a group of Brazilian and North-American scientists and activists in the mid-2000s [1,2], it was well
received by the Ministry of Environment under Marina Silva (2003–2008) and Carlos Minc (2008–2010).
In addition to the favourable political context, Brazilian NGOs have developed over the years the
capacity to exert national and international pressure to reduce deforestation in the Amazon and in
this way inﬂuence environmental policies in the country [64]. One of the advocacy efforts of civil
society during this period was a zero-deforestation pact carried forward by a group of Brazilian
researchers from the Federal University of Minas Gerais and a group of NGOs led by IPAM that
included cost calculations for ending Amazon deforestation by 2015 through a mechanism similar to
REDD+ [3,65]. At the same time, more conservative sectors of the government such as the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs openly opposed carbon markets with credits from REDD+ because it would allow
developed countries to maintain their high emission levels. In private conversations, some diplomats
and scientists representing Brazil in the climate negotiations also recognised that REDD+ may be
problematic, since the creation of legal obligations for Brazil regarding conservation of the Amazon
would represent a threat to its sovereignty [66,67]. These concerns were also made public during the
initial stages of the creation of international fund for the Amazon that later became the Amazon Fund.
When asked by reporters about what he thought about the creation of the fund, President Luis Inácio
Lula da Silva said that he was worried about the possibility of foreign intervention in the Amazon:
“I will talk with the Minister [of Environment . . . ] it is a concern that if someone donates US$ 10
he will soon think that he owns the Amazon”. (our translation)
Brazilian and Norwegian NGOs played a key role in circumventing the political obstacles for
the establishment of the Amazon Fund. On the Norwegian side Lars Løvold from the RFN was
able to communicate to NICFI/KOS the scepticism voiced by some Brazilians against channelling
funding through the World Bank [39] (p. 15), a solution adopted in a previous large-scale scheme
funded by the G7 countries (known as PPG7), that would restrict Brazilian control over the fund.
As an alternative it was proposed that BNDES (the Brazilian Development Bank) would receive and
distribute the resources to projects in the Amazon. This solution not only safeguarded Brazilian
sovereignty, but was also well received by NICFI/KOS, which recognised that it would be difﬁcult
to manage such a fund from a distance. On the Brazilian side, key NGOs, such as ISA (Instituto
Socioambiental, Socio-Environmental Institute) and IPAM (Instituto de Pesquisa Ambiental da
Amazônia, Amazon Environmental Research Institute), followed closely the negotiation process.
This enabled the emergence of a governance structure for the Amazon Fund in which representatives
from the Federal government, Amazonian states, and NGOs would have equal voice in the fund’s
steering committee (COFA). Many of the Brazilian ofﬁcials involved in the negotiations on behalf of
the Ministry of Environment also had strong ties to the third sector having worked in NGOs for many
years prior to joining the government. Therefore, people with NGO-background were involved in
governmental decision-making in both Brazil and Norway, and were important for the outcome of the
negotiations [68]. The Minister Carlos Minc would later recognise in an interview that this innovative
arrangement was crucial for the approval of the Amazon Fund:
“Lula almost did not sign [ . . . ] but I explained that the Fund is much more autonomous and
sovereign than the PPG7. The resources will be managed by the Brazilian National Development
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Bank and the people from the federal government, scientiﬁc community, NGOs and the state
governments of the Amazon.” [69,70] (our translation)
The Memorandum of Understanding between Brazil and Norway was signed in Brasília on
16 September 2008. According to this agreement, Norway would until 2015 donate up to 1 billion USD
to support actions to further reduce deforestation in the Amazon. In order to obtain this donation Brazil
would need to continue reducing its emissions from deforestation in relation to their historical levels.
The amount receivable was calculated by considering a reference level corresponding to the average
emissions taking place due to deforestation in the Amazon between 1996 and 2005. By measuring
the difference between this reference level and the actual emissions taking place between 2006 and
2010, the Amazon Fund would be able to receive a donation of 5 USD for every ton of CO2 (tCO2 ) of
avoided emissions from deforestation.
While the fund’s steering committee was responsible for establishing the main directives and
priorities of the Amazon Fund, it was up to BNDES technical team to decide which projects were eligible
for funding. These approvals, however, took place very slowly, mostly due to the complex bureaucratic
requirements from BNDES. Many NGOs were already used to dealing with large bureaucracies, such
as Norad and USAID, to obtain funding. However, according to members of NGOs that submitted
projects to the fund, BNDES was more stringent as it adopted the same procedure and criteria used to
evaluate large-scale investments such as the building of dams and airports. With these procedures it is
expected that the funds disbursed by BNDES become more traceable, and the likelihood of corruption
reduced (The Brazilian government is currently facing major corruption scandals involving the
country’s main political parties and large public and private companies but to our knowledge BNDES
staff have not been the target of corruption accusations). Thus, many NGOs had to make substantial
investments in order to engage in lengthy application processes and to adapt their organisational
structure and procedures. Consequently, by the end of 2012 the fund disbursed only 71 million Reais
(approximately 23 million USD), threatening Norway’s’ 1% ODA target since the funds remained in
Norwegian bank accounts [39,71]. Thus, the Amazon Fund’s slow implementation became a point
of criticism both in Brazil and in Norway even in a context where deforestation rates continued to
decline [72]. The situation started to change in 2013 when the maximum value allowed to individual
projects was raised, and state governments in the Amazon applied for large projects. At the same time,
the BNDES staff learned rapidly and were able to start evaluating the applications to the fund more
effectively, while NGOs adapted to the requirements set by the fund.
With the exception of the criticism in 2012 concerning the high level of bureaucracy and slow
pace of project evaluation, the Amazon Fund has been largely shielded from public criticism since its
inception. In closed meetings, however, NGOs have voiced their concerns about different aspects of the
fund’s management to representatives from the Norwegian and Brazilian governments. In particular,
concerns were raised on various occasions that the projects supported by the fund may not be leading
to additional reductions in deforestation as initially expected. It should be noted that the disconnect
between many projects of the Amazon Fund and the reduction in deforestation can be traced to the
very design of the fund. As mentioned above, the fund receives donations in proportion to results
already achieved; thus in principle the projects it supports are not required to show evidence of further
reductions in order to be justiﬁed. Furthermore, it was decided in 2013 that the fund was to support
mainly “structuring” projects that aim at improving environmental governance in the long-term rather
than produce direct short-term results.
Nevertheless, there has been mounting private criticism by NGOs and researchers seeking to
increase the effectiveness of the fund in different ways. First, the fund was criticised for taking
a passive stance whereby it waits for project proposals rather than actively looking for situations
that may require resources to slow deforestation. Second, some NGOs and researchers pointed
out that the fund has invested a sizable share of its resources into the implementation of the rural
environmental registry (CAR), despite evidence that so far this policy tool did not contribute to reduce
deforestation [73,74]. Third, contradictions have been pointed out between projects supported by
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the fund. In one case, a representative of an inﬂuential NGO criticised a large grant to equip the
National Force. While this elite police force plays an important role in escorting forest rangers from
IBAMA (the federal environmental agency), the National Force has also used violence against native
Indians opposing the construction of Belo Monte Dam in the state of Pará—a project at odds with the
socioenvironmental aims of the fund [75]. Even though these are important matters, and members
from NGOs were very concerned, these issues did not ﬁnd a place in the traditional spaces of public
activism such as the press, reports, protests, and social media.
The contradiction between closed-door criticism and public silence (and thus apparent approval)
of the Amazon Fund by large NGOs can be explained by several factors. First, the Amazon Fund
has become an important ﬁnancial source for the third sector as a whole and especially for NGOs,
as illustrated in Figure 1 below. By the end of 2015, 31 of the 69 projects accepted by the Amazon
Fund were proposed by third sector organizations. This corresponds to 30% of the R$ 1 billion
(approximately US$ 300 million) approved by the fund. It should be noted that FUNBIO and FBB,
the two largest recipients from the third sector, are foundations managed indirectly by the Brazilian
government. Furthermore, NGOs supporting indigenous groups and small farmers such as the Centro
de Trabalho Indigenista, have also received substantial resources. Nevertheless, almost all large
environmental NGOs with a long history of engagement in the region have projects approved by the
fund, corresponding to nearly half of the grants to the third sector (see Figure 1). The increasing reliance
on government funds implies that NGOs could lose part of their ability to promote the environmental
agenda independently. In this regard, a director of a large environmental NGO reported in a private
conversation that his organisation strives to keep the contribution from the Amazon Fund below one
third of its total budget in order to avoid being co-opted by the government. This implies that NGOs
perceive that the Amazon Fund provides not only an opportunity for the expansion of conservation
projects on the ground but also poses a risk for environmental policy advocacy.
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Figure 1. Projects funded by the Amazon Fund categorised according to the nature of the party
responsible between 2008 and 2015. Data from BNDES (Brazilian Development Bank).

Second, the central role of NGOs in the governance of the Amazon Fund implies sharing
responsibility for its performance. As in the case of WWF in Norway, NGOs end up having their
reputation tied to the fund by implementing projects. For instance, some of the same NGOs that
privately criticised the excessive emphasis of the fund on the implementation of CAR were also
members of the steering committee that approved in 2013 the change to the fund that gave priority
to structuring projects. Furthermore, the Amazon Fund granted to environmental NGOs substantial
resources for the implementation of large projects, such as “Sustainable Settlements in Amazonia”
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from IPAM and the “Green Turn” by TNC with total investments of approximately US$ 8 and 5 million,
respectively. Therefore, by criticising the fund, they would indirectly become more vulnerable as well.
Third, NGOs fear that by criticising the Amazon Fund they might hinder an initiative that, despite
its shortcomings, has qualities that other governmental initiatives lack. The virtues of the Amazon
Fund become particularly clear when it is compared to the Brazilian national REDD+ strategy: the
mechanism establishing the rules for the distribution of ﬁnancial resources from UNFCCC’s Green
Fund. The discussion of the national strategy started in 2008 in parallel with the implementation of
the Amazon Fund. But in contrast to the latter, the Ministry of Environment has been very reluctant
to create a governance structure that gives equal voting rights to NGOs and state governments.
The Ministry of Environment ﬁnally published the national REDD+ strategy and the decree detailing
its governance structure in November 2015 following a process that, according to the members of
the NGOs and state governments, was largely undemocratic (This is also clear in a letter sent by the
coalition of state governments of the Amazon to the Federal Government in 2014 complaining that no
joint meeting to develop the national REDD+ strategy was held since 2012). As expected, BNDES was
nominated as the manager of the resources, but in contrast to the balanced structure of the Amazon
Fund the board of REDD+’s national committee is composed of eight representatives from the Federal
Government and two representatives from the states, one from the municipalities and two from civil
society. Seeing this decision as unfair, a coalition that includes most large NGOs in Brazil requested, in
an open letter, that the Ministry of Environment adopt for the REDD+ national commission the same
governance structure used in the Amazon Fund [76]. Even though the governance structure of the fund
was perceived by NGOs as being overwhelmingly inﬂuenced by the Ministry of Environment, many
saw the Amazon Fund as a very important ﬁrst step in the direction of the establishment of larger and
better mechanisms in the future since the REDD+ strategy opened the possibility of allowing states to
receive resources directly from donors, thus bypassing BNDES.
Fourth, NGOs fear that criticism of the Amazon Fund may disturb the delicate political balance
that made possible the collaboration with Norway. If the fund is publicly criticised, Norwegian society
may call into question the investment of public money in the Amazon Fund and request that this
rather be allocated to more urgent matters such as the refugee crisis in Europe. While some members
of the NGOs we interviewed expressed their willingness to open a public debate about the Amazon
Fund, they fear that if not well managed this process may backﬁre and end an inﬂux of resources
that is crucial for the continuation of many environmental policies in Brazil. Furthermore, even if in
the unlikely event that Norwegian diplomacy changed its “light approach” [60] and became more
demanding following an outburst of public criticism of the fund, this would be risky since more
conservative sectors of the Brazilian government could accuse Norway of interfering in the country’s
sovereignty. This suggests that NGOs see the Amazon Fund as an initiative that could be improved
from the inside, rather than attacked from the outside by adopting traditional social activism tactics.
Finally, since the creation of the Amazon Fund in 2012, Brazilian NGOs have been engaged
in many important public disputes with the Brazilian government. The most important one was
the revision of the Forest Code approved in 2012 that provided an amnesty for 58% of the area
illegally deforested before 2008 [77]. Even though many sectors of the Brazilian society, including
not only NGOs but also researchers and artists, were publicly against the revision of the code, the
government successfully used the strong reductions in deforestation rates occurring in that period
as part of the argument for the creation of a lighter yet “enforceable” law. Similarly, NGOs have
also lost the ﬁght against the government in relation to the construction of the Belo Monte and other
hydroelectric dams in the Amazon (paradoxically also funded by BNDES) that have been causing major
social and environmental impacts in the region [78]. At the same time, there has been an increasing
distance between the Ministry of the Environment and NGOs in Brazil after Marina Silva left the
Lula government in 2008, and Dilma Rousseff took ofﬁce in 2011. In this process many of the more
progressive senior ofﬁcials working on climate have been gradually replaced by ofﬁcials that work
more in line with the agenda set by the conservative Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In this context, and
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similar to the Norwegian case, many NGOs may regard it as inappropriate to express strong public
criticism of the Amazon Fund since it is seen overall as a positive mechanism, especially in comparison
to other governmental policies.
The above suggests that ENGOs ﬁnd it difﬁcult to publicly criticise the Amazon Fund, given the
relatively open governance structure of the fund and its history of co-operation. ENGOs are aware of,
and privately point out, the many shortcomings and contradictions of the Amazon Fund. But if the
fund were to cease to exist because of withdrawal by Norway, ENGOs and the environmental cause
would lose more than they win—in a context in which it has been increasingly difﬁcult for them to
inﬂuence key policies such as the Forest Code.
4.3. Indonesia
As the second largest deforester worldwide, Indonesia stood out as a country which NICFI/KOS
almost had to engage with, despite substantial challenges, including internal conﬂict between different
sectors of the government, a powerful private sector, and high levels of corruption. In contrast to Brazil,
Indonesia was included in NICFI’s portfolio with a much more measured approach emphasising
a logical sequence of phases from readiness to full implementation [79]. However, some have
nevertheless suggested that Norway applied an unduly ‘light touch’ in their relationship with the
Indonesian government [60]. Knowledge about the challenges of governance in the Indonesian
forest sector is widespread in Norway, and such concerns were often aired in public meetings about
REDD+. Adding to this cautiousness, Norwegian authorities had some negative experience with
an environmental agreement with Indonesia initiated by the Brundtland government (1990–1996)
as part of its strategy to strengthen economic ties with Indonesia. This agreement also included
rainforest conservation projects in Sumatra. However, these were harshly criticised for insufﬁcient
implementation and inadequate concerns for local populations by a Norwegian consultancy charged
with evaluating the agreements [80].
Angelsen [79] (p. 17) notes that NICFI’s agreement with Indonesia was delayed for several
reasons, among them a low willingness to reform on the Indonesian side. After lengthy discussions,
Norway and Indonesia signed a Letter of Intent (LoI) in late May 2010, at the same time as the large
“Oslo Climate and Forest Conference” was arranged in Norway’s capital. The bilateral agreement
pledges up to USD 1 billion in performance-based payments before 2020, in a sequential approach
starting with preparations, capacity-building and pilot project identiﬁcation [81]. President Yudhoyono
was very supportive of REDD+, and shortly after the LoI was signed he created a REDD+ Task Force
to implement it. Indonesia presented a REDD+ strategy in June 2012 (one of the conditions of the
agreement), and established a REDD+ agency in 2013. A moratorium on new forest concessions was
established in 2011, extended to 2017.
According to a 2014 report [82], Indonesian stakeholders diverged in their views on REDD+,
and the institutional situation “on the ground” in Indonesia was perceived as cluttered [39] (p. 20).
This observation led the authors to ask: “[A] major question for NICFI is how to support the
necessary changes, and whether and how to do so within the context of the pay-for-performance
approach.” [82] (p. 10). Implementation of REDD+ has indeed proved difﬁcult, but it is widely agreed
that one of its effects has been to enhance the role of civil society. Based in part on their earlier
experience in Indonesia, and, more generally, on the need for local participation for REDD+ to be
successful, Norway included as one of seven ‘principles’ in the LoI the following requirement:
“b. Give all relevant stakeholders, including indigenous peoples, local communities and civil
society, subject to national legislation, and, where applicable, international instruments, the opportunity
of full and effective participation in REDD+ planning and implementation.” (While NGOs have often
been critical of conditionality, they do sometimes in effect recommend it—to promote what they regard
as valid ends.)
Promoting ‘participation’ has been sought mainly by involving NGOs, to try and ensure
that the people affected have the opportunity to inﬂuence the decisions taken. RFN has been
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actively involved in Indonesia for many years, initially mainly through their collaboration with KKI
WARSI (Komunitas Konservasi Indonesia Warung Informasi Konservasi, Indonesian Conservation
Community, an alliance of twenty NGOs in Southern Sumatra), starting in 1996 with the project
mentioned above. Their strategy has been to partner with local groups, such as KKI WARSI, WALHI
(Wahana Lingkungan Hidup Indonesia, The Indonesian Forum for Environment) which is part of
the Friends of the Earth network) and AMAN (Aliansi Masyarakat Adat Nusantara, Indigenous
Peoples Alliance of the Archipelago), building capacity and seeking to inﬂuence government policy.
In Indonesia, a large number of NGOs—both national and local—have been heavily involved in
REDD+, often with indirect ﬁnancial support from NICFI. In the most recent allocation WALHI has
been granted NOK 13 million for the period 2016–2018, directly—not via RFN [83]. Norway has
also provided funding to Indonesian NGOs via UN-REDD, which has been a major recipient of
Norwegian REDD+ money. The NGOs have been engaged to undertake a range of different tasks:
to assist in selecting pilot sites; provide socio-economic background information; activate communities
by communicating about REDD+; to assist in seeking ‘free, prior, informed consent’ (FPIC); and to
prepare action plans. In future, when further progress has been made, they may also, for example,
be engaged to oversee implementation, and monitor progress. It should nevertheless be noted that the
total funding involved is far less than the amount allocated to Brazilian NGOs.
The attitudes—and responses—of Indonesian NGOs towards REDD+ vary widely. At one extreme,
WALHI (Friends of the Earth, Indonesia) have a slogan: “REDD Wrong Path—Pathetic Ecobusiness”
which sums up their attitude, echoing the views of some international NGOs which have been sceptical
to REDD+ for a number of reasons, for example: rejection of the market and commodiﬁcation of nature;
scepticism towards private property rights; objection to the poor solving the problems of the rich;
and concern about diversion of attention from the real villains, who are not the poor but large-scale
commercial operators [84]. More supportive of REDD+ is KKI WARSI, in South Sumatra, with their
primary focus on the forest rather than the indigenous people [85]. An intermediate position is taken
by AMAN (Indonesia’s Indigenous Peoples’ Organisation). Their slogan “No Rights, No REDD”
indicates conditional support, and reﬂects their primary focus on the people, and an emphasis on land
tenure as the key issue [84]. WALHI’s open, public criticism of REDD was manifested very clearly by
their criticism of the huge Australia-supported Kalimantan Forests and Climate Partnership (KFCP)
project whose aim was to repair the damage done to the forest by the ‘mega-rice’ project. So great was
the criticism that the project was abruptly terminated.
A study of Indonesian media coverage by CIFOR also reveals “a broad range of stances by
NGOs” [86] (p. 17), from advocates to adversaries; with WALHI identiﬁed as a particularly strong
critic. Such a varied response—as evidenced by WALHI, AMAN and KKI WARSI—is not an
uncommon situation where NGOs are faced with public policies that may be controversial. Some
work ‘inside’—co-operating with (some would say co-opted by) the government—while others work
outside, as critics. A sort of ‘division of labour’ is established. What is novel in Indonesia is the sheer
extent of public participation—often critical—which would not have been possible under the Suharto
regime. Whatever else, Norway’s support to REDD+ in Indonesia has strengthened the hand of NGOs.
While it might be claimed that some have moderated criticism of REDD+ because of the beneﬁts of
Norwegian funding, others certainly have not.
NICFI/KOS did not have (and chose not to establish) the capacity to become involved in detail in
the planning and implementation of REDD+ in Indonesia [60]. The Norwegian Embassy in Jakarta
had until recently only 1–2 staff members employed to deal with REDD+; one of whom, at a crucial
period, was a former RFN staff member. NICFI has thus been very dependent on RFN, both for advice
and also by virtue of their contacts with Indonesian NGOs. RFN have, on their side, had to walk
a difﬁcult middle path: supportive of REDD+ while aware of, and when appropriate pointing out,
its potential shortcomings; collaborating with, and supporting, local NGOs some of which are very
critical. Their policy has been to pursue a “dual goal of protecting the rainforest and securing the
rights of its inhabitants” [87] (p. 12, italics in original). Strengthening the rights of local people over

17

Forests 2017, 8, 64

the forest may be seen as both an end in itself and the most effective way of limiting deforestation.
Largely for this reason, certainly in Indonesia, there has been a notable shift of focus in REDD+, from
the trees to the people [88]. Additionally, the organisations which have been involved in REDD+ have
been not only environmental NGOs but also those concerned with human rights, such as AMAN and
HuMa (Perkumpulan untuk Permbaharuan Hukum Berbasis Masyarakat dan Ekologis—Association
for Community Based and Ecological Law Reform) (which played a central role in bringing about a
crucial ruling of the Indonesia Constitutional Court regarding the Revised Forestry Law).
RFN, together with AMAN, has defended NICFI against criticism in REDD-Monitor, the very
inﬂuential website based in Indonesia. In a joint opinion piece in Development Today (26 March 2014),
reposted in REDD-Monitor (27 March 2014) two staff members from RFN and AMAN write: “We would
argue that more has been achieved in forest protection and the rights of indigenous peoples in Indonesia
since the signing of the Indonesia–Norway agreement than over the course of the previous 15 years”.
In summary, Indonesian NGOs have been involved with NICFI as both collaborators and critics,
and Norwegian NGOs, and most particularly RFN, have played a number of different roles: as policy
design advisers, implementers (if only indirectly through their collaboration with local NGOs) and
critics. NICFI has been extremely reliant on their expertise, and has provided very substantial funding.
The challenging task of combining these very different roles has been alleviated by two main factors:
one, a close relationship of mutual trust between RFN and NICFI; second the policy summarised as
‘no rights, no REDD’ which has made it possible to support REDD+ on a provisional basis—the same
slogan, and conditional support, adopted by AMAN, the major Indonesian NGO.
4.4. Tanzania
The agreement with Tanzania was Norway’s ﬁrst REDD+ bilateral agreement. A Letter of
Intent (LoI) was signed by PM Stoltenberg and Solheim on April 21 2008, during their visit to
Tanzania. By comparison with the agreements with Brazil and Indonesia, the (LoI) on a Climate
Change Partnership on April 21 2008, places more emphasis on “REDD-Readiness”, though also
aiming at the further purpose to “implement programmes on adaptation and mitigation of climate
change” [89] (p. xiii) (By comparison, Brazil was the most ‘ready to go’ with Indonesia as an
intermediate case). The Norwegian government promised 500 million NOK (83 million USD) over ﬁve
years and the ﬁrst contract, for the development of a national REDD+-strategy, was signed in 2009.
The project idea was actually developed at the Norwegian Embassy in Tanzania in early 2008
before NICFI was established, following discussions between one of the members of staff and a local
NGO. It continued to be mainly managed through the Norwegian Embassy in Dar es Salaam, the
main driver of the project. REDD+ activities in Tanzania have been hugely dependent on Norwegian
funds. As noted in the mid-term review [89] REDD+ policy development was entirely ﬁnanced by
NICFI, as well as all activities of the REDD+ task force and Tanzania’s REDD+ secretariat. This funding
was used mainly for three purposes: establishment of pilot projects, by NGOs; support to policy
and planning, mainly through the local Institute of Resource Assessment, based at the University
of Dar es Salaam; and a large number of research projects, mainly based at Sokoine University of
Agriculture (SUA) in Morogoro (NICFI is also the biggest ﬁnancier of UN-REDD in Tanzania with
a budget allocation shared between UNDP, UNEP and FAO). However, as the subsequent review
found [90], there has been a lack of ‘national ownership’ which has hindered progress; whether this
is because of, or despite, Norway’s substantial funding is open to debate. The evaluation also states:
“NICFI support has been the driving force behind the national readiness process, but there is no
evidence yet that the Tanzanian government is able to commit to building sustainable and permanent
institutions without continued external support, for example from Norway” [91] (p. 318).
The decision to prioritise pilot projects is largely explained by the pressures on NICFI to
demonstrate early results [91] (p. 313). And the main reason for giving the task of implementation to
NGOs, effectively by-passing government to a very large extent, was the issue of corruption. It was
particularly problematic for the Norwegian Embassy that at the time of the REDD+ negotiations they
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were involved in a dispute concerning the relevant government body, the Ministry of Natural Resources
and Tourism, over a major environmental programme that the Embassy had supported over many
years (After a long and thorough audit, the Ministry repaid Tsh 2,802,480,600 (2 million USD) [92].
In contrast to the Brazilian and Indonesian projects, neither RFN nor other Norwegian NGOs
were involved in the Tanzanian REDD+ programme. But NGOs with a base in Tanzania have been
very important in its implementation. NGOs in Tanzania were invited to submit proposals, and the
nine pilot projects were selected from 46 applications, evaluated by the National REDD+ Task Force
and the Embassy. The NGOs were primarily Tanzanian, often with international links: involved in
conservation, for example Tanzania Forest Conservation Group (TFCG), and Mpingo Conservation
and Development Initiative (MCDI); several were wildlife organisations, but also included were,
for example, Tanzania Traditional Energy Development and Environment Organisation (TATEDO),
and CARE.
The relationship of these NGOs to Norway was, in this case, simply that of a sub-contractor: they
were hired to implement a set of pilot projects [93,94]. They were not engaged as advisers—as in
the case of RFN in Brazil for example—although the contract with one of the NGOs, which may be
regarded as typical, did include, in addition to implementing the pilot project, ‘advocacy at national
and international levels’ [91] (p. 326). Also, the NGOs were quite active in giving comments on
the draft national REDD+ plan (National Strategy for REDD+: draft December 2010, ﬁnal version
March 2013). While not critical of the initiative, they did express strong views about certain issues,
most notably advocating a project-based, ‘nested’ approach over a centrally controlled national fund.
As noted, Norwegian support included a major funding of applied research, primarily involving
Sokoine University of Agriculture in Tanzania and the Norwegian University of Life Sciences in
Norway (This Section 4.4 is based in part on this programme, some of the results of which are
forthcoming and some recently published in [95]). Whereas Norwegian NGOs have not been much
involved in REDD+ in Tanzania, staff from these universities—in Tanzania and Norway—have to
some extent provided advice. Progress with REDD+ has proved disappointing, and now that the nine
pilot projects have come to an end, the scale of Norwegian funding has been reduced.
In summary, the Tanzanian case differs considerably from those of Norway, Brazil, and Indonesia.
NGOs in Tanzania, with substantial funding from Norway, have played a modest advisory role, but
have been the key players in implementation of the pilot projects, which have now come to an end.
They have not expressed public criticism, but they have themselves (in one case) been criticised in
Norwegian media, as described in the Norway section above.
5. Analysis and Discussion
Overall, the evidence suggests that NGO/government relations in Norway constitute a rather
special case—not least because NICFI originates with an NGO proposal, and KOS and NICFI more
generally has been very dependent on policy advice. Norwegian NGOs have co-operated closely with
the government authorities from the very start—including policy design—and regularly advised on
overarching policy issues, such as safeguards and portfolio development. Confrontation—in the form
of public criticism—has to a relatively small extent occurred in Norway, and then towards certain
actors (mainly political leadership), rather than towards NICFI/KOS, Norad or the MFA, i.e., their
biggest funders. Furthermore, to the degree that there actually has been public criticism from NGOs,
this has mainly been about the “big issues”, such as cutbacks in the NICFI budget and Norway’s
ofﬁcial REDD+ position in the UNFCCC negotiations, and not implementation issues “on the ground”
in the recipient countries. But there are also examples (most recently on 19 February 2017) that RFN
(lately together with Greenpeace Norway) has voiced harsh public criticism towards NICFI-funded
activities in the Democratic Republic of the Congo [96]. RFN has also expressed public criticism against
NICFI-sponsored activities in Guyana [97].
However, regular meetings with government authorities have provided the NGOs with ample
opportunities to voice points of contention, closed off from the public arena. Precisely because
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NGOs have had this opportunity, they have not had the same need to go public when disagreeing
with NICFI/KOS. Issues of contention—for instance on how strictly “carbon-focused” NICFI should
be—have, with a few exceptions, been discussed mainly in private, which has been a very conscious
choice by the NGOs. In fact, the NGOs seem to perform a sort of “stage management” [98],
carefully considering what issues to sort out backstage (in the form of private criticism) or frontstage
(public criticism). Put differently, what is de-politicised (”cooled down”) and sorted out backstage
vs. what is politicised (“heated up”) [30] on the public scene is by no means coincidental, rather the
result of careful choices by the NGO concerned. For example, Norwegian NGOs have experienced
that private criticism, including letters to one or several ministers, may be more effective than harsh
public criticism in the media. The following quote summarises RFNs position: “Løvold says that
RFN’s main task is to protect the rainforest and indigenous peoples’ rights, and therefore it is much
more important for the organisation to have real inﬂuence than to, as he puts it: ‘In periods of
powerlessness, yell out in the press’. Løvold believes that Norway has done a good job in preventing
deforestation, and therefore it would be wrong and inappropriate to come forth as a harsh critic in the
media” [41] (p. 37). Thus, NGOs’ roles, or more precisely choices regarding what roles they take, have
clear entrepreneurial aspects to them. By this we mean that the NGOs are highly reﬂexive and aware
of their possible operating space—including gains and losses by taking on different roles. Guided by
their core objectives, they carefully choose their strategy, including how they frame and draw attention
to issues (“issue entrepreneurship”, see [3] for a more thorough description), and proposing policy
solutions (i.e., policy entrepreneurship [99]).
It is interesting to compare our account of REDD+ and how Norwegian NGOs have dealt with
the issue of carbon capture and storage (CCS). In the latter case, implementation of Norway’s CCS
policy has been strongly criticised in public by certain ENGOs, although the same ENGOs initially
were instrumental in establishing the Norwegian CCS policy [100]. This ﬁerce criticism stands in stark
contrast to NGOs relationship to NICFI and REDD+. However, unlike in the NICFI policy process,
ENGOs have gradually become more marginalised in the CCS implementation process, as they have
become less important in supplying technical knowhow throughout the policy process. This suggests
that inclusion in implementation processes may dampen NGOs’ public criticism, as inclusion provides
them with an effective means to inﬂuence the policy process. Conversely, less inclusion may leave
public criticism the only viable route to inﬂuence and if NGOs are gradually excluded, public criticism
may soar, as exempliﬁed by the CCS case.
In view of the massive scale of the REDD+ budget, it is noteworthy how minimal the public
debate in Norway has been [63]. Aid is often criticised in the media—but mainly for not yielding
projected results [101]. Criticisms could have been levelled at REDD+, not only on these grounds, but
across a wide range of issues—such as adopting market-based incentives, inadequate attention to the
views and interests of indigenous people, and hasty and risky decisions without sufﬁcient knowledge
bases. One explanation for the lack of debate may indeed be because it is usually NGOs that are active
in promoting such debate.
The weight of the evidence suggests that a dual strategy of co-operation/confrontation has been
possible in Norway, although the NGOs have favoured co-operation more than public confrontation.
Norwegian NGOs have experienced that sustained dialogue with the government—including private
criticism—yields effective results. The reasons why Norwegian NGOs have comparatively large
scope for combining different roles is a combination of the long-established ‘corporatist’ “Norwegian
government/NGO model” (see Grendstad et al. [13], Steen [36]), and the special case of REDD+ where
government has been so dependent on NGO knowledge and networks.
It is worth noting, however, that some development NGOs have been more critical in public than
ENGOs, for instance regarding issues related to implementation “on the ground”, and questioning the
“crowding out” effect that the NICFI scheme has on poverty reduction [39] (p. 16). ENGOs have been
comparatively silent on these issues, and instead focused their public criticism on more overarching
policy issues. The fact that ENGOs have received notably more NICFI funding than development and

20

Forests 2017, 8, 64

humanitarian NGOs suggests that funding may guide the choice of whether or not to adopt a public
confrontation strategy on implementation issues. The same pattern can be observed in Brazil.
Moving to the other countries, the nature and extent of NGO involvement has varied in
part because of the different approaches taken by NICFI/KOS in each case. In Brazil, where the
state was viewed by Norway as a competent and trustworthy partner, REDD+ was designed as a
national programme—for which responsibility was largely delegated to the Brazilian state; and very
considerable funds have been allocated for use by NGOs. By contrast, in Tanzania, Norway was much
more sceptical to the government apparatus and chose to render its support mainly in the form of pilot
projects. For this reason local NGOs beneﬁted greatly since they were given the task of implementing
these pilots. Indonesia constitutes an intermediate case, where support is given to a combination
of national activities and pilot projects at regional level. Although the amount of funds allocated to
Indonesian NGOs was relatively less, compared with Brazil and Tanzania, the support to NGOs has
played a very important part in increasing their political inﬂuence.
In Brazil, Indonesia and Tanzania non-Norwegian NGOs have not been very confrontational.
However, there is some variation both between and within countries. In Brazil, some NGOs have
identiﬁed important issues with the design and implementation of the Amazon Fund, especially in
relation to the lack of strategic vision and the apparent low efﬁcacy of the fund in promoting short-term
deforestation reductions. Yet, Brazilian NGOs were facing much more pressing issues such as the
dismantling of key aspects of the Forest Code in 2012 and the construction of Belo Monte and other
large hydroelectric dams. Therefore, it is understandable why many members from NGOs perceived
the Amazon Fund as an overall positive initiative that could be improved more by engagement from
the inside instead of subjecting the fund to public criticism that could risk the withdrawal of donor
support. In Indonesia, even some of those that have received funding have been critical. Some major
NGOs—both environmental and human rights—have indeed been very critical of REDD+ as an
initiative. Additionally, they have also been critical of speciﬁc projects and programmes dependent
on ﬁnancial support from NICFI. Criticism has been expressed both in the media and also in public
meetings organised to inform about and promote REDD+. In Tanzania, NGOs have only to a minimal
degree expressed criticism.
Against this background, we may brieﬂy draw some comparisons.
Co-operation in policy design: In all four countries NGOs have, to varying extents, co-operated
with government in the policy design of the initiative. (In Tanzania, the Norway-supported REDD+
initiative consisted primarily of project-based activities, though one NGO gave input to the initial
project idea).
Co-operation in implementation: Here, Norway is the exception, for the simple reason that
REDD+ is not implemented in Norway. In all the other three countries, NGOs have certainly
co-operated. This has in the cases of Brazil and Indonesia sometimes been contracted via local
NGOs, sometimes in partnership/co-operation with Norwegian NGOs; and sometimes contracted
by the respective government, using Norwegian funds. In Tanzania, NGOs functioned as direct
sub-contractors to Norway
Confrontation: Here the picture becomes more complex. In Norway, ENGOs have expressed
some public criticism, but then mainly regarding overarching policy issues, and not towards their main
funders. On the other hand, Norwegian NGOs have expressed substantial private criticism. The case
of Brazil is similar: it seems clear that the NGOs have prioritized co-operation above confrontation,
and instead expressed private criticism. The experience in Indonesia is mixed. The simplest case is
Tanzania, where criticism by NGOs has been minimal.
The discussion in this section is summarised in Table 2 below.
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Table 2. A schematic comparison of different roles NGOs have taken regarding NICFI in Norway,
Brazil, Indonesia and Tanzania.
Country

Co-Operation

Confrontation

Policy design

Implementation

Criticism

Norway

Heavily involved,
particularly in the
start-up phase

Not applicable

Some targeted public
criticism, substantial
private criticism

Brazil

Heavily involved from
the very start, but less as
the Amazon Fund’s
work has evolved

National and local NGOs
heavily involved, Norwegian
NGOs work in partnership with
selected Brazilian NGOs

Limited public criticism,
more private criticism

Indonesia

Considerably involved,
particularly providing
policy advice

National, and local NGOs
involved; Norwegian NGOs
work in partnership with
selected Indonesian NGOs

Some strong public
criticism, some private
criticism

Tanzania

To a limited degree

NGOs (not Norwegian) as
sub-contractors

Minimal criticism

6. Conclusions
Overall, the evidence across the cases suggests that NGOs have prioritised co-operation above
confrontation. However, although public criticism has been limited, it has not been entirely
absent and in all cases, perhaps with Tanzania as the exception, NGOs have expressed private
criticism. In sum, this seems to suggest that “the Norwegian government/NGO model”, as presented
by Grendstad et al. [13] and Steen [36], has to some extent been exported to the other countries,
particularly through the NICFI funding scheme for civil society. The point of Dryzek et al. [11] about
trade-offs between inside and outside strategies seems highly relevant in all the cases. There are also
good reasons to extend the argument by adding that NGOs are highly aware of and reﬂexive regarding
their possible operating space, and perform trade-offs in an entrepreneurial manner, focused on results.
Close co-operation seems to correlate with limited public confrontation. Largely in line with the
position of Dryzek et al. [11]—the evidence suggests that the relative levels of funding and co-operation
do inﬂuence NGO’s choices regarding levels of and channels for criticism (public vs. private).
For instance, Friends of the Earth International and Climate Action Network (CAN) are less involved
in REDD+ policymaking processes than their Norwegian counterparts, but voice more public criticism
towards REDD+.
Limited public criticism does not, however, necessarily mean that criticism has ceased; it may
simply mean that criticism instead is expressed in settings away from the public arena. Particularly the
evidence from Norway and Brazil suggests that instead of publicly criticising a global initiative
that they largely support and have huge stakes in—and thus put the initiative as a whole at
risk—NGOs to a larger degree have used other more informal channels to voice points of disagreement.
NGOs’ opportunity to resist being co-opted is probably greater in this instance than is usually
the case—because the interests of NGOs and NICFI/KOS are to a very large extent congruent,
and NICFI/KOS is so dependent on NGO services.
Choosing private channels for criticism may be distinguished from co-optation. A clear pattern is
that NGOs knowingly trade away some public visibility in exchange for having direct contact with
policymakers (both bureaucrats and elected ofﬁcials) and “a place at the table”; this has been the price
to pay for achieving policy impact—the ultimate goal for most NGOs—which in this case has been
very substantial. If, however, NICFI initiates policies conﬂicting with NGOs views, there are examples
that NGOs go public, such as in the case of Norway’s position on REDD+ in the UNFCCC, indicating
they are not co-opted, at least not silenced.
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Close co-operation and ﬁnancial dependence does indeed increase the risk of co-optation.
However, we ﬁnd that the NGOs are very much aware of their possible operating space and pitfalls,
and navigate strategically and pragmatically to pursue their goals in an entrepreneurial manner.
This point becomes clear when we observe what issues the NGOs publicly criticise—or not. Acting
in an entrepreneurial manner still implies making tough choices to navigate the ﬁne line between
co-operation and co-optation; deciding when and how to play a critical role—in public or in private.
Returning to the title of the paper—whether the relationship between NICFI and NGOs is
best described as an instance of co-operation or co-optation—this analysis has revealed a much
more nuanced picture. Instead—drawing on experience from several cases relating to one speciﬁc
government initiative—we believe that our case is revealing of an entrepreneurial, pragmatic
and largely effective NGO approach which may be summarised in the phrase result-oriented
pragmatism [102].
Thus, we support Soneryd’s [103] call to take an agnostic scholarly approach when analysing
public involvement in policymaking, including NGOs. NGO practices and choices clearly have
entrepreneurial aspects to them, which are best understood by employing the sort of empirically
driven study that Yearley [12] advocates.
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Abstract: In the development of national governance systems for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation
and forest Degradation (REDD+), countries struggle with ensuring that decision-making processes
include a variety of actors (i.e., input legitimacy) and represent their diverse views in REDD+ policy
documents (i.e., output legitimacy). We examine these two dimensions of legitimacy using Mexico’s
REDD+ readiness process during a four-year period (2011–2014) as a case study. To identify REDD+
actors and how they participate in decision-making we used a stakeholder analysis; to assess actors’
views and the extent to which these views are included in the country’s ofﬁcial REDD+ documents
we conducted a discourse analysis. We found low level of input legitimacy in so far as that the federal
government environment agencies concentrate most decision-making power and key land-use
sectors and local people’s representatives are absent in decision-making forums. We also observed
that the REDD+ discourse held by government agencies and both multilateral and international
conservation organisations is dominant in policy documents, while the other two identiﬁed discourses,
predominantly supported by national and civil society organisations and the academia, are partly,
or not at all, reﬂected in such documents. We argue that Mexico’s REDD+ readiness process should
become more inclusive, decentralised, and better coordinated to allow for the deliberation and
institutionalisation of different actors’ ideas in REDD+ design. Our analysis and recommendations
are relevant to other countries in the global South embarking on REDD+ design and implementation.
Keywords: discourses; legitimacy; Mexico; REDD+; stakeholder analysis

1. Introduction
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation, plus the conservation, sustainable
management of forests, and enhancement of forest carbon stocks (REDD+) is an emergent global forest
governance regime under the auspices of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC). REDD+ is intended to align the views of a variety of actors who are active across different
social and political jurisdictions on how to frame and address the problem of deforestation and forest
degradation in developing countries [1–6]. During the last decade, REDD+ has become increasingly
relevant in the environmental and land-use policy agendas of many developing countries. To date,
around 50 countries in the global South are involved in the so-called readiness phase—the ﬁrst of three
phases in REDD+ design and implementation [7,8]. These countries have been building institutional
capacity and developing national strategies, which contain guidelines for the design of REDD+ policies
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and activities that will be operationalised during the implementation phase, while any potential resulting
emission reductions will be accounted for and rewarded in the performance phase [9,10].
The “Warsaw Framework for REDD+” provides the rules and guidance that developing countries
should follow to ensure an effective and sustained REDD+ implementation [11], and several studies
have investigated the legitimacy of such international REDD+ governance negotiations [12–14].
However, as REDD+ will ultimately be implemented at the national level [15] and jurisdictional
or sub-national approaches to REDD+ have been ofﬁcially accepted as interim measures towards a full
national approach [11], the legitimacy of REDD+ national governance (i.e., how non-state actors are
involved in REDD+ decision-making and to which extent their ideas and views permeate the design
and implementation of REDD+ policies and activities [16,17]) will be determined by host countries’
governance processes, which deserve detailed scrutiny (e.g., [18] this special issue).
The legitimacy of environmental governance encompasses the legitimacy of the process as well as its
outcomes, the so-called input and output legitimacy [19,20]. Input legitimacy concerns the extent to which
actors are recognised, included, and represented in negotiations. It also refers to whether negotiations
are transparent and all participants are accountable to one another and engage in discussions and
decision-making on a voluntary and equal basis [20–22]. Output legitimacy refers to the level of
actors’ acceptance of adopted decisions and the outcomes of their implementation [20,23–25]. In the
context of REDD+ readiness, input legitimacy concerns the design of national REDD+ decision-making
processes through which governments should share their power in addressing deforestation and forest
degradation with other actors. In turn, output legitimacy concerns the extent to which the general idea
of REDD+ is either contested or accepted by these actors and how their different views on REDD+ key
issues become acknowledged in government approved national REDD+ documents.
Despite the growing importance of REDD+ social safeguards, which call for a full and effective
participation of all relevant stakeholders [26], most REDD+ pursuing countries still face the challenge
of designing legitimate decision-making processes [27–37]. Using Mexico as a case study, this article
contributes to these debates by investigating the legitimacy of the country’s REDD+ readiness process
over a four-year period. To evaluate the level of input legitimacy, we identify the key REDD+ actors and
analyse their relevance, inﬂuence, and interest in the readiness process, as well as their perceptions on
the legitimacy of national REDD+ discussions. To evaluate the level of output legitimacy, we identify
the principal discourses that have emerged around REDD+ and calculate the degree to which the ideas
embedded in actors’ discourses are reﬂected in the two most advanced REDD+ policy documents
at the time of this research: Mexico’s Emission Reductions Initiative Idea Note (ER-PIN, August 2013)
and the ﬁfth draft of the National REDD+ Strategy (ENAREDD+, November 2014; with ENAREDD+
representing its Spanish acronym—similar naming/referencing conventions will appear throughout
this document for the names of other forums and organisations that were originally in Spanish).
2. Case Study and Methods
2.1. REDD+ Governance in Mexico
Mexico showed an early interest in REDD+ and was the first country to submit the Readiness
Plan Information Note (R-PIN) in 2008 and the Readiness Preparation Proposal (R-PP) in 2010 to the Forest
Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF)—the World Bank’s multilateral readiness platform that provides
technical and financial support to REDD+ developing countries [38–40]. Furthermore, aiming to explore
and test different REDD+ institutional and financial arrangements, Mexico’s government has been
implementing REDD+ early actions since 2010 through the existing National Forest Commission’s
(CONAFOR) programmes and the newly launched “special programmes” [41]. Several local REDD+
pilot projects promoted by non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have also been implemented [42–44].
In 2009, the Mexican federal government created a cross-sectorial body to coordinate government
sectors relevant to REDD+, known as the Working Group for REDD+ (GT-REDD+) [45]. A year later,
in 2010, the government promoted a multi-stakeholder consultative forum, known as the national
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Technical Advisory Committee for REDD+ (CTC-REDD+, hereafter CTC) to involve non-state actors in
the REDD+ readiness phase. Several sub-national CTCs were also established in 2011 in states selected
for early REDD+ implementation (i.e., Oaxaca, Chiapas, Yucatán, Campeche, Quintana Roo, and
Jalisco) [46]. In addition, the government reformed the General Law on Ecological Equilibrium and
Environmental Protection (LGEEPA) and the General Law on Sustainable Forest Development (LGDFS)
to facilitate REDD+ design and implementation in the same year [47,48]. In 2013, another national
level consultative multi-stakeholder forum, the Working Group on ENAREDD+ (GT-ENAREDD+),
was established under the National Forest Council (CONAF) [49].
The REDD+ readiness process in Mexico had a first intermediate product in 2010: Mexico’s REDD+
Vision. This document identified sustainable rural development as the key governing principle for
REDD+ implementation and defined five strategic lines for the development of the national REDD+
strategy (ENAREDD+): (a) institutional arrangements and public policies; (b) financing mechanisms;
(c) monitoring, reporting, and verification (MRV) systems—in place to measure the country’s performance
in terms of forest related emissions and removals [50]; (d) communication, participation, and transparency;
and (e) environmental and social safeguards [51]. From 2011 to 2014, six ENAREDD+ drafts were
produced providing further details on specific activities to be implemented within each strategic
line [45,51–54]. In 2013, CONAFOR elaborated Mexico’s Emission Reductions Initiative Idea Note (ER-PIN),
a document required by the FCPF Carbon Fund, which expands on key REDD+ design issues such as
benefit-sharing, scope of activities (only conservation or also productive activities), and expected
co-benefits (non-carbon benefits, including social, environmental, and governance benefits [11]) [55,56].
As Figure 1 suggests, although CONAFOR endorses the official national REDD+ documents, they should
theoretically include the views and ideas of the actors involved in the CTC and GT-ENAREDD+ forums.

Figure 1. Main laws, documents, and activities in Mexico’s REDD+ readiness governance system and
their authoring and/or implementing actors and consultative forums. Source: own elaboration. REDD+,
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation; ENAREDD+, Mexico’s national REDD+
strategy in Spanish; CONAFOR, National Forest Commission; R-PIN, Readiness Plan Information Note;
R-PP, Readiness Preparation Proposal; ER-PIN, Mexico’s Emission Reductions Initiative Idea Note;
CTC-REDD+, Technical Advisory Committee for REDD+; GT-REDD+, Working Group for REDD+;
GT-ENAREDD+, Working Group on ENAREDD+; NGOs, non-governmental organisations.
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2.2. Data Collection
Data collected for this article includes secondary and primary sources. Secondary sources include
information collected from Mexico’s REDD+ actors’ publications and reports, key official documents,
open letters and other media communications, and minutes from the above-described multi-stakeholders
REDD+ forums, both in English and in Spanish, and published up to December 2014. These documents
helped us in understanding the evolution of REDD+ in Mexico because they included written statements
that captured actors’ general views on REDD+ design and implementation. We acknowledge that actors
can change their position in regards to REDD+ issues, but for the purpose of the analysis presented
here, we only consider the predominant position of the actor for a given theme over the research period.
The ﬁrst author also collected primary data on participant actors’ discussions and decision-making
procedures during her participation in REDD+ related forums and events. These events included:
The Commission for State Development Planning—Quintana Roo, 17 and 28 June 2011; U’yool’che’s
REDD+ workshop with local communities, 9 and 10 July 2011; The Nature Conservancy’s deforestation
workshop, 10 and 11 July 2011; U’yool’che’s workshop on the community’s protected area, 12 July 2011;
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México’s roundtable on the Law on Ecological Equilibrium and
Environmental Protection, 20 July 2011; Consejo Mexicano de Silvicultura Sostenible’s REDD+ workshop,
9 August 2011; Aliance Sian Ka’an-Calakmul’s REDD+ workshop, 16 August 2011; CTC-Quintana Roo
session, 14 October 2013; El Consejo Regional Indígena y Popular de Xpujil’s meeting, 29 November 2013;
and the state of Campeche environmental agency’s working meeting on REDD+ with CONAFOR,
14 February 2014.
The information from the documents and meetings helped us evaluate the actors’ interest in
and power to inﬂuence the REDD+ readiness process, and strengthened the analysis of their views
on REDD+ design and implementation. They helped in developing a list of potential interviewees
with a stake in Mexico’s forestry and land-use sectors as well as of actors that could be affected by
future REDD+ implementation in the country. This non-comprehensive list of interviewees included
representatives from all sectors relevant to REDD+ design and implementation at federal level. At the
local level, it included actors from two early action regions of the Yucatán peninsula and the state of
Chiapas, which were prioritised to investigate the legitimacy of the readiness phase at sub-national
level. Additional REDD+ actors were identiﬁed through snowball sampling in initial interviews [57,58].
The ﬁrst author conducted 41 face-to-face semi-structured interviews during two periods of
ﬁeldwork (June–August 2011 and September 2013–February 2014). Speciﬁcally, 16 interviewees
belonged to national and three to international NGOs, ten to federal and three to state governments,
six to academic institutions, and three involved local representatives from the communities of
Felipe Carrillo Puerto in Quintana Roo, and La Mancolona and Xmaben in Campeche. These communities
were chosen because they are located in REDD+ development priority regions and were part of a larger
research project in which the authors were involved. Local communities’ views about REDD+ were
also captured through the secondary sources highlighted above, such as newspapers and ofﬁcial letters,
as well as in REDD+ forums and events. The interview guide included three sections addressing
(i) actors’ roles in REDD+ readiness and their external reasons and internal motivations to participate
(or not) in the process; (ii) actors’ perceptions of the REDD+ decision-making process; and (iii) actors’
general opinions on REDD+ and its design and operational issues. The interviews lasted about one
and a half hours, were conducted in Spanish, recorded (with consent), and subsequently transcribed
for analysis.
2.3. Data Analysis
2.3.1. Qualitative Content Analysis
We used a qualitative content analysis software programme (MaxQDA) to assign codes related to
eight key issues in REDD+ design and implementation to paragraphs or sentences in the interview
and event transcripts, as well as in the analysed publications and reports. The eight key issues selected
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were deforestation drivers, REDD+ deﬁnitions, implementation scale, scope of activities, carbon rights,
land tenure, participation, and decision-making procedures. The segments containing the same codes
were grouped in documents and translated into English. The results of an interpretative analysis of
these documents informed the stakeholder and the discourse analyses.
2.3.2. Stakeholder Analysis
We used stakeholder analysis to evaluate the input legitimacy of Mexico’s REDD+ readiness phase.
Specifically, we used the interview transcripts and the published documents to evaluate an actor’s
relevance, power to influence, and interest in REDD+. For these three characteristics, we used a three-grade
system (high, moderate, and low). Relevance was determined based on the potential impact that a given
actor’s activities might have on REDD+ effectiveness (i.e., in reducing land-use emissions and increasing
removals) [59]. Inﬂuence was determined based on the extent to which an actor was likely to persuade or
coerce other actors into following certain courses of action in REDD+ design and implementation [60].
Since the level of persuasion and coercion was not speciﬁcally assessed in the interviews, we used
information about the actor’s REDD+ ﬁnancial resources and position in formal social hierarchies,
speciﬁcally in REDD+ decision-making bodies to assess the actor’s inﬂuence [61]. Finally, interest was
measured based on (i) the actor’s role as ﬁnancial investor in REDD+; (ii) the frequency of actor’s
participation in both governmental and alternative REDD+ readiness events; and, (iii) the amount of
documents that contribute to REDD+ discussions produced by the actor [60,62] (Table 1).
Table 1. Description of actor’s relevance, inﬂuence, and interest in REDD+. Source: own elaboration.
Level

High

Moderate

Low

Relevance

Actors who design or
implement public policies and
activities that directly
contribute to land-use change,
either increasing or decreasing
carbon stocks

Actors who provide
ﬁnancial resources and/or
information for the
development of speciﬁc
land-use change activities
that either increase or
decrease carbon stocks

Actors whose activities
do not have an impact
(or whose impact would
be hard to prove) on
land-use change

Inﬂuence

Actors who are primary
recipients of relevant ﬁnancial
resources for REDD+ or who
can directly inﬂuence policies
given their position in formal
social hierarchies

Actors receiving REDD+
ﬁnancial resources from
government, thus
steering REDD+ design
in ways that meet
their expectations

Actors who do not
hold signiﬁcant ﬁnancial
REDD+ resources and
who are not present
in formal REDD+
decision-making forums

Interest

Actors who ﬁnancially invest
in REDD+ and/or regularly
participate in either the
governmental or alternative
REDD+ forums, contributing
to discussions in oral and/or
written forms

Actors with all
preconditions to
participate (e.g., ﬁnancial
resources, invited to
meetings) but who only
intermittently participate
in the governmental
or alternative REDD+ oral
or written discussions

Actors who were
formally invited to
participate in either the
governmental
or alternative REDD+
forums, but neither
participated nor
communicated their
views on REDD+

Attributes

2.3.3. Discourse Analysis
Stakeholders articulate their views of reality through discourses [63], which are deﬁned as the
shared ways of understanding and perceiving the world [64,65]. Environmental discourses frame
how we conceive environmental problems (e.g., deforestation) and related policies (e.g., REDD+) [66].
Given that by constructing and reproducing REDD+ discourses, actors legitimise or delegitimise REDD+
governance [65–71], we used discourse analysis to assess the output legitimacy of REDD+ governance
in Mexico’s readiness phase as well as the actors’ perceptions on the legitimacy of REDD+ readiness
discussions. The analytical framework we developed to identify and examine REDD+ discourses in
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Mexico combines three elements suggested by Dryzek [65]: key storylines, main discursive agents, and
key metaphors.
Key storylines are a collection of actors’ stances on ten central REDD+ dimensions including
(i) three REDD+ conceptual dimensions (i.e., REDD+ goals and its role within climate change governance;
drivers of deforestation; and the role of local communities in deforestation) and (ii) seven REDD+
strategic dimensions (i.e., REDD+ implementation scale; beneﬁt-sharing strategy; scope of activities;
co-beneﬁts; safeguards; impact on land and tenure; and carbon rights). The discursive agents represent
the actors who, through the storylines, are characterised as the archetypes of “heroes” and “culprits”
(i.e., those who positively or negatively contribute to forest conservation and REDD+ effectiveness),
or as “winners” and “losers” (i.e., those who will beneﬁt the most or become worse off from REDD+).
Finally, key metaphors are two or three keywords or phrases used in storylines to symbolise the
discourse (e.g., ‘win-win-win’).
We used the results of qualitative content analysis to identify ten key storylines that each
REDD+ actor in Mexico put forward for each conceptual and strategic dimension highlighted above.
Speciﬁcally, we grouped into discourse coalitions the actors who share the usage of a particular set of
storylines [64]. We further explored overlaps and conﬂicts between different discourse coalitions by
identifying whether they promote the same or opposed storylines. Hajer [72] suggests that a discourse
becomes hegemonic if policy actors are required to use its vocabulary and concepts to appear credible
(discourse structuration), and if such discourse fully permeates into policy decisions and institutional
arrangements and practices (discourse institutionalisation). In reality, discourse structuration and
institutionalisation occur only to a certain degree, resulting in a weaker form of hegemony or discursive
domination [72].
As we analysed discourses about REDD+, and all policy actors used the REDD+ terminology in
their storylines, we evaluated the degree of discourse structuration by calculating the proportion to which
the storylines on conceptual REDD+ dimensions were represented, explicitly or implicitly, in either of
the two most advanced REDD+ policy documents by the time we concluded data collection (i.e., the
ﬁfth ENAREDD+ draft and the ER-PIN). We evaluated discourse institutionalisation by calculating the
extent to which the storylines on strategic REDD+ dimensions were represented, explicitly or implicitly,
in any of the named documents. Therefore, if a discourse had all its storylines on REDD+ conceptual
issues (in our case three) and half or more (in our case between four and seven) of those focused
on strategic dimensions represented in the documents, we considered that discourse as ‘dominant’.
If a discourse had less than three of the storylines related to REDD+ conceptual issues and less than four
of the storylines concerned with strategic REDD+ issues represented in the documents, we considered
it as ‘marginalised’ (see Table 2).
Table 2. Rules to determine the degree of discourse inﬂuence according to the representation of
storylines discussing REDD+ conceptual and strategic dimensions as they appear in selected policy
documents. The number of storylines is in brackets. Source: own elaboration.
Conceptual Dimensions
Strategic Dimensions
Four or more storylines (4–7)
Less than four storylines (0–3)

All Storylines (3)

Less Than Three Storylines (2 or less)

Dominant
Marginalised

Marginalised
Marginalised

Finally, to assess the overall legitimacy of REDD+ readiness in Mexico, we plotted the actors’
perceptions of input and output legitimacy using a two-grade system (granted and not granted)
(Table 3). We used the actors’ perceptions on the legitimacy of the REDD+ decision-making process
organised through the CTC to represent the level of input legitimacy. In the case of output legitimacy,
and since the actors’ perceptions on the content of REDD+ documents were not speciﬁcally assessed in
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the interviews, we used the degree of discourse inﬂuence as an indicator of the likely actors’ levels of
acceptance and endorsement of REDD+ policy documents.
Table 3. Rules to evaluate the overall legitimacy of REDD+ governance in Mexico. Source: own elaboration.
Input Legitimacy

Granted

Not Granted

Granted

Actors who perceive the CTC
as a legitimate forum and share
a ‘dominant’ discourse

Actors who perceive the CTC as
an illegitimate forum and share
a ‘dominant’ discourse

Not granted

Actors who perceive the CTC
as a legitimate forum and share
a ‘marginalised’ discourse

Actors who perceive the CTC as
an illegitimate forum and share
a ‘marginalised’ discourse

Output Legitimacy

3. Results
3.1. REDD+ Stakeholders
The identiﬁed actors were categorised into eight stakeholder groups based on their relevance
and ability to inﬂuence REDD+ readiness. Out of the nine theoretically possible stakeholder groups,
there were none with low relevance but high ability to inﬂuence REDD+ design. We named the
identiﬁed groups as: top holders, followers, frontliners, money patrons, intermediaries, on the ground,
information providers, and observers, deriving labels from the most common role or position that group
members have in REDD+ readiness (Figure 2).
Top holders include federal environmental agencies that are very relevant for REDD+ effectiveness
as they design environmental and forestry policy and legal frameworks that should be conducive
to forest conservation and reduce rates of land-use change. Among the top holders, the Environment
Ministry (SEMARNAT) holds the highest position in the formal social hierarchy, which makes it very
inﬂuential in REDD+. SEMARNAT’s high level of inﬂuence and interest in REDD+ emanates from
the joint participation in readiness discussions and activities of its decentralised federal agencies
for protected areas (CONANP), environmental protection (PROFEPA), and ecology and climate
change (INECC), in addition to a permanent interdepartmental commission for knowledge and use
of biodiversity (CONABIO). Despite being one of SEMARNAT’s decentralised agencies, CONAFOR
is the most inﬂuential REDD+ actor in Mexico, as it is the national focal point under the UNFCCC
negotiations and controls the largest sum of REDD+ readiness ﬁnancial resources. CONAFOR is also
the CTC convenor and the lead author of the policy documents analysed.
Followers include the federal ministry of agriculture (SAGARPA), which is responsible for the
design and implementation of agricultural public policies, a major driver of deforestation. Despite
SAGARPA’s high position in the formal hierarchy, this agency does not manage REDD+ funds and
has had a secondary role in the readiness phase. SAGARPA’s frequency of participation in CTC
meetings has declined over the years, currently showing a moderate level of interest in REDD+.
Followers also include the state environmental agencies in early action regions (e.g., SMAAS-Campeche;
SEMA-Quintana Roo; SEMAHN-Chiapas), who have a moderate inﬂuence because the sub-national
authorities manage only a limited share of the federal budget and are ﬁnancially subordinated to
the central government [73]. These sub-national agencies, however, have high interest in REDD+,
being leaders of state CTCs and lead authors of sub-national REDD+ strategies.
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Figure 2. REDD+ stakeholder’s groups according to their relevance and inﬂuence. Colour corresponds
to actor typology (ﬁgure right column legend), and size of the circle to the actor’s level of interest
in REDD+ implementation. Source: own elaboration. SEMARNAT, Ministry of Environment and
Natural Resources in Spanish; CONANP, National Commission of Protected Areas; PROFEPA, Ofﬁce
of the Federal Attorney for Environmental Protection; INECC, National Institute of Ecology and
Climate Change; CONABIO, National Commission for Knowledge and Use of Biodiversity; SAGARPA,
Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, Rural Development, Fisheries and Food; SMAAS, Ministry of
Environment and Sustainable Use, Campeche; SEMA, Ministry of Ecology and Environment, Quintana
Roo; SEMAHN, Ministry of Environment and Natural History, Chiapas; SENER, Ministry of Energy;
SECTUR, Ministry of Tourism; SCT, Ministry of Communications and Transport; AMEPLANFOR,
Mexican Association of Forest Planters; CNIM, National Chamber of Wood Industry; CNIF, National
Chamber of Forest Industry; SHCP, Ministry of Finance and Public Credit; WB, World Bank; IDB,
Inter-American Development Bank; GEF, Global Environment Facility; EU, European Union; AFD,
French Development Agency; AECD, Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation;
USAID, United States Agency for International Development; NORAD, Norwegian Agency for
Development Cooperation; GCF, Governors’ Climate and Forests Task Force; FMCN, Mexican Fund for
the Conservation of Nature; M-REDD+, Mexico REDD+ Alliance; CI, Conservation International; WWF,
World Wildlife Fund for Nature; CECCAM, Center for Studies for Change in the Mexican Countryside;
ETC-Group, Action Group on Erosion, Technology and Concentration; RedMocaf, Mexican Campesino
Forest Producers Network; RITA, Indigenous Network of Environmental Tourisms; CCMSS, Mexican
Civil Council for Sustainable Forestry; CRIPX, Popular Regional Indigenous Council of Xpujil; UAICH,
Union of Indigenous Beekeepers from Chenes region; OEPFZM, Organization of Forest Ejido Producers
of the Maya Zone; SAO, Environmental Services of Oaxaca; CDI, National Commission for Indigenous
Development; ECOSUR, College of the South Border; UNAM, National Autonomous University
of Mexico; COLPOS, College of Postgraduates; COLMEX, College of Mexico; CEGAM, Centre of
Specialists in Environmental Management; CEMDA, Mexican Centre for Environmental Law; IUCN,
International Union for Conservation of Nature; UNDP, United Nations Program for Development;
FAO, Food and Agriculture Organisation; SEDESOL, Ministry of Social Development; SRE, Ministry of
Foreign Affairs.
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Frontliners include a range of actors from different social sectors operating at different geographical
and jurisdictional levels, including the Ministries of Tourism (SECTUR), Communications and Transport
(SCT), and Energy (SENER); state agricultural agencies; municipal authorities; and some private mining,
agricultural, and processing companies and commercial forest plantations (e.g., Asociación Mexicana de
Plantadores Forestales (AMEPLANFOR), Cámara Nacional de la Industria Maderera (CNIM), and Cámara
Nacional de la Industria Forestal (CNIF)). These actors design or implement policies and activities that
inﬂuence the country’s deforestation rate, which may inﬂuence REDD+ success in the future. The group
also includes local communities, which own approximately 70% of the forests [74] and 52% of the
agricultural land in the country [75] and who implement land-use policies and activities on their lands.
Frontliners have low inﬂuence on REDD+ policy-making due to their limited access to REDD+ ﬁnancial
resources and their lack of information and clear roles in the readiness phase, which has resulted
in little involvement and sense of ownership of policy documents. Only municipal authorities and
private forest plantations owners participate in REDD+ related events occasionally and are therefore
characterised as moderately interested.
Money patrons include moderately relevant actors, such as the World Bank (WB), the InterAmerican Development Bank (IDB), the Global Environment Facility (GEF), and the development
agencies of Norway (NORAD), the United States of America (USAID), France (AFD), Spain (AECD),
and the federal Ministry of Finance (SHCP). These actors have provided ﬁnancial resources for the
development of REDD+ in Mexico and, in doing so, they have enforced their procedures and timetables.
For example, the Mexican government has to follow the FCPF’s Strategic Environmental and Social
Assessment (SESA) process to meet environmental and social safeguards, as well as it has to respond
to the FCPF’s timetable in order to be eligible for REDD+ implementation funding under the Carbon
Fund in the future. For the same reason, multilateral agencies are considered to be very interested in
REDD+. Only the SHCP showed limited interest in participating in REDD+ events.
Intermediaries include the federal agency in charge of legislative power (GLOBE Mexico),
a consortium of national and international NGOs (the M-REDD+ Alliance—leader of the “Mexico’s
REDD+ project” (M-REDD+) including The Nature Conservancy (TNC), Rainforest Alliance (RA),
Woods Hole Research Center (WHRC), and Natural Areas and Sustainable Development (ENDESU)),
two large international NGOs (World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and Conservation International (CI)),
voluntary carbon market developers (e.g., The Californian Governors’ Climate and Forests Task Force
(GCF)), and private foundations and funds (e.g., Moore foundation, The Conservation, Food and
Health (CFH) foundation, Climate Works). Intermediaries are moderately relevant as they provide
knowledge and/or ﬁnancial resources to the government and/or to actors on the ground for the
implementation of pilot REDD+ activities. Such ﬁnancial resources vest them with a moderate level
of inﬂuence on REDD+, but given their frequent participation in the readiness phase they have been
considered highly interested actors.
On the ground actors include moderately relevant actors who have a role in promoting or facilitating
certain land-use and land-change activities at local level. They encompass the National Commission
for Indigenous Development (CDI) and numerous civil society organisations (CSOs), such as NGOs
developing carbon forestry and/or REDD+ pilot projects (Consejo Mexicano de Silvicultura Sostenible
(CCMSS), Servicios Ambientales de Oaxaca (SAO), Cooperativa AMBIO, PRONATURA, and U’yool’che),
peasant and indigenous peoples’ organisations (Red Mexicana de Organizaciones Campesinas Forestales
(RedMocaf), Red Indígena de Turismo (RITA), Sakbe-Comunicación y Defensa), CSOs partners in the
Reddeldia-Chiapas movement (e.g., Otros Mundos Chiapas, Centro de Estudios para el Cambio en el
Campo Mexicano (CECCAM), Action Group on Erosion, Technology and Concentration (ETC-Group)),
and many local CSOs (e.g., Consejo Regional Indígena y Popular de Xpujil (CRIPX), Unión de Apicultores
Indígenas de los Chenes (UAICH), Organización de Ejidos Productores Forestales en la Zona Maya (OEPFZM)).
These actors neither have important roles in formal decision-making, nor hold signiﬁcant REDD+
ﬁnancial resources, therefore have little impact on REDD+ design. However, most members of this

36

Forests 2016, 7, 313

group participate frequently in REDD+ events, with the exception of CDI and some local CSOs who
demonstrate low and moderate interest in REDD+, respectively.
Information providers include national research institutions (Universidad Nacional Autónoma de
México (UNAM), El Colegio de la Frontera Sur (ECOSUR), El Colegio de Postgraduados (COLPOS),
and El Colegio de México (COLMEX)), two UN agencies (The United Nations Program for Development
(UNDP), Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO)), a large international NGO (International Union
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)), a national NGO (Centro Mexicano de Derecho Ambiental (CEMDA)),
and independent expert advisories (Climate Focus, Centro Mario Molina, Centro de Especialistas en
Gestión Ambiental (CEGAM)). These actors do not inﬂuence land-use change activities and thus will
not inﬂuence REDD+ effectiveness. They, however, have a role as facilitators and observers of REDD+
readiness and often provide CONAFOR with information on REDD+ technical and governance issues,
which makes them moderately inﬂuential actors. All information providers are frequent participants in
REDD+ readiness and have produced relevant literature on the topic.
Finally, observers include the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (SRE), the Ministry of Social Development
(SEDESOL), and the international NGO Greenpeace. The activities of these actors do not affect land-use,
so they are considered irrelevant in regards to REDD+ effectiveness. Moreover, these actors have no
influence on REDD+ design, as they do not have a specific role in the formal REDD+ decision-making
processes nor manage REDD+ financial resources. However, SRE and SEDESOL are considered REDD+
actors because they have helped CONAFOR in negotiating foreign investments for REDD+ and could be
important in ensuring that REDD+ activities translate into social co-benefits. Greenpeace is considered
a REDD+ actor for its demonstrated high interest in the readiness phase, for participating in the CTC,
and for publishing REDD+ related documents.
3.2. REDD+ Discourses
We classified REDD+ actors into three discourse coalitions according to their views regarding
REDD+’s conceptual and strategic dimensions. Given that a shared degree of relevance, interest, and
influence by several actors does not necessarily mean they hold a shared discourse, members of the same
stakeholder group might belong to different discourse coalitions. We named each coalition according to
its members’ general attitude towards REDD+, namely: the opposition, advocacy, and reform coalitions.
The reformists’ discourse shares some storylines with the advocates and some with the opponents, but the
later have no storyline in common and can be considered antagonistic (Figure 3).
The opposition coalition includes numerous CSOs, peasant and indigenous peoples’ organisations
from Chiapas, and some local communities of the Lacandon rainforest implementing REDD+ pilot
projects, members of frontliners, and on the ground stakeholder groups. The shared discourse of this
coalition is that REDD+ is not the solution to climate change because deforestation is not its main
driver and because REDD+ potentially allows the global North to offset its greenhouse gas emissions
cheaply in the global South, instead of reducing domestic emissions or paying off a climate debt.
Opponents warn that REDD+ may introduce changes in forest tenure rights that could constrain local
people’s access to forest resources and lead to the loss of local knowledge and forest conservation
behaviours. Overall, in the opposition coalition storylines, local communities are characterised as both
heroes and losers in REDD+, while the government, private companies, ﬁnancial institutions, and large
international NGOs are seen as culprits and winners. Opponents argue that the process of consulting
with local people in the REDD+ readiness phase has been subject to moral manipulation:
“They [the government] say to the communities: . . . we are ﬁghting climate change, and
we will pay you to help. Are you with us? The expected answer is: Of course we are.”
(representative of Otros Mundos Chiapas in [76]).
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Figure 3. Composition (non-exhaustive) of the three REDD+ discourse coalitions in Mexico. The overlaps
represent storylines on specific REDD+ issues shared between discourse coalitions. Each coalition is
described by key metaphors and a quote paraphrased from interviews and documents to summarise the
main storylines. Source: own elaboration.

Opponents do not participate in ofﬁcial REDD+ forums, which they consider illegitimate.
However, they use informal mechanisms such as alternative forums, protests, campaigns, ofﬁcial
letters, and printed and video material to call for structural changes to address deforestation and forest
degradation (e.g., [77–81]). They maintain that community-based forest management founded upon
democratic consultation is a viable alternative to REDD+.
Advocates include representatives of federal and sub-national government ministries and agencies,
as well as multilateral and bilateral organisations and carbon market developers, and international
NGOs and consultancies. These are in most part members of top holders, followers, money patrons,
and intermediaries stakeholder groups. Advocates consider REDD+ as an opportunity to bring economic,
social, and environmental co-beneﬁts to rural communities that might help solve deforestation and
forest degradation in developing countries. In the advocates’ view, deforestation drivers in Mexico
include unsound land-use policies, uncontrolled urban and tourism infrastructure development, and
illegal logging, all activities in which local communities participate.
Most advocates generally prefer a national approach to REDD+, as it allows a centralised control
of REDD+ funding. However, under the current slow and uncertain development of UNFCCC’s
negotiations, advocates would also favour a jurisdictional approach that could facilitate the development of
REDD+ activities at the scale of administrative units or eco-regions. Advocates support a landscape-based
approach to REDD+ implementation that could bring benefits to individuals or groups of forest owners,
such as payment for ecosystem services (PES) initiatives coordinated with productive activities under
the umbrella of sustainable rural development.
In the advocates’ view, any potential benefit accruing from the enhancement of forests’ carbon stocks
should be directed to forest owners, while benefits from emission reductions from avoided deforestation
should be attributed to the government. This is because it is not legally possible to assign a property
right over something that has never existed (i.e., emissions reductions are essentially the product of
performance against a hypothetical reference level baseline) and because deforestation is illegal unless
government authorised. As this interviewee notes:
“Under the current legal framework, any change in land-use has to be authorised. Therefore if
a person says: I will deforest; it is the same as if he says: I will kill three people, but if I
instead kill only one, you have to compensate me.” (INECC ofﬁcer, 05 February 2014).
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Advocates suggest that the voluntary nature of REDD+ and the widespread legitimacy of Mexico’s
land tenure regime should guarantee the alignment of REDD+ activities with the UNFCCC social
safeguards. Advocates understand safeguards as rights and duties that REDD+ actors should respect.
They also perceive the CTC as a legitimate forum that has included all key actors and has been
transparent in providing information. Advocates argue that, given the high costs of involving local
peoples in federal and state decision-making processes, the lack of local communities’ participation in
the CTC is an intrinsic problem of environmental decision-making in Mexico and beyond.
The reformists’ coalition involves national NGOs, peasant and indigenous peoples’ organisations,
and local communities’ members of on the ground and frontliners stakeholder groups, as well as
representatives of academia from information providers and one international NGO from the observers
group. Reformists support REDD+ as an important element of national climate change policy, but
do not consider deforestation as the largest source of greenhouse gas emissions. According to the
reformists, REDD+ has the potential to provide positive beneﬁts to local communities, but only if
it promotes sustainable rural development that combines conservation and productive activities.
Reformists argue that over-consumption of natural resources by urban populations, contradictory
agricultural subsidies, and urban and tourism infrastructure development should be simultaneously
tackled to stop deforestation.
In the early readiness phase, all reformists, except the academic sector, preferred a jurisdictional
over a national REDD+ approach, arguing that the jurisdictional approach would ease the identiﬁcation
and attribution of responsibility to all actors contributing to deforestation in the selected regions,
and not only to local communities, mistaken as the main culprits. Reformists also consider that the
rights over forests’ carbon stocks and over the reduction of emissions from avoided deforestation
should be recognised as an ecosystem service in the national legal framework and linked to land
ownership. For this reason, the peasant and indigenous peoples’ organisations in this coalition oppose
a landscape approach to REDD+:
“ . . . if I take care of my forest but my neighbour gives his forest to a mining concession
and therefore causes deforestation, the overall [carbon stock and emission reductions]
measurements in a given territory will be affected. It is then a question of carbon ownership.”
(RITA ofﬁcer, 6 February 2014).
In line with the advocates, reformists suggest that the legitimacy of the current land tenure
regime guarantees that REDD+ does not contribute to alienate land rights in Mexico. However, they
emphasise that REDD+ policies and measures should respect international laws and conventions on
human and indigenous peoples’ rights, and that solid social safeguards should guide REDD+ design
and implementation.
There are different positions among reformists regarding the legitimacy of REDD+ decision-making.
Large national NGOs and academia consider the CTC inclusive and therefore a legitimate forum.
Others, mostly peasant and indigenous peoples’ organisations, left the CTC to push for the establishment of
GT-ENAREDD+ because, in their opinion, the former lacks inclusiveness, transparency, and accountability.
The local communities from our sample did not participate in national REDD+ discussions.
3.3. Degree of Discourse Inﬂuence
Our analysis suggests that the advocates’ discourse is ‘dominant’ as it has all the storylines on both
conceptual and structural REDD+ issues explicitly acknowledged in the ﬁfth ENAREDD+ draft and
the ER-PIN (i.e., it reaches the highest degree of structuration and institutionalisation). The reformists’
discourse is ‘marginalised’ in regards to conceptual issues, with only one of its storylines present in
these documents, but partially institutionalised in regards to strategic issues, since four of its related
storylines are represented in the named documents. Finally, the opponents’ discourse is the most
‘marginalised’ and has the lowest degree of structuration and institutionalisation, because none of its
storylines have been identiﬁed in the national REDD+ documents (Figure 4; Table 4).
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Table 4. Quotes related to the ten key REDD+ issues extracted from the analysed documents and
paraphrased for length. Source: own elaboration from the sources indicated in the Table. FCPF, Forest
Carbon Partnership Facility; PES, payment for ecosystem services.
Key REDD+ Issues

Ofﬁcial REDD+ Statements

REDD+ goals and role

Deforestation is the third largest source of carbon emissions in the country and
worldwide [54] (pp. 11, 20).
Any disturbance of tropical forests signiﬁcantly affects the global carbon cycle and
contributes to climate change [54] (p. 12).
Mexico has a great potential for REDD+ not only for reducing deforestation and
forest degradation, but also for increasing forest carbon stocks [54] (p. 22).

Deforestation drivers

The main drivers of deforestation in the country are unsound agricultural policies
followed by tourism, urban and industrial development; lack of coordination
across these land-use sectors, and ineffective legislation [54] (p. 20); [55] (p. 28).
Forest owners have few incentives to preserve them due to the market demand for
speciﬁc products (e.g., timber, minerals, food, meat, biofuels, etc.), local needs, and
population growth [55] (p. 27).

Local people
and deforestation

Greater deforestation occurs in communities without forest management
institutions [55] (p. 28).
Forest degradation is caused by local forest users’ activities (e.g., selective
harvesting, overgrazing, extraction of ﬁrewood, etc.) [55] (p. 26).

Implementation scale

The FCPF Carbon Fund pays for emission reductions to the National Fund, which
transmits the sum (proportionally according to emissions reduction contribution)
to a jurisdictional fund (state or interstate fund) [54] (p. 46); [55] (pp. 34, 64).

Beneﬁt-sharing strategy

The scale of activities under REDD+ corresponds to a territory that includes
a number of communities and obeys environmental limits (basin, sub-basin,
biological corridor) [55] (p. 33).

Scope of activities

Sustainable rural development is the best way to realise REDD+ in
Mexico [54] (pp. 26, 33).
PES is one of the activities within the special programmes [55] (pp. 31–33).
REDD+ offers new opportunities to effective management and expansion of
protected areas to contribute to climate change mitigation [54] (p. 25).
Community forest management can be more effective in controlling deforestation
than protected areas [55] (pp. 31–33).
Sustainable agricultural practices could be part of REDD+ [55] (p. 33).

Co-beneﬁts

Co-beneﬁts or collateral beneﬁts refer to the additional beneﬁts to carbon storage
resulting from REDD+ implementation, such as poverty reduction, biodiversity
conservation and improvement in forest governance [54] (p. 86).
REDD+ in Mexico will generate substantial non-carbon beneﬁts because it will be
implemented in early action regions [55] (pp. 2, 30, 63).

Social safeguards

Safeguards are designed to prevent and mitigate any direct or indirect negative
impact on ecosystems and local people [54] (pp. 67–68).
REDD+ is of voluntary nature and a collective consent by community authorities
will guarantee respect of social safeguards [55] (p. 80).
Safeguard Information System and Safeguard National System should oversee
safeguards implementation and respect [54] (p. 70); [55] (p. 14).

Land tenure

Mexico has a sound community land rights system, therefore there is little risk of
land rights violations [55] (p. 36).

Carbon rights

The ownership over biomass and carbon stocks is in the hands of forest owners,
as sanctioned by national legislation (Art. 134bis, General Law of Sustainable
Forest Development). However, it is not legally or technically feasible to attribute
emissions reductions that result from avoided deforestation to a particular forest
owner within the landscape, who might only hold the rights [not the ownership] to
beneﬁt from these emissions reduction [54] (p. 35); [55] (p. 36).
Avoided deforestation has not been deﬁned as an environmental service in
any legislation to date. If necessary, corresponding law reforms should be
promoted [54] (p. 35).
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Figure 4. Degree of structuration and institutionalisation of the central storylines on ten key REDD+
dimensions. 0, no storyline included in the REDD+ documents; 1, storyline implicitly included;
2, storyline explicitly included. Source: own elaboration.

In line with the reformists’ storyline, the REDD+ documents analysed in this article present
deforestation as the third largest source of carbon emissions, but in line with the advocates’ storyline,
they also sustain an explicit connection between climate change mitigation and the need to preserve
tropical forests. REDD+ is also presented as a key national mitigation measure, the implementation
of which will guarantee non-carbon beneﬁts. These documents also suggest that the key underlying
drivers of deforestation in Mexico are ineffective legislation and uncoordinated land-use policies,
as suggested by both advocates and reformists. In addition, the documents implicitly consider the critical
impact on deforestation of the growing urban population’s demand of agricultural goods and forest
resources, as noted in the reformists’ storyline. Nevertheless, the documents implicitly address the
advocates’ storyline on local people’s responsibility in causing or halting deforestation by emphasising
the importance of forest owners’ capacities and incentives to use sustainably their forests, as well as by
explicitly identifying local communities as key forest degradation agents.
According to the ENAREDD+ and the ER-PIN documents, REDD+ in Mexico will be operationalised
through a set of activities from various land-use sectors with sustainable rural development as
a leading principle, as suggested by the reformists’ storyline. Potential REDD+ activities include PES,
the establishment of protected areas, and sustainable agricultural practices, suggested by advocates,
as well as activities oriented to community forest management, vehemently promoted by the reformists.
These activities will be operationalised in “REDD+ implementing landscapes” and the ensuing veriﬁed
carbon emission reductions would be accounted for at a jurisdictional level (state or region) and traded
through a national government entity, as supported by the advocates’ storyline.
Further, in line with the reformists’ idea, and in addition to the Cancun Agreements’ safeguards [26]
the ﬁfth ENAREDD+ draft and the ER-PIN include the so called ‘national safeguards’. Both documents
emphasise the voluntary nature of REDD+ activities and the fact that a collective consent obtained from
community authorities should be enough to guarantee respect of social safeguards, as in the advocates’
storyline. However, by promoting the elaboration of the Safeguard Information System and Safeguard
National System that should oversee the implementation and respect of the safeguards, the documents
also include reformists’ concerns on this issue and the importance of respecting communities’ land
tenure and other customary rights. Yet again, and in line with both the advocates’ and the reformists’
discourse, the documents assert that REDD+ implementation should not challenge land ownership
nor facilitate land grabbing.
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Most importantly, and as included in the advocacy coalition storyline, the two analysed documents
propose that forest owners hold full ownership over existing carbon stocks and expected carbon gains,
while they are only entitled with the rights to beneﬁt from potential emission reductions from avoided
deforestation on their lands. This decision is explained by the critical technical difﬁculties to attribute
emission reductions from such activities to one forest owner.
Based on the actors’ perceptions of the national REDD+ discussions organised through the CTC
and the identiﬁed degrees of discourse inﬂuence, we suggest that the current REDD+ readiness process
in Mexico is considered legitimate, both from an input and output perspective, only by members
of the ‘dominant’ REDD+ advocacy coalition, which include national and sub-national government
agencies, international NGOs, multilateral and bilateral organisations, and consultancies. Other actors,
including some national NGOs and academic institutions, have considered the process legitimate from
a decision-making perspective, but not from an output perspective due to the fact that policy documents
have been unable to integrate some of their central ideas on key REDD+ issues. More worrisome is the
fact that some national NGOs and peasant indigenous peoples’ organisations from the reform coalition
and all members of the opposition coalition consider REDD+ illegitimate from an input perspective and
refuse to grant REDD+ readiness in Mexico with output legitimacy (Figure 5).

ȱ
Figure 5. Correlation between the actors’ sector, discourse, and perception on the input and output
legitimacy of REDD+ governance in Mexico. Source: own elaboration.

4. Discussion
The results above suggest that Mexico’s REDD+ readiness process has included to date a variety of
actors differing in relevance, inﬂuence, and interest. Not surprisingly, the highest capacity to inﬂuence
REDD+ policy development has lied in the federal government, and particularly in its forestry agency.
The latter has justiﬁed its control over the REDD+ policy-making process by portraying itself as more
capable and reliable authority than sub-national counterparts [82]. Notwithstanding, our research
suggests that there has been a limited or almost negligible involvement from other ministries in REDD+
readiness, which could possibly compromise the effectiveness of REDD+ activities in the future.
CONAFOR has shared some decision-making power in REDD+ with academia and international
NGOs hired to provide guidance on REDD+ technical and governance issues. However, national
NGOs have remained sceptical about the input legitimacy of the REDD+ readiness process [83],
considering it a government- and donor-driven process without the meaningful representation of local
communities [84,85]. Similarly, non-governmental REDD+ actors in Indonesia have also perceived the
national readiness process as externally driven and even detrimental for national sovereignty [36].
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Although local communities’ low capacity to inﬂuence REDD+ readiness has also been found in
most developing countries participating in REDD+ [28,35], it is particularly worrisome in a country
where rural communities have rights over the majority of forests and agricultural lands [74,75].
Lack of local community involvement can undermine the interest of national NGOs and peasant and
indigenous peoples’ organisations in the policy process in the future, which would not be a surprising
outcome [86]. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, for example, a group of national NGOs
suspended their engagement with the REDD+ coordination process in 2012 [87], and an indigenous
peoples’ coordinating body withdrew from the Panama’s REDD+ readiness process in 2013 [88].
In Mexico, the fact that some organisations left the CTC in disconformity and began to articulate their
claims in an alternative forum under CONAF might be regarded both as a complaint to the ongoing
process or as a strategic move to open new grounds for broader participation and deliberation [89]
(see last paragraph in Section 3.1).
The legitimacy of governance processes is a dynamic state that must be constantly created and
recreated among all participants [24,90]. This process implies the need to design REDD+ multi-stakeholder
forums flexible enough to guarantee their credibility and legitimacy. In Mexico, the government justiﬁed
the absence of practical solutions to increase the level of input legitimacy of the readiness process
on the grounds that key national and international NGOs already endorsed the CTC-driven process.
Yet the fragmentation of the national REDD+ discussion in two national forums revealed the fragility
of the decision-making procedures governing the CTC. Subsequently, the lack of clarity regarding how
deliberations in both forums had to feed into the national strategy resulted in confusion and ultimately
resulted in the government prioritising the views and inputs from those participating in the CTC.
Our results also indicate that Mexico’s REDD+ readiness actors have mobilised numerous storylines
around which the three identified discourse coalitions have coalesced. The principal differences between
the three coalitions reflect divergent perspectives around REDD+ conceptual dimensions and that the
advocacy and reform coalitions differ in their views about strategic REDD+ issues, particularly regarding
the attribution of carbon rights (for similar findings see references [91–93]). Not surprisingly, the advocates’
discourse is ‘dominant’ in the analysed REDD+ readiness documents, given that this is the discourse
promoted by CONAFOR. The dominance of a government-supported discourse has also been found
in other REDD+ host countries, including Tanzania [92], Mozambique [93], Indonesia, Brazil, Vietnam,
Peru [94], and Nepal [37].
Although it would be tempting to assume that under the ‘dominant’ coalition there would be
little room for alternative arguments, some of the exclusively reformists’ arguments have found their
way into Mexico’s REDD+ documents, although the reasons for this seem to be highly contextual.
The adoption of safeguards and a jurisdictional approach can be explained by the impact of the global
REDD+ debate on the Mexican government’s views, whereas the adoption of the sustainable rural
development principle and the existence of technical and not only legal difﬁculties to the attribution
of carbon rights at the forest owner’s level can be attributed to the government’s alignment with the
argument promoted by some reformists.
A high level of output legitimacy does not imply an even translation of actors’ ideas into policy
decisions [95], but rather that most actors have a strong sense of ownership over the decisions
adopted [96]. In this regard, our analysis reﬂects that the documents include only a limited number of
alternative storylines, while many in the reformists’ coalition still support the ﬁfth ENAREDD+ draft to
be sent for a countrywide public consultation (ongoing at the time of writing). After all, large national
NGOs perceive the REDD+ decision-making process as legitimate, while other national NGOs and
peasant and indigenous organisations think that involving local people more directly is critical to
legitimate REDD+ implementation in the coming future.
The case of the opposition coalition is different. It is not surprising that members of this coalition
have not endorsed the REDD+ readiness process, principally because they are against some of the
REDD+ conceptual dimensions promoted by the other two coalitions, such as the role of forests as
carbon sinks, the supposedly secure status of Mexico’s tenure regime, or the lack of risk of land grabs
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by external actors. The informal forums, protests, and campaigns that these actors have organised
have proved ineffective to persuade the government to abandon the REDD+ process but, in the future,
it seems plausible to think that this coalition will play a critical role in overseeing and scrutinising
REDD+ implementation.
5. Conclusions
This paper set out to explore the legitimacy of the REDD+ readiness process in Mexico by analysing
REDD+ actors’ characteristics and their participation in the related decision-making process (i.e., input
legitimacy), and by calculating the degree to which the different actors’ ideas are reﬂected in the
resulting ofﬁcial REDD+ policy documents (i.e., output legitimacy). Our results corroborate an existing
trend in national REDD+ governance of increasing centralisation of REDD+ policy making and early
implementation [18,97] in which the predominant actors are the government, donors, international
INGOs, and select CSOs [36,98]. In addition, the design of the correspondent multi-stakeholder forums
has been ineffective in bringing forward the perspectives of sub-national and other non-governmental
stakeholders [31,98–100]. As other REDD+ pursuing countries, Mexico continues to face the challenge
of designing and establishing a legitimate REDD+ readiness process that includes, on an equal basis,
a variety of actors in the decision-making process and that acknowledges the actors’ diverse views,
communicated through different discourses, in REDD+ policy documents.
To improve the legitimacy of REDD+ readiness process, Mexico and other REDD+ host countries should
consider designing novel institutional arrangements under a more inclusive and decentralised approach
and strengthening the coordination among the existing multi-stakeholder forums. Greater inclusiveness
of a more diverse range of public policy sectors and non-state actors, particularly local communities’
representative organisations, at both national and sub-national levels, would enrich REDD+ discussions
and improve the quality of the national strategy design with alternative storylines, such as those on
locally adequate and acceptable REDD+ activities. In this sense, the countrywide public consultation
of the ENAREDD+ draft conducted very recently suggests that the Mexican government was well
aware of the need to broaden the scope of the participatory process analysed in this article.
We believe, however, that the ensuing REDD+ implementation phase would require additionally
efforts to ensure that legitimacy increases. Promoting a greater number of public debates across
governance scales to further discuss the advantages and risks of REDD+ activities on the ground,
including their possible impact on local tenure systems and ecosystem services management regimes,
as well as an equitable benefit-sharing of resulting emission reductions (currently under design) seems
a promising way forward. Only by including alternative viewpoints and constructive proposals on these
and other issues might Mexico and other REDD+ host countries limit the scope of social contestation
and guarantee a higher degree of legitimacy in the operation of such ambitious policy framework.
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Abstract: International bi-lateral agreements to support the conservation of rainforests to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions are growing in prevalence. In 2009, the governments of Guyana and
Norway established Guyana’s Low Carbon Development Strategy (LCDS). We examine the extent
to which the participation and inclusion of Guyana’s indigenous population within the LCDS is
being achieved. We conducted a single site case study, focussing on the experiences and perceptions
from the Amerindian community of Chenapou. Based on 30 interviews, we ﬁnd that a deﬁcit of
adequate dialogue and consultation has occurred in the six years since the LCDS was established.
Moreover, key indigenous rights, inscribed at both a national and international level, have not been
upheld with respect to the community of Chenapou. Our ﬁndings identify consistent shortcomings
to achieve genuine participation and the distinct and reinforced marginalisation of Amerindian
communities within the LCDS. A further critique is the failure of the government to act on previous
research, indicating a weakness of not including indigenous groups in the Guyana-Norway bi-lateral
agreement. We conclude that, if the government is to uphold the rights of Amerindian communities
in Guyana, signiﬁcant adjustments are needed. A more contextualised governance, decentralising
power and offering genuine participation and inclusion, is required to support the engagement of
marginal forest-dependent communities in the management of their natural resources.
Keywords: Sustainable development; participation; forest governance; REDD+; indigenous rights;
Guyana; REDD+ impacts

1. Introduction
The majority of the world’s tropical forests are located in developing countries [1]. Up to a quarter
of the total forest area in developing countries could be considered ‘community controlled’ with
many of these forest communities, depending on the region, made up of indigenous groups [2].
These communities are often the most affected by the implementation of forest governance policies [3]
with past and present forest management mechanisms frequently acting to dispossess, exclude and
marginalise many forest communities [4]. Based on a conservative estimate, at least 20% of the global
carbon stored in standing forests is located in indigenous territories [1]. As the value and signiﬁcance
of this stored carbon heightens, there has been a proliferation of novel forest governance mechanisms
such as REDD+. The equitable engagement of forest communities and indigenous peoples is seen as
pivotal to the success of climate-related forest governance policies [5,6].
The role that forests play in storing carbon has highlighted the need to confront the loss and
degradation of forests at international climate change negotiations [7]. In response, REDD+ as a tool has
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become one of the most prominent examples of a global governance and market mechanism for forest
conservation [8]. REDD+ received further support at the UNFCCC conference of the parties meeting in
Paris in 2015 [7]. Yet, evidence from on-going pilot projects has been inconclusive [9,10]. In particular,
the impacts on people who are affected by REDD+ activities in the design and implementation phases
have to be investigated more carefully. Most of the countries that already have, and are likely to receive
REDD+ payments in the future, are struggling with poor institutional capacity to meet and ensure
social and environmental beneﬁts [10,11].
Increasing pressure on tropical forests and international demands for sustainable forest
management and good forest governance in tropical developing countries in general has led to
the development of social and environmental safeguards [12]. These safeguards are, however,
increasingly scrutinized [13–15]. Social safeguards include, inter alia, the respect for the knowledge,
rights and interest of indigenous people (including land tenure rights); free, prior and informed consent;
and the equitable sharing of beneﬁts and effective stakeholder participation [16–18]. In particular,
citizen participation and involvement in decision-making are considered to be important aspects of
good governance [19], speciﬁcally with regards to forests and forest resources that are used or owned
by local and indigenous people who rely on these for their livelihoods and well-being [20,21].
Yet, participation of local stakeholders can take various forms. Experiences of participation can
range from pseudo or ‘non-participation’ to meaningful participation, determined by who is involved,
how they are engaged, and who has control [22–24]. In their discussion of participation in relation to
power, Cooke and Kothari [19] understand participation as often representing yet another possible
technique to exert control, or a form of neo-colonial oppression, over local people. Participation is
a contentious, frequently politically laden process that is also limited by power relations of the wider
society [23]. Questions regarding participation depend on the equality of the power relations in
the respective setting [25]. In this study, we base our analysis of participation on Arnstein’s ladder
of citizen participation, which is a frequently used framework [22,24]. Herein, we also understand
participation as a major constituent of equity in terms of its procedural and distributional aspects [4].
Indeed, power is at the heart of questions regarding participation and Arnstein’s model supports
this. Power, and in particular the power devolved to citizen control, offers the metric on which her
ladder of participation is based. Each step or rung on the ladder represents an increased balance of
power that is in favour of the “have-not” citizens. At its core, “the ladder juxtaposes powerless citizens
with the powerful in order to highlight the fundamental divisions between them.” [22] (p. 217).
For decades there have been attempts to outline what power is and how it can be defined or
studied [26], with limited success [27]. Nevertheless, power is ubiquitous and shapes the way that
people interact with, and are subjected to, institutions and policies. With the increasing presence
of international actors and donors attempting to influence and change national forest policies,
or pushing for stricter conservation to mitigate climate change and foster more sustainable development,
power resurfaces as a significant central concept. In line with Eyben et al. [28] we seek to understand
the societal and political processes through which power operates, including whose voice is heard
and whose is excluded or discounted in these processes. These factors shape the extent to which
participation with REDD+ plays out in reality, for instance in the design and implementation of forest
conservation policies and mechanisms. When we talk about power in the context of international
development and in particular with regards to people, a pivotal concept is empowerment. Here, it is
understood as a person or community’s ability to mobilize in order to claim their rights and demand
responsibilities from the state in which they are citizens.
Aims and Scope of the Paper
In this paper, we focus on the degree of Amerindian participation in the bi-lateral agreement
between the governments of Norway and Guyana and the Low Carbon Development Strategy (LCDS),
whose stated goal is to offer a model for how to achieve development that does not compromise
the natural environment. Little to date has been recorded as to what extent Guyana’s indigenous
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Amerindian population has been involved in the design and implementation of the LCDS and how
they have been affected by it (Notable exceptions include the work of the Amerindian People’s
Association [29] or Bulkan [30]). Based on an ethnographic case study of an Amerindian community
in Guyana’s interior region 8, we analyse 1) To what extent the past 6 years (2009–2015) of the Low
Carbon Development Strategy’s engagements with the community of Chenapou have been ‘inclusive’,
‘broad-based’ and participatory and 2) What the potential impacts of the current form of participation
and distribution of power are for the LCDS of Guyana and Norway and, more broadly, REDD+.
2. Background
2.1. REDD+ in Guyana: The Guyana-Norway Agreement
In 2006, former president Bharrat Jagdeo recognised the emergent value of stored carbon
associated with Guyana’s vast tropical rainforests [29] (p. 10). He sought to capitalise on this by
presenting Guyana to the international climate fora as an apt site for early Payment for Ecosystem
Services (PES) models. Given the right economic impetus, Guyana would commit to protecting its
rainforests in support of the global effort to tackle climate change. A commissioned McKinsey report
(Full McKinsey report remains unpublished—information can be found at [31]) in 2008 estimated,
based on an ‘apocalyptic’ deforestation rate of 4% per year for 25 years [32], that Guyana was
foregoing some US$ 580 million per year by maintaining its natural forests [31] (p. 16). Buoyed
by this, Jagdeo proposed an opportunity for international donors to put forward funding to incentivise
securing the global ecosystem service provided by Guyana’s rainforest whilst supporting the country’s
economic growth [33,34]. Jagdeo’s model drew from the emerging UN REDD+ or ‘Reducing Emissions
through Deforestation and Forest Degradation and the enhancement of forest carbon stocks’ mechanism
(The ﬁnal agreement with Norway does not strictly represent a REDD+ model as the reference levels
determine that no absolute reduction in historic deforestation/emissions is required for payments to
be made [32,35]).
REDD+ is a global initiative, aimed at incentivising non-Annex 1 nation reductions in deforestation
and forest degradation through creating “a ﬁnancial value for stored forest carbon” [36]. Payments are
provided to promote the protection and enhancement of forest carbon stocks, effectively reducing
greenhouse gas emissions from developing countries, whilst compensating for their opportunity costs
associated with non-exploitation of their forest resources [37].
Globally, Norway has pledged billions of US$ to protect standing forests through a series of
bi-lateral agreements and continues to play a leading role in ﬁnancing forest conservation [38].
Guyana is a tropical developing country with an extensive forested area, i.e., 88% forested land
cover [39] and a very low historic rate of deforestation of around 0.03% forest loss per year [32]. Mining,
predominantly for gold, diamonds and bauxite, is considered to drive 85% of this deforestation [39],
whilst also being a signiﬁcant income stream for many of the poorest, including many Amerindians,
in Guyana [40].
In 2009, Norway and Guyana signed the ‘Norway-Guyana Agreement’ [41] outlining US$
250 million of support for Guyana up to 2015 [34]. At the centre of the agreement is the Low
Carbon Development Strategy (hereafter LCDS). When it was signed in 2009, a prominent feature was
the inclusion and recognition of Guyana’s indigenous Amerindian population [34]. Comprising 10.5% of
the national population and predominantly located in the forested regions of the country [42],
the Amerindian population represents a significant actor in the LCDS functioning. Early reviews
of the LCDS commended its articulation as being inclusive and participatory, although questions
remained about the implementation of such measures [43]. At its inception, the LCDS was presented
as aiming to achieve two overarching goals:
i

“transform Guyana’s economy to deliver greater economic and social development for the people
of Guyana by following a low carbon development path”
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ii

“provide a model for the world of how climate change can be addressed through low carbon
development in developing countries” [44] (p. 2)

The stated goals were ambitious as the LCDS set out not only to provide a transformation
of the Guyanese economy but also to offer a replicable example of low carbon development to
the international community. However, during the six years of operation since, independent reports
have identiﬁed considerable shortcomings in the LCDS facilitating the participation of indigenous
groups [35,45,46]. A report by Rainforest Alliance in 2012 found that the government of Guyana failed
to respect the rights of Amerindians in the process of setting up and operating the LCDS [46] (p. 6).
2.2. The LCDS and Indigenous Communities
Amerindian titled land represents 14% of Guyana’s total forested land (18.5 Mha) [39]. Land title
provides partial autonomy under the Amerindian Act of 2006 [47], with control over activities such as
large-scale mining still residing with the Government of Guyana (GoG). The indigenous population of
Guyana constitutes a considerable landholder and therefore is an important actor within the LCDS
process [48]. The importance of the Amerindian population was acknowledged within the details of
the Guyana-Norway agreement, which informed the LCDS’ articulation, stating:
“The Constitution of Guyana guarantees the rights of indigenous peoples and other
Guyanese to participation, engagement and decision making in all matters affecting their
well-being. These rights will be respected and protected throughout Guyana’s REDD-plus
and LCDS efforts. There shall be a mechanism to enable the effective participation of
indigenous peoples and other local forest communities in planning and implementation of
REDD-plus strategy and activities.” [49] (p. 5)
Thus, a Multi-Stakeholder Steering Committee (MSSC) was established to ensure the ‘transparency’
and ‘effective participation’ within decisions made regarding the LCDS [34]. Alongside the MSSC,
the indigenous communities were directly incorporated into the LCDS through three specific projects:
the Amerindian Development Fund, the Amerindian Land Titling project and the Opt-In Mechanism
(see Table 1 for a summary of each).
Collectively, these projects effectively represent the LCDS’ adherence with the relevant REDD+
indigenous safeguards [18]. Therefore, it is clear that the functioning of these projects is of
pivotal importance when determining whether the LCDS is operating with, and in support of,
indigenous communities in Guyana.
Table 1. Outline of Amerindian relevant projects within the LCDS mechanism.
What is it?

Objective(s)

Progress to Date

Multi-stakeholder Steering
Committee (MSSC)

An “institutionalized,
systematic and transparent
process of multi-stakeholder
consultation(s)” on the
LCDS [49] (p. 5)

To enable the “participation of
all potentially affected and
interested stakeholders at all
stages of the REDD-plus/LCDS
process” [49] (p. 4)

IIED report in 2009 noted it to be
"credible, transparent and
inclusive" [43] (p. 5) but 2012
Rainforest Alliance report found
the mechanism "not effectively
enabled" [46] (p. 7).
Records suggest there have been
no documented MSSC meetings
since the change of government
in 2015 [50]

Amerindian Land Titling
(ALT) project

A project "designed to
advance the process of
titling the outstanding
Amerindian lands currently
awaiting demarcation and
titling" [51] (p.7)

To complete “land titling for all
eligible Amerindian
communities by 2015” [49] (p. 5)

A number of outstanding title
claims, demarcation issues and
boundary conﬂicts persist.
The ALT required to establish
a second phase [48]
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Table 1. Cont.
What is it?

Objective(s)

Progress to Date

Amerindian Development
Fund (ADF)

Fund set up by GRIF * to
support "socio-economic
development of Amerindian
communities" by meeting
their "own priorities . . . and
objectives" [44] (p. 9)

To support the 166 recognised
Amerindian communities with
development plans [44] (p. 24)

Pilot and phase 1 completed:
"[A] total of US$ 1,298,577 has
been disbursed to ninety (90)
communities/villages" [52] (p.2)

Opt-In Mechanism (OIM)

Mechanism intended to
allow "indigenous peoples
[to] choose [whether] to
“Opt-In” to the national
REDD+ mechanism and
receive a pro rata share of
Guyana’s REDD+ earnings"
or not. [53] (p. 3)

To be operationally piloted by
2015 [34,53]

Extensive delays mean pilot
settlement selected but Opt-In
pilot process has yet to begin

* Guyana REDD+ Investment Fund (GRIF)—the trust fund established to facilitate funding for LCDS activities.

2.3. Participation in Environmental Governance
The recent Paris climate agreement is testament to the growing role of participation of a wide
citizen body in environmental governance. It states that nations “ . . . should promote, protect, respect,
and take into account their respective obligations on all human rights, the right to health, and the rights
of indigenous peoples, local communities . . . ” when “developing policies and taking action to address
climate change” [7]. This elevation of participatory methods and acknowledgement of indigenous
groups builds on accounts testifying to the potential value accrued by genuine indigenous participation
in environmental policy (e.g., [54]). Participation can lead to multiple beneﬁts including (i) increasing
the inﬂuence of civil society organizations; (ii) ensuring fairness of decisions; (iii) fostering greater
voice and equity for underrepresented groups and (iv) enhancing the governments capacity to build
consensus and support [54].
In REDD+, the necessity of participation, particularly of local or indigenous groups is addressed
through the 2010 ‘Cancun safeguards’. These acknowledge the importance of the “full and effective
participation of relevant stakeholders, in particular indigenous peoples and local communities,
in [REDD+] actions” [18]. The safeguards are the basis for a broader architecture of national and
international obligations to which Guyana is a signatory, including the United Nations Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), the World Bank’s Forest Carbon Partnership Facility
(FCPF) and Guyana’s own Constitution [46]. Within the articulation of ‘effective participation’,
the principles of free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) are of particular relevance. The guiding
principles of FPIC can be summarized as a necessity to provide (i) information about and consultation
on any proposed initiative and its likely impacts and (ii) meaningful participation of indigenous
peoples and representative institutions [55] (p. 34).
2.4. Case Study Site—Chenapou
Chenapou is a Patamona Amerindian community with a population of approximately 500. It is
situated on the banks of the Potaro river, 30 miles upstream from Kaieteur Falls (see Figure 1) within
Region 8—the least densely populated region in Guyana [42]. Chenapou is considered relatively
remote, with its neighbouring settlement a two-day walk through the North Pakaraima mountains
(At the time of writing roads were being cut to neighbouring villages but these are still mud terrain and
unreliable in heavy rains, which are common). This geographic seclusion and the lack of infrastructure
within Guyana’s interior means that Chenapou is also disconnected from most external information.
National radio and television signals do not reach the community and any newspapers that do
are sporadic and often days, if not weeks, old. As with all recognised Amerindian communities,
Chenapou is politically represented by a village council, consisting of an elected Toshao or village
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captain and their associated Councillors. The Toshao is selected by a village-wide vote held every
3 years.

Figure 1. Map showing location of Chenapou (star) on the Potaro river [41]

Chenapou was selected as a case site for a number of reasons. Principally, the ﬁrst author
had an afﬁnity with the community having spent a year living there as a volunteer teacher in
2010–2011. During this year, much time was spent attending village kayaps (Kayaps are occasions
where the community collectively work on a task, often farming related, to support a village member.
In return, the host will customarily provide food and drink for the workforce. These are weekly
occurrences in Chenapou, usually attended by upwards of 30 people and are very social occasions
with the drinking and eating after the kayap often going on for many hours whilst playing dominoes,
cards or telling stories.), working in the farm and taking ﬁshing and hunting trips with other villagers.
These everyday subsistence activities allowed bonds to establish with many in the community,
developing the researcher’s understanding of local concerns through conversations which often
revolved around resource rights and land ownership. From time spent in the village, the researcher
learnt basic phrases in the local Patamona language; however, conversations were always held in
English. It should be noted that conversational English is spoken by most in the community well,
with the exclusion of a small number of the most elderly who only speak Patamona.
In addition, Chenapou offers a valuable site to interpret several ongoing political and
environmental processes. It is at the conﬂuence between a series of contested environmental, economic
and development dynamics. A push for land title extension, tension over the relationship with the
neighbouring national park and a transit site for many illegal gold and diamond operations are all
ongoing issues for the community [56].
Chenapou’s proximity to sites rich in mineral deposits and a lack of alternative cash-based
occupations means that the major income source for most families comes from involvement in artisanal
and illegal mining. Whilst subsistence activities such as hunting, farming and ﬁshing are still prevalent,
the growing inﬂuence and importance of money in transactions and education means that mining has
taken on increasing signiﬁcance over recent decades. Highlighting that mining constitutes the principal
driver of deforestation in Guyana [39], has strong ties with corruption and is largely unregulated
at the community level [57], underlines the pertinence of the LCDS and REDD+ mechanisms to
this community.
Moreover, protracted and ongoing disagreements have revolved around land titling and extension
of land rights within Chenapou for at least the past two decades [58]. Since the extension of
the neighbouring Kaieteur National Park there have been ongoing, and at times fractious, relations
with park management and the government over titling of land. The expansion—from 12.95 km2 set in
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1973 to 626.8 km2 in 1999 [58]—was not only considered to encroach on spiritual as well as traditional
hunting, mining and gathering grounds (It should be noted that hunting, ﬁshing and gathering have
been permitted in the park for Chenapou residents since 2000; however, mining and logging remain
prohibited [59]), but was also imposed rapidly in the absence of adequate consultation [56,58].
This means that both the Amerindian land titling (ALT) project and the ‘Opt-in’ procedure are
of signiﬁcance to residents of Chenapou. Based on these dynamics, Chenapou represents a pertinent
study site in which to ground research, offering illustration of key features associated with LCDS
outreach, indigenous participation and the processes that support or undermine both political and
social empowerment of the community.
3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Case Study Approach and Selection
We used a single-site qualitative case study based on narrative interviews and ethnographic
principles in an Amerindian village. To carry out the research, the ﬁrst author was granted access to
the community and had been given the permission to conduct interviews with its residents. The choice
of a single in-depth case study provides certain beneﬁts, for instance, a sensitivity to contextual nuance
and complexity which is seen to be “underrepresented” [2] in the more prevalent macro-level research
on global environmental change [60]. This is of particular signiﬁcance when looking at the effects of
forest conservation approaches that are global in scope, but local in their impacts.
Based on ethnographic principles, we selected methods which did not impose formal structures—such
as narrative interviewing. This was in part motivated by the findings of a 2009 discussion between
the neighbouring Kaieteur national park and the community of Chenapou, where community
members expressed concern that prior research in the village had been inaccessible and one-sided,
excluding the voice of locals [58]. Therefore, we sought a more transparent and accessible research
approach, reﬂecting ﬁndings and interpretations iteratively with the community throughout
the research. Furthermore, we gave focus to the subtlety of interpretations to reveal people’s tacit as
well as expressed perceptions. Recorded interviews were supported by observations, note taking and
participation in everyday activities within the community.
In order to support the narrative evidence of interviews, we also took account of the village visitor
records in Chenapou, which have been documented by the village, as all visitors require official permission
to enter an autonomous Amerindian community [47]. Information was available from the period between
1998–2015 with the absence of information for 2010 and 2011. Nevertheless, the upkeep of this record
is not always entirely diligent and conclusions taken from it are limited, but still valuable as they give
an indication of who visited, for what purpose, when and for how long.
Outside of the community, a broad reading of LCDS policy documents was important to establish
an understanding of the development of the policy at a national level. Those documents were
not simply regarded as objective texts, but instead were analyzed for their framing, intentions and
discourse as is important particularly with ‘ofﬁcial’ texts [61]. They provide a validation or contrast to
ﬁndings in community discussions and, through a hermeneutic reading, can provide key insights [61].
Observations were also informed through a wider reading of relevant development, anthropological
and political literature, as well as local media sources, around the topic.
3.2. Narrative Interviews
Research was conducted in Guyana for ﬁve months in 2015, with two periods of extended
stay in Chenapou. During that time, thirty (30) in-depth interviews were conducted and recorded.
The interviews were supported by numerous participant observation sessions such as attending village
works (Kayaps) or community meetings. The majority of these conversations and observations were in
English, yet there were also times, for instance when sitting with women whilst preparing cassava
(Cassava or manioc is a root vegetable ubiquitous in South American and particularly Amazonian
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diets. Within indigenous groups in Guyana, it is a staple which is processed in a number of ways
to produce both drinks (cassiri and parakari) and food (e.g., farine and cassava bread).), that a more
elderly villager would speak in Patamona with a younger relative translating. All recorded interviews,
however, were conducted in English.
Selection of participants followed both opportunistic and deliberate sampling as we sought to
cast the widest net during ﬁrst stages of research and narrow interactions as we engaged with more
speciﬁc members of the community [62]. The more deliberate selections sought out village council
members, LCDS workshop attendees or more vocal community members. Effort was made to balance
age ranges, gender and status of participants involved. Of the interviews conducted, around 1/3 (11)
were with female members of the community, which is likely a reﬂection of the fact that the researcher
is male. It is noted that within Chenapou there is a recognisable degree of gender parity in forums
such as village meetings meaning that women, although often fewer in number, are both vocal and
supported to be vocal in discussions.
Recorded interviews acted as culminations of a process of discussions, observations and document
readings leading up to that point. Within these interviews the dynamic of free discussion and
participants’ development of answers associated with that of ‘narrative research’ techniques [62]
was emphasised. This meant that interviews often took the form of discussions with other family
members or friends present—as is common in village life—wherein we would be eating the local dish
of tuma (Spicy broth often containing ﬁsh or wild meat if there has been a recent hunt) or drinking some
cassiri (Staple drink made from fermented cassava). We were often sitting by the ﬁre and sometimes
the participant(s) would be engaged with activities like weaving crafts or preparing cassava as we
spoke. These discussions varied in length but were mostly either around or over an hour.
A relaxed environment of view-sharing and discussion is an important element when considering
narratives as co-constructed as well as personal [63]. Allowing for these ‘joint narratives’ [61],
wherein multiple persons could contribute to a discussion, was imperative and allowed us to observe
collective perceptions alongside personal views, instead of treating the community as disconnected
individuals [64]. This approach was also suited to the existing culture of social interactions in
Chenapou as both researcher and interviewee become ‘active participants’, collectively producing
meaning [63] and providing a process that offers sensitivity to the nuanced understanding of how
people in Chenapou perceived the LCDS, which has largely been missing in research to date.
3.3. Methods of Analysis—Evaluation of Participation
To evaluate participation, it is necessary ﬁrst to identify what is meant by participation in this
context. Apart from Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation, we draw on Utting’s articulation that
participation “involves far more than the active and willing involvement of local people in [planning
and design]”. Instead, “it is also about ‘empowerment’ or the organized efforts of marginalized groups
to transform patterns of resource allocation and increase their control over material resources and
resource management decisions.” [65] (p. 256). Meaningful participation is understood as guaranteed
through “access rights”: the rights of public access to information, to public participation in government
decision-making, and of access to justice.” [54] (p. x).
We set out to assess what kind of participation and engagement has been experienced. Arnstein’s
typology provides a functional delineation of degrees of citizen participation, offering a frame of
reference against which to measure the participants’ experience. The ladder presents a spectrum of
participation calibrated into a series of sub-sections dependent on the degree of power genuinely
placed with the citizenry. It is this understanding of participation, a measure of the degree to which
legitimate power is conferred to the citizen, that we adopt when analysing our ﬁndings. This offers
a useful framing against which we can discern what level of participation people in Chenapou perceive
to have experienced with regards to the LCDS. All accounts in the results are anonymised as agreed
with the participants, and reference is made only to the recording number (i.e., I:x).
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4. Results
4.1. Effective Participaiton Largely Failed
Consistently, accounts from community members regarding how they experienced the LCDS
or participation in its design and local implementation presented very similar depictions. As this
account typiﬁes:
“They [the government] come in for an hour, mostly just 30 minutes, talk and then leave
for their boat to Kaieteur. You can’t expect people to understand all that so fast. Then they
call that consultation” (I:2)
This sense that the government visit too infrequently, and when they do it is always a rushed and
insubstantial session, was evoked by many community members we spoke with. Frustration at this
was expressed by numerous participants:
“These government ofﬁcials come and spend one day and keep meeting for two hour and
beat out and go back to town. They don’t got time to stay, they schedule always busy” (I:3)
“Within two hours we wanted to put forward things they must do. You know, give people
a chance to talk, you know?... Only three or four persons got to say something, what about
the rest?... And they want you to listen to them and they don’t want you to talk” (I:23)
The length of time that government representatives would spend in the community during these
visits was a frequent issue in many interviews. There is a sense that the opportunity to actively and
meaningfully participate has been curtailed by such short sessions, as these sessions did not adequately
allow community members to engage with the topic and offer their input or have their voices heard.
Instead, these sessions allowed for the visitors (government) to speak without granting adequate time
for community input or response. Furthermore, the reasoning behind such curtailed and infrequent
consultation was felt to be unjustiﬁed by a small number of community members who were aware of
the Guyana-Norway agreement. One participant, who had previously been put forward as the village
representative during outreach sessions, put it like this:
“ . . . but I know with this LCDS and this FLEGT (EU- FLEGT is a mechanism set up to
reduce illegal logging and promote sustainable forestry by certifying sourcing of timber
to the EU (EU-FLEGT 2016). It is not a part of the LCDS formally but was confused by
many in the community as being associated with the LCDS mechanism.) they are getting
a lots of funds to do these [outreach] programmes which they are not really doing. I mean
with these workshops that I have been attending so far I have learnt that a lot of money
being put into Guyana to do these consultations to do these, what you call it . . . outreach
programmes they call it—in communities that may be affected by the programme that they
are planning now.” (I:28)
The village visitor records (It should be noted that visitor records are not considered highly
accurate and so conclusions drawn from this source are limited.) supported the claims that
the government visits were infrequent. In the 16 years of documented visitors, researchers,
representatives from a conservation NGO, and the mining commission have visited Chenapou much
more frequently than representatives from the regional or national government (see Appendix A).
4.2. Knowledge of the LCDS
“No one really understand about it . . . We ain’t getting the understanding. It is only down
there [Georgetown] they is getting to know what is happening” (I:14)
Knowledge and understanding of the LCDS is a useful indicator of the success of engagement
with people in Chenapou. Across the 30 recorded interviews conducted, more than two-thirds of
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participants responded that they either had never heard of the LCDS and Guyana-Norway agreement
or had heard of it but could give no explanation or detail as to what it was. The ambiguity of
understanding is illustrated in the response given when one participant was asked to explain their
understanding of the LCDS:
“Low, something, carbon, something . . . I can’t remember . . . Low carbon something
something. We don’t really hear nothing about that, them just come and tell we one thing
and we don’t know . . . they just left we in the dark man. They don’t like Chenapou
people.” (I:3)
The general dearth of understanding around the LCDS was often connected to the process through
which information has been shared. This account, from the representative who is frequently asked to
attend training sessions and inform the entire community, details how the LCDS ‘outreach training
was conducted and offers explanation as to why knowledge of the LCDS is so limited in Chenapou:
“I can’t remember it was about two years ago . . . again as I am saying it was just a ten,
ﬁfteen-minute story (explaining the LCDS) so people don’t know anything at all in
Chenapou about what they are really doing or what LCDS really is. You understand?
When you see there is this big, big long (LCDS document). I mean they have the book,
they have the draft what you call it (LCDS update document) but they don’t really explain,
I mean one or two people would read it and they may understand it in one or two parts,
but then all this different, different things you know. It is difﬁcult, it is difﬁcult.” (I:28)
The training session described had occurred two years ago, during a day in which numerous
policies had been explained simultaneously with just ten to ﬁfteen minutes dedicated to explaining
the LCDS. The only other source of information available to support these outreach sessions are
documents such as the LCDS 2010 update mentioned, which is lengthy (100+ pages) and fairly
inaccessible [34]. The scant documents that were available in the community were similarly inaccessible,
often being highly technical and ﬁlled with jargon. These were evidently not designed for a community
where English is considered a second language for many and where the majority have only been
formally educated to a primary school level [58].
“The large documents we get (from external programmes) are hard to read and long . . . we
think that they should come more in our own language [Patamona] that would be easier
for us to understand” (I:18)
Short, infrequent consultations, inadequate outreach training sessions and complex information
materials have engendered a sentiment amongst many participants that the government have provided
a one-way ﬂow of information, effectively curtailing the space for discussion and participation from
people in Chenapou.
4.3. ‘Lip Service’ Participation
When discussing reasons for why outreach sessions were infrequent and, when they did occur,
were insubstantial and brief, a consistent interpretation was offered. This quote is illustrative of a sense
of dishonesty/instrumentalisation felt by the interviewees in Chenapou regarding consultations:
“They (politicians) say they are busy and they are making a special time to visit, but really
they are just coming, talking and going. Then in town (Georgetown) they can make like
they consulted the whole community when they didn’t even listen to them!” (I:20)
Here the sentiment of ‘lip-service’ or ‘tick-box’ participation behind what are considered
superﬁcial and insubstantial consultations is evident. Duplicity between what is conducted within
Chenapou and the perception of how that is reported favourably and unrealistically by the government
externally is clear. A participant who had recently moved to Georgetown, but had spent most her life
in Chenapou, afﬁrmed this sense:
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“They say one thing and do another . . . they think buck-man (This term is generally
considered a derogatory, racial label carrying connotations of a lack of intelligence or
development towards an Amerindian.) are stupid when really they are some brilliant
people. The government just think they can get away with telling them (Amerindians)
what they like and then going back to town and telling everyone they have consulted
the Amerindian.” (I:2)
The sense of Amerindian voice being willfully discounted in the performance of participation by
the government was evident from those accounts and observations made in Chenapou.
Minister of Tourism Visit
Whilst conducting research in the village two prominent government ofﬁcials—the minister
of tourism and a member of the Ministry of Indigenous Peoples Affairs—visited the community.
Their visit was explained as an opportunity to respond to, and to understand, the issues that
the Chenapou community might have regarding their recent concerns with suicides being committed
in the neighbouring national park [66]. Observing this meeting offered evidence as to the nature
and experience of interactions between the community and government. In total, the contingent of
ﬁve government personal and assistants were in Chenapou for a little under two hours having ﬂown
directly from Georgetown.
The meeting included speeches by both ministers, taking approximately an hour and a half,
followed by a period of questions lasting ﬁfteen minutes. It was clear from the ﬁrst questions that
although the stated intention was to talk about the issues with the park, many in attendance wanted
to ask about a broad range of topics. After the second question, however, the minister of tourism
prompted the assembled community that “ . . . we haven’t much time” (I:16), attempting to wrap up
the session, which was not received well by those waiting to pose further questions. In response to
the disquiet produced by this abrupt ending the Minister stated that a ﬁnal two questions could be
asked. After attempting to wrap up after those two questions, more were provoked with a further
four questions being posed amongst numerous comments of discontent. At this point, one local in
attendance expressed his frustration with the brevity of consultation to the minister:
“Just for future, for the record. Sometimes we are tired with government ofﬁcials coming
to speak and really spending just a small time. Sometimes, you know, some people are
very slow and they might have something to say and the time has gone up . . .
(interjection from another community member present) That is what happening right now.
. . . in future we would like that you come to visit often, you would stay with us and
listen to all who want to talk and then you could get a good note once everything has
taken place and you can have a very balanced view. And I hope that in future our senior
minister Allicock (Sidney Allicock—Vice President and Minister of Indigenous Peoples
Affairs.) is coming here, we do not want only to have a visit when the time is up (end of
administration wherein the government can do no more). That has happened in the last
administration and we do not want that to occur in this new administration.” (I:16)
The minister responded to this apologetically, was held to another two questions as she made her
way to the exit, and whilst attempting to say thanks for the third or fourth time, one vocal member
in attendance reasserted the mounting frustration felt: “She going? . . . No, no, no man this not no
meeting you all can’t leave yet. We got enough discussion to have.” (I:16)
The small group of government ministers left to a chorus of discontent and grumbling of
dissatisfaction at the session. It had been discussed amongst community members for days leading up
to it and had lasted a little under two hours. They had wanted to use the opportunity to ask about
a broad set of issues. Instead, those in the school building were left frustrated, with many stating that
they had many more questions to ask at such a rare occasion as a minister visiting their village and
others feeling that this was the same old story of insubstantial government interactions with them.
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4.4. Widespread Mistrust
The effects and potential impacts associated with the poor participation are signiﬁcant. As well
as resulting in the lack of understanding of the LCDS, insufﬁcient participation was associated with
some broader concerns. These were addressed in many conversations, often after the more speciﬁc
comments had been made, as accounts reﬂected participants’ thoughts on broader implications.
Perhaps the most common of these responses was one of mistrust in the political system and
disenchantment from the political process. The dearth of engagement experienced with the LCDS
was manifest in a sense of opposition, with many people in Chenapou feeling the GoG’s inactions
were deliberate:
“Really and truly Sir, the government don’t like Chenapou. Chenapou has a big voice and
will stand ﬁrm to government and its rights which the government don’t like, so they play
politics against us”. (I:20)
This illustrates a sense of alienation and opposition common to many we spoke with. The phrasing
of politics as something instrumentalised actively against the community emphasises the degree to
which some felt a distrust towards the government. The distrust towards the government was palpably
expressed by some as outright frustration and anger regarding the general status of Amerindians in
Guyana and the mistreatment of their rights. Interviewees expressed concerns about land-grabbing or
loss of land sovereignty as well as misappropriation of funding as illustrated by these passages:
“They (GoG) just grabbing from the Amerindian’s all the time. They are destroying our
freedom too, with this FLEGT (This participant’s description of EU-FLEGT was really
a working explanation of REDD+. So when interpreting this comment we infer it more as
a reﬂection on REDD+ (the reference to who should be getting the money shows this) than
EU-FLEGT.) thing they gone destroy the freedom, they gone really destroy our freedom,
because we accustomed to cutting bushes how we want to but now as they doing this they
getting money, they don’t want us to do these things. It’s affecting us. It is going to start
affecting the community, all the communities and furthermore it is we who got the trees,
it is we who supposed to get the money, not them.” (I:3)
A local teacher echoed these suspicions over where the investment from Norway has gone:
“And where is it going? In the government pocket . . . Georgetown getting all the money
and Georgetown ain’t got a tree! We got the trees” (I:22)
These concerns over ﬁnances were widespread in the community and also documented in other
sources identiﬁed [29,35,46]. The Amerindian People’s Association noted in its 2014 special report
that as of 2012 only US$ 9.2 million out of a total of US$ 69.8 million funding from Norway had been
released within two years of the REDD+ programme [29] (p. 70), with a signiﬁcant proportion going
towards the rather ambiguous ‘institutional capacity building’ [52].
4.5. Respect for Indigenous Rights
The distrust in the political system for many in Chenapou was couched in a distinction between
the Georgetown politicians and the Amerindian population. Many felt that at the heart of the issue
of LCDS participation was the active lack of respect given to indigenous voice and rights. This was
directly addressed by one resident during the minister of tourism’s visit to the community:
“I’m asking the government, or the heads [ministers], to show more respect to what we
say as the Patamona people because we born here, we grew here and we know what
around us. We know how to live with our mountain, with our rivers and what we say
I think this is what should be respected before any other rules and regulations from
the government side” (I:16)
61

Forests 2017, 8, 51

Non-inclusion in the LCDS is understood as a denial of the rights given to them as indigenous
land owners. It is with a deep sense of injustice that the exclusion has been interpreted from many in
Chenapou as exempliﬁed here:
“Right, so you know these (LCDS) documents. It seems that there is nothing really, nothing
to do with the Amerindians communities when you look at it. The FLEGT and the LCDS
that is how I see it: nothing really to do with the Amerindian. So, if they could consider us
in whatever they are doing in the future that would be so great and then come in to tell us
and let us know.” (I:18)
Responses to this sense of injustice varied from those of dismay and despondency to more forthright
and determined positions. The despondency is illustrated in one participant who, after telling many
stories of how the GoG had failed to help develop their community, posed the rhetorical question:
“Really, how long have we (Chenapou) been behind?” (I:11)
For others, the perception that the LCDS is just another case of the government not engaging with
the community adequately, but instead politically ostracizing it, evoked a sense of signiﬁcant injustice:
“I study these things and I said look, I think the time is now for us to stand for our rights,
it is time. For too long we have been deprived from our rights. We have been deprived in
this country for a long, long time. It is now that we know our rights and we try to share
with our people that this is our rights, this is what should happen this is not what should
happen. Don’t let people tell you: ‘this here is good for you’ when you know it is not good
for you. Let the people know that no, that is not good for me this is good for me. That is
what we told them . . .
. . . we decide what is ours, we decide what is good for us, you don’t come from
the coastland telling us that this should be good for you- we decide together, we decide
what is good for us that is what we must tell you. And you must adhere to these things but
that is not what is happening with this government, and it has been happening for years,
now I am 43 years old . . . ” (I:29)
5. Discussion
5.1. Why has Participation been so Poor?
Interviews, supported by observations and document readings, identified clearly that participation
of residents from Chenapou in the LCDS has been weak. There has been a failure of adequate outreach
techniques. Short and infrequent engagements, often with just one or two representatives from
the village attending, are ineffective approaches to ensuring that the whole community is informed.
The governance architecture for Amerindian engagement in the LCDS, outlined in Table 1,
has been poorly implemented. The MSSC, although applauded in early assessments [43], has been
highly selective [35], ineffectively enabled [46] and appears to have not met since March 2015 [50].
Both the Amerindian Land Titling process and the Amerindian Development Fund have been
protracted. The land titling process now requires an extensive second phase after initial projections
to complete in 2015 [44], and the development funds have been found to lack transparency [46],
with only small sums having ﬁltered through to Amerindian communities whilst most still resides
with facilitation bodies such as the UNDP [67]. Moreover, recent research conducted over the past three
years has identiﬁed numerous Amerindian communities where land titling remains strongly contested
and where the ALT has failed to uphold the principles of Free Prior and Informed Consent [68].
The Opt-In procedure, timetabled for completion in 2015 [34,53], has shown almost no progression from
conceptual drafts and remains largely stagnant, although a pilot community has been identiﬁed [69].
However, to interpret a solely technical reason for this failing risks under-estimating the signiﬁcant
power imbalances present between Guyanese society and the political system. Understanding the lack
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of participation as a product of an inequality of information and power offers a more nuanced
interpretation. This need not amount to a suggestion that the Government of Guyana has deliberately
or purposefully not engaged the community of Chenapou, but rather that it is the established norm to
not engage them. As Lukes suggests, the “bias of a system” may be held up not only by the deliberate
action of an individual or group but also, “by the socially structured and culturally patterned behaviour
of groups, and practices of institutions” [26] (p. 26). In other words, an understanding of power
as systemically applied, based on a status quo, provides a possible interpretation of the failure of
the government to support the participation of a community like Chenapou.
The dynamic of Amerindian communities being omitted from the political process is supported
on a national scale by Bulkan’s [70] articulation of Guyana’s ‘racialized geography’. Her concept refers
to more than simply the ethnically quantiﬁable demographics of census data. It serves as a commentary
on a deeply embedded social, cultural and political division which is present at the core of Guyanese
society. This is encapsulated well by anthropologist Andrew Sander’s account:
“In Guyana the distinction between the Coast and the Interior is more than merely
a geographical one. It dominates the Coastal society’s conception of its country . . .
The town . . . is a bright, exciting place, full of interesting people. At the other extreme
the Bush is a dark, dangerous, uninteresting place, inhabited by ﬁerce animals and
backward, furtive Amerindians.” [71] (p. 11)
This is an oppositional framing born from the colonial disregard for the indigenous communities in
Guyana [70]. Bulkan identiﬁes this cultural divide as persisting in contemporary politics, ﬁnding that
“although Amerindians constitute almost 10% of the population . . . political issues and resource
allocations are still dominated by the coastland parties and their concerns” [70] (p. 373). She broadly
identiﬁes a restriction on Amerindian autonomy, noting that village councils—the sole political
representation of Amerindians—“have no formal link with the regional system of government,
which deepens Amerindian isolation from the political process.” [70] (p. 375). Power—politically,
ﬁnancially and culturally—has permanently resided in the coast since Guyana’s colonial existence,
often excluding the Amerindian population. This “racial politics” reﬂects “the divide-and-rule strategy
practiced by small numbers of colonial masters over large numbers of slaves.” [40] (p. 249) and appears
concurrent today.
Prior research, such as the 2012 Rainforest Alliance report and 2014 Amerindian Peoples
Association findings, support the presence of a power imbalance, restricting and subduing Amerindian’s
political role in the LCDS [29,46]. Donovan et al. identify that Amerindian stakeholders “feel that
(the) GoG has not kept them updated and often feel strongly that their voices are not being heard,
especially with respect to land titling and traditional land extensions” [46] (p. 20). In the context of
Chenapou, the exertion of political power in the form of control over information, dialogue and
engagement with the LCDS process has marginalised the community. These people have been
subjected to the discernment of the government over their access to information about the LCDS and
their capacity to have their voice heard and included in the discussion. For residents of Chenapou,
this political exclusion has precedent. Experiences such as insufﬁcient consultation over the expansion
of the neighbouring national park [58], and a feeling that government visits are rare and insubstantial
(see Appendix A) emphasises this.
This dynamic has also been seen to represent a broader status quo within Guyana where racialized
geography is embedded into the political architecture, giving rise to a “system bias” [26] that ostracizes
Amerindians from the political process [30,70]. Bharrat Jagdeo and the PPP administration that
heralded the LCDS were a pinnacle of this power imbalance, their hegemony prevalent beyond
the LCDS [30,35,70]. Chenapou is at the receiving end of this asymmetry, which is highlighted by
the non-participation experienced during the past six years of the LCDS process.
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5.2. Consequences of Failed Participation: ‘Opportunity Costs’
The LCDS and REDD+ can be understood based on the premise of providing ﬁnancial
incentive, on a national level, to replace opportunity costs incurred in reducing deforestation [36].
However, the costs invoked by a failure to adequately engage with indigenous communities may
represent the most signiﬁcant opportunity lost on the part of those establishing the LCDS. By not
engaging with the community, the actors in power—both the GoG and Norwegian government—miss
out on the value of local knowledge and input, which may hold signiﬁcant beneﬁt for projects [3].
Moreover, there is a subsequent loss of support from communities due to a politics of disengagement,
which has the corrosive implication of translating into a general mistrust of the political system.
By ostracising groups from the political process, the pragmatic implementation of political decisions
is made increasingly challenging [72]. Broader societal engagement and understanding of political
decisions are seen to contribute to the likelihood of successful and higher quality outcomes [25,73].
The range of Amerindian-oriented policies (see Table 1) and the recognition of Amerindians
and their indigenous status within both the initial LCDS documents and the Joint Concept Note are
commendable. However, in failing to overcome the “most important ﬁrst step towards legitimate”
participation [22] (p. 219), of informing citizens of the political process, the value of these policies is
lost. If, as is articulated, the government seeks to support, respect and engage indigenous communities
within the LCDS process, then the reality that most of those in Chenapou had no understanding of
what it is, does not reﬂect well. The ﬁndings in the national Rainforest Alliance report in 2012 largely
support our observations, noting that most Amerindians they engaged with were “still confused about
basic principles of the LCDS” [46] (p. 32).
For those in Chenapou who had some awareness of the LCDS, a speciﬁc concern was that of
the misuse of funding. Many felt that there was an injustice in the fact that Norway had supposedly
provided many millions of dollars and yet Chenapou had very little tangible evidence of this funding.
There was an incredulity expressed at the notion that the government was unjustly proﬁting from
the LCDS arrangements:
“Georgetown getting all the money and Georgetown ain’t got a tree! We got the trees” (I:22)
This sentiment was echoed in the Rainforest Alliance report identifying: “(a) perception that
the GoG is receiving LCDS resources whilst beneﬁciaries in the ﬁeld are not” [46] (p. 19).
Without an understanding of the LCDS process, Chenapou and other communities are further
isolated from the policy, which, at least in the case of Chenapou, gives rise to fear and distrust. In place
of the lack of understanding, narratives of land-grabbing, political corruption and malpractice of
the government became readily associated with the LCDS. These are built on unclear and imprecise
ﬂows of information, proliferating narratives of mistrust and fear which go unchecked by a largely
absent government. As accounts from Chenapou reﬂect, this lack of engagement in politics is not
isolated to the LCDS (see I:29). Instead, it is felt that the political exclusion of Amerindian’s is
consistent across the spectrum of politics and across time, whether for expediency or political
calculation [35]. The superﬁcial ‘tick-box’ outreach, which has operated throughout the LCDS,
allows the government to report as though the process has been participatory, whilst acting unimpeded
by citizen input. Whilst this may appear to grant the government free reign in political decisions,
this is not without consequence.
Distrust from an electorate can be instrumental in whether a national policy will have public
support [65]. Moreover, trust endures such that a legacy of distrust can be politically immobilising
and requires great effort to overcome [74], meaning that even a political transition with well-meaning
intentions may be compromised by pre-existing perceptions and feelings. This is a very real and
existing consequence of weak participation that was observable amongst those we spoke with in
Chenapou. Moreover, if the LCDS is not understood, it stands little chance of persuading residents in
communities like Chenapou to support it and reduce or halt their mining activities. Without inﬂuencing
those miners in Guyana, the hope of maintaining and preserving the forested environment is unlikely
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to succeed. Thus, failure to engage communities in the democratic process has clear and lasting
implications for the government which should not be underestimated.
5.3. Poor Participation is a Transgression of Fundamental Indigenous Rights
The level of participation observed and expressed from most interviewees in Chenapou falls
well below the stated intentions of the LCDS. We found the experiences of those in Chenapou to fall
between Arnstein’s [22] deﬁnition of tokenistic and inconsistent informing and total non-participation.
Outreach that did occur was little more than a ‘tick-box’ exercise, allowing the government to report that
it had fulﬁlled its engagement. No evaluation of the communities’ understanding of the key concepts
and implications of the LCDS was made, and there is little evidence that input from communities had
any effect on the LCDS functioning.
This failure to uphold the founding sentiments of the LCDS is signiﬁcant as the principles
themselves were built upon more fundamental rights. To “participate in decisions that affect their
environment” [54] (p. x) is a right that should be given to all people. However, this right is only
accessible when information about the impacts is given and the “opportunity to voice opinions and
to inﬂuence choice(s)” (ibid.) is present. Without those there is a restriction of this right, rendering
the process a restriction of access to justice, which effectively denies the “democratic legitimacy of
environmental governance.” [75].
The LCDS and REDD+ programmes fall under the umbrella of a number of safeguards and
principles (such as the ‘Cancun safeguards’ [18]), which often exist to protect the rights of marginal
communities. A central tenet of this protection is the principle of FPIC. We have found that the provision
of information and consultation, along with the “meaningful participation of indigenous peoples” [55]
(p. 34), which constitute FPIC, have not been upheld in the context of Chenapou. Thus, not only has
FPIC not been respected, but the “full and effective participation of relevant stakeholders” [18] (p. 26),
as called for in the Cancun safeguards, has similarly not been met in the LCDS. By not respecting
FPIC and not upholding the Cancun safeguards, the LCDS and GoG have critically failed to respect
the rights of the indigenous community of Chenapou.
This sets a worrying precedent when reﬂected against broader Amerindian discontent in
the LCDS [76] and the ﬁndings of both the Amerindian People’s Association [29] and the 2012
Rainforest Alliance report, which found the LCDS to have failed in protecting “the rights of indigenous
peoples” [46] (p. 7) in Guyana. These ﬁndings raise a warning ﬂag. Consistent and documented
failing to respect fundamental rights of a large number of people within the constructs of the LCDS is
a serious concern.
5.4. Critique of the Model of Development-Distribution of Power
Asking why there have been such noted shortfalls in democratic engagement within the LCDS
is important. We have put forward arguments which focus on the role of the Guyanese government,
but Norway as the bi-lateral partner and ﬁnancier is also accountable. An initial criticism,
that the Norwegian aid department recognises, is that the selection of Guyana was done in haste as
the opportunity to present the REDD+ model at COP 15 (2009) approached [77]. This was clearly
a signiﬁcant ﬂaw as the Norwegian government entered a bi-lateral agreement not fully informed of
the local political context and dynamics in Guyana. This lack of contextual understanding on the part
of Norway is critical. Implementing REDD+ as a concept into Guyana is fundamentally challenging
for some key reasons.
Firstly, the signiﬁcance of mining within the Guyanese economy, particularly unreported
and artisanal mining such as that prevalent in Chenapou, should not be underestimated [57,78].
Income from gold mining is integral to many in communities like Chenapou and so in effect,
REDD+ must compete in order to substitute the income of gold. With little likelihood of this
occurring, it seems unlikely that REDD+ could tackle even the recorded levels of deforestation
associated with mining [39]. Additionally, of the four established partner countries that Norway has
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engaged with—Brazil, Indonesia, Tanzania and Guyana—Guyana is considered the least transparent,
ranking lowest on the Corruption Perception Index [38].
Nevertheless, Norway signed an agreement worth US$ 250 million with almost no prior
knowledge of the country and, importantly, with little to no on the ground presence. These are
issues latterly acknowledged by the Norwegian development agency:
“The NICFI [Norwegian climate and forest initiative] operations in two key partner
countries (Guyana and Indonesia) were less well regarded, both in terms of stafﬁng
levels and operational experience with these country partners . . . the number of staff
is perceived as small, particularly the operational capacity in two countries with large
bilateral programmes” [38] (p. xxviii)
The model adopted by Norway should be questioned. Norway has provided substantial ﬁnancial
promise with little oversight and no internal presence to a country recognised as having issues with
political corruption and transparency. Guyanese commentators underline this, noting that the “likely
principal result of Norwegian aid funds will be to consolidate further the political racialization of
Guyana” [35] (p. 274).
The Norwegian aid department must carry some responsibility for providing such funding into
a country where they had little understanding of the institutional capacity or history of engaging
the Amerindian communities [11]. Norway has sought to take a removed role in funding these interim
REDD+ projects, but, as has been presented, the costs of offering little effective operational staff and
simply providing substantial funds are manifold. With no oversight, Norway has been unable to
ensure that the LCDS would provide the participation and inclusivity of Amerindians as mandated
in the Norway-Guyana agreement. Bulkan emphasises the potential consequences of such limited
prior knowledge stating that: “REDD illustrates how dispensation of international aid, without robust
checks and balances, can maintain and extend entrenched power” [35] (p. 249).
There is a failure on the part of planning and process awareness from Norway and NORAD,
which is being felt most by those whose rights and opportunity to engage in the LCDS have been
constrained. Marginalisation has been reinforced through the cultural bias [26] or status quo such that
indigenous Amerindian communities are further disconnected from politics and power. It is deeply
concerning to read admission of this lack of awareness within reviews of NORAD and yet observe
the continuation of those same dynamics:
“NICFI presence in some partner countries is perceived as being too limited. This is
particularly so in Guyana where despite excellent technical progress, there is considerable
dissent among wider stakeholders at the limited progress on enabling activities and
a view that Norway has an incomplete view of how its funds are being spent. It is
concluded that the stafﬁng situation in Guyana requires deeper consideration of alternative
options.” [38] (p. xxxii)
The operation of power in an aid relationship (between donor and receiver) is signiﬁcant and
frequently glossed over and yet, as Eyben et al. note, “it is always the giver who has the power,
stressing that there is no such thing as a free gift.” [28] (p. 89). It is necessary to better understand
the operations of power in local and global interactions that are involved in changing national policies
and consequently local practices, such as the ability of Amerindian communities in Guyana to
access and use forest resources. For instance, if NGOs and development agencies work without
an understanding of contextual power structures, they may unknowingly perpetuate the inequity
and injustice they are striving to change [28]. This holds for third party/state sponsored forest
conservation or sustainable forest management, which should be aware of potentially continuing or
even exacerbating unequal power relations and thereby contributing to disempowerment.
The “deeper consideration” that NORAD outlines does not provide improvement to the LCDS
and indigenous communities unless it is supported by effective action. Implementing principles
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such as FPIC requires collaborative, early engagement with clearly deﬁned criteria and a reliable
system of accountability [79]. The Opt-In process in Guyana could be the key to providing a choice for
indigenous communities, which is at the heart of FPIC. Participation is principally about information
and the power to act, or not act, on that information [22]. For FPIC to be adequately addressed,
it requires an understanding that engagement and information is needed on an ongoing cycle
throughout the process. Lessons should be taken both from those situations where FPIC is inadequately
observed and those who have shown greater success [10].
The importance of addressing this is outlined as Norway looks to play a pivotal role in REDD+
globally [38]. An understanding and consideration of the shortcomings of their approach in Guyana
and its implications could, and should, provide reﬂection applicable to their broader development
aid model.
6. Conclusions
At the inception of the pioneering LCDS, Bharrat Jagdeo and the government of Guyana set out
a commitment to guarantee the participation of all stakeholders and to uphold the rights of indigenous
peoples [49]. Guyana was to be a “global model for REDD+” [44] (p. 41), leading the way in achieving
a low carbon development path for the rest of the world to follow.
Our ﬁndings call into question the extent to which those founding principles have been
achieved. Through our case study analysis of Chenapou village, it is evident that the ‘inclusive’,
‘broad-based’ and ‘participatory’ [41] tenets of the LCDS have not been realised in this community.
Participation in Chenapou can, at best, be considered an uneven one-way process of fairly insubstantial
and tokenistic informing. At worst, the accounts reﬂected a situation which is aptly described
as ‘non-participation’. The dynamic observed appears to be a continuation and consolidation of
the historic power asymmetry between the controlling coastlanders and the subordinated Amerindians
in Guyana (Although, it should be noted, progress with community engagement in some practical
monitoring aspects of REDD+ has been made in select locations within Guyana (e.g., [80]), this is of
little value if not replicated across the country.).
Our findings should raise sincere concerns not only for the implementing bodies in Guyana, but also
for the project funders in Norway. Denying Amerindian participation has consequences for the LCDS
and REDD+ projects, for the governments of Guyana and Norway and for the indigenous communities.
Frustration and distrust amongst those in Chenapou towards the process, and thus the government,
were apparent. Whilst it may be suggested that the existing APNU + AFC administration look to be
moving away from the LCDS concept [81], our findings of a democratic deficit apparent in the LCDS
remain pertinent when considering any future resource governance steps by the Guyanese government.
More signiﬁcantly, the failure of effective participation represents a stark omission and suppression
of indigenous rights. Measures such as FPIC are written into extensive national and international
charters of which both Guyana and Norway are signatories. By continuing, in light of prior warnings,
to fail to respect these fundamental statutes, the LCDS, Guyana and Norway jeopardise their potential
role as a model to the international community. This failure transgresses the democratic rights of
Guyanese Amerindian’s, treating them as a sub-set of citizen and exacerbating an existing socio-ethnic
power divide.
To begin to address this we suggest that, amongst other steps, engaging in genuine two-way
dialogue with Amerindian communities become a priority before further progression of LCDS
activities. The dialogue must become more accessible, not relying on the internet or single community
representatives to make the process cost effective as these have proved ineffective to date. It is necessary
that the MSSC become signiﬁcantly more inclusive, adopt a more transparent selection method,
meet more often and be listened to, but it should not be the only platform for broad, participatory
discussion and negotiation. Outreach programs are essential and these must alter from one-way
channels of information to become opportunities for civil society to shape, mould and participate
in the political process. The deﬁcit of knowledge amongst Amerindians and growing frustrations

67

Forests 2017, 8, 51

are a clear indication of the need for change, and progress should be re-oriented to consider this
a primary objective.
The Government of Norway and the operative institutions also have an important role
and clear responsibilities. The lack of planning and contextual knowledge prior to establishing
the Norway-Guyana agreement has had clear and damaging implications. Furthermore, the absence
of in country presence has meant that oversight is minimal. Going forward, greater assurances need
be made that indigenous communities are functionally involved within the LCDS process and that
the transparency and multi-stakeholder engagement, which was applauded in the ﬁrst articulation of
the LCDS [43], be instated. The acknowledgement and conception of broad engagement in the LCDS
existed on paper, but the practical application has not followed. Further research into safeguards and
the democratic or participatory qualities of environmental policies, such as the LCDS and REDD+ in
practice, is also required.
The failure to engage local actors and to respect indigenous rights in the case of Chenapou is
signiﬁcant. At best, it represents a negligence which is deleterious to both the Amerindian community
and the facilitators of the LCDS mechanism – the Governments of Guyana and Norway. It produces
frictions which need not exist and reiﬁes power asymmetries which marginalise communities. At worst,
it is a knowing transgression of fundamental rights which, if unchecked, could be corrosive to any
future success of the LCDS and REDD+ models that follow it.
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Abstract: Vietnam was one of the ﬁrst countries to introduce the National REDD+ (Reduced Emissions
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation) Action Program in 2012. The country has recently revised
the Program to aim for a more inclusive 2016–2020 strategy and a vision to 2030. This study explores
how Vietnam policy actors view REDD+ policy development and their inﬂuence in these processes.
The results can contribute to the discussion on how policy actors can effectively inﬂuence policy
processes in the evolving context of REDD+ and in the types of political arrangements represented
in Vietnam. We examined the inﬂuence of state and non-state actors on the 2012 National REDD+
Action Program (NRAP) processes, and explored factors that may have shaped this inﬂuence, using
a combination of document analysis and semi-structured interviews with 81 policy actors. It was
found that non-state actors in REDD+ are still on the periphery of decision making, occupying “safe”
positions, and have not taken either full advantage of their capacities, or of recent signiﬁcant changes
in the contemporary policy environment, to exert stronger inﬂuence on policy. We suggest that
REDD+ policy processes in Vietnam need to be revitalized with key actors engaging collectively to
promote the possibilities of REDD+ within a broader view of social change that reaches beyond the
forestry sector.
Keywords: Vietnam; REDD+ policy; REDD+ governance; non-state actors in REDD+

1. Introduction
Reduced emissions from deforestation and forest degradation (REDD) aims to mitigate climate
change through the application of conditional incentives for protection and enhancement of the carbon
sequestration functions of forests. Adding a plus to become “REDD+”, the concept goes beyond
deforestation and forest degradation, and includes the role of conservation, sustainable management
of forests, and enhancement of forest carbon stocks. Since its inception, REDD+ has been evolving and
progressing while serving as a broad platform for a wide range of actors to pursue their own ideas
and goals [1]. Currently, there are more than 300 REDD+ initiatives taking place in 47 countries [2].
However, REDD+ implementation at the national level has been slower than expected and political
economic factors (i.e., institutions; interests; ideas and information [3]) are perhaps the biggest barriers
to implementation [4]. A recent review of multi-national REDD+ studies suggested that REDD+
should further promote and support transformational change [5]. The Paris Agreement in 2015 was
considered a major step forward in providing speciﬁc reference to the need to invest in efforts to
reduce deforestation, sustainably manage forests, and enhance forest carbon stocks. The Agreement is
expected to send strong signals to different actors across multiple landscapes and positively stimulate
new policies and the provision of ﬁnance for REDD+ initiatives and sustainable forest management
around the globe [6].
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According to Ostrom [7], centralised governance is unlikely to effectively tackle the challenges
of climate change, with polycentric forms of governance instead more suited to facilitating the
experimental efforts required at multiple levels to successfully address many climate change issues.
In the context of REDD+, it was found that while polycentric governance may offer beneﬁts for
learning, it has not proven valuable for enabling REDD+ implementation on the ground, in the absence
of a binding international agreement [8]. Since REDD+ governance involves a range of actors at
different levels in speciﬁc and sometimes unique political structures, multilevel governance in REDD+
has been identiﬁed as a key challenge [9]. Earlier research suggested that REDD+ progress can be
realized if REDD+ policies are consistent with good forest governance [10]. Speciﬁcally, high levels
of policy inclusiveness and ownership are key elements in ensuring effective and equitable REDD+
policy design and success [11]. It was noted that national circumstances are key to progress in REDD+
readiness (i.e., developing effective national policies, capacity building, and implementing subnational
projects). Despite this, there has been little focus on assessment of REDD+ performance in most
countries in order to suggest improvements in policies or practice [12].
Since 2009, Vietnam has been at the forefront of REDD+ readiness, having received support from
both FCPF (Forest Carbon Partnership Facility of the World Bank) and the joint UN-REDD program
(UNDP, United Nations Development Programme; UNEP, United Nations Environment Programme;
and FAO, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations), with a total ﬁnancial commitment
of over 84 million USD [13]. Vietnam was one of the ﬁrst countries to introduce a National REDD+
Action Program (NRAP) in 2012. By 2016, ten Provincial REDD+ Action Plans (PRAP) and 35 Site-based
REDD+ Implementation Plans (SiRAP) had been developed and approved. These processes put an
emphasis on multi-stakeholder engagement, including with men and women from forest dependent
communities [14]. In July 2016, the Participatory Self-Assessment of the REDD+ Readiness Package
in Vietnam found that “The approved NRAP fails to meet all expectations and requirements set out” [15].
A number of challenges were identiﬁed in this report, including (i) weak inter-sectoral coordination
and coordination with the private sector and civil society organizations, (ii) ineffective consultation
and communications with ethnic minorities and vulnerable groups, and (iii) an incomplete REDD+
safeguard system. In terms of the sub-national REDD+ planning, PRAPs and SiRAPs have been
formulated in the absence of a detailed NRAP, representing a challenge for implementation [14,16].
In November 2016, the country submitted the revised NRAP for the ﬁnal approval from the Prime
Minister. The revised version aims for a more inclusive approach and to provide more guidance on
strategy and implementation during 2016–2020 period and a vision to 2030.
Vietnam is considered to have an authoritarian governance and political structure [17]. Due to
its limited accessibility, London [17] claimed that “Vietnam’s politics are not widely understood” and
that they are complex and rapidly changing. However, this does not mean that it is not inclusive,
and it has been argued that these “internally-inclusive” forms of participation in policy processes
such as REDD+ are required for the resolution of the underlying conﬂicts and tensions amongst
stakeholders that are evident in Vietnam [1]. If not managed carefully, the demands of donors and
international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (focused on a discourse on participation, beneﬁt
sharing, and tenure security) could upset this delicate internal balance and potentially undermine
the development of Vietnam’s national strategies for REDD+ and their implementation. Given the
authoritarian structure, the Vietnamese government plays a dominating role in REDD+ discourse and,
while this also may show the country’s commitment to REDD+ implementation, there is a real need to
engage with other political and institutional challenges associated with inclusion [18]. In an assessment
of REDD+ Readiness in four countries (including Vietnam), different interpretations of participation
between civil society and government were evident [12], and a more recent comparative study [19]
(in this issue) indicated that non-state actors in Vietnam have had opportunities to participate actively
in shaping REDD+ policy. However, these opportunities have tended to be available to those who can
effect change rather than those affected by REDD+ policies.
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This paper aims to explore how Vietnam’s policy actors view REDD+ policy development and
their inﬂuence in these processes. We were interested in understanding how the history of decision
making in a “command and control” form of governance in Vietnam may affect the dynamics and
approaches of different actors. We focused on the NRAP formulation process (2010–2012) at the
national level policy domain and on Lam Dong Province as the only pilot province. Within this
paper, REDD+ actors will refer to those who are involved in REDD+ policy formulation. It excludes
indigenous people and local communities since most REDD+ policy development activities took place
at the national level during this period (except for the pilot Free Prior Informed Consent exercise in
Lam Dong Province). The study endeavours to develop new insights that could guide REDD+ actors
in shaping climate change governance. The paper addresses three key research questions:
1.
2.
3.

Who are the actors involved in REDD+ policy and what is their level of inﬂuence in the
NRAP processes?
What are the factors shaping non-state actors’ inﬂuence in REDD+?
What mechanisms and strategies might lead to better outcomes for REDD+ policy?

The paper will begin by providing framing of governance and policy-making. This is followed by
a brief introduction to the history and development of civil society organizations in Vietnam and a
description of the methods. Results are discussed in the context of concepts of collective action and
social learning. The conclusion suggests a revitalization of REDD+ policy processes through changes
to the interactions, tactics, and rhetoric of state and non-state actors in Vietnam.
1.1. Governance and Policy-Making
The term governance emerged during the 70s–80s, describing a broader concept that goes
beyond actions of governments and states alone [20]. Notably, Foucault made a clear case that “good
government” concerns more than just government by the state [21]. As reviewed by Knieling [22],
governance therefore has an ambiguous nature, demonstrating the murky boundaries between state
and society and its “complex reality”. This paper uses Agrawal’s deﬁnition of environmental
governance as a starting point for analysis, in which political actors inﬂuence environmental
outcomes within a set of regulatory processes, mechanisms, and an architecture of institutions and
organizations [23]. Policy outcomes are framed as inﬂuence and changes in ideas, understandings,
approaches, behaviors, strategies, policies, and legislations [24]. During the 1990s, in the context of
globalization, there was considerable discussion about non-state governance, including the role of
corporations and the market [25]. It is now widely recognized that governance systems involve the
co-existence of, and interactions between, state and non-state actors, and that non-state governance
is not independent from the state. Conventional approaches to understanding political outcomes
have been challenged, with a new focus on the strong involvement and alternate approaches taken
by non-governmental actors [20]. These forms of diversity of perspectives and strategies to handle
controversies in policy-making are central in theories on collaborative governance [26] and networked
governance [27]. Folke et al. [28] discussed adaptive governance systems in social-ecological systems
and highlighted the importance of the processes of participation, collective action, and social learning.
Reed et al. [29] deﬁned social learning as a process that must: “(1) demonstrate that a change in
understanding has taken place in the individuals involved; (2) demonstrate that this change goes beyond
the individual and becomes situated within wider social units or communities of practice; and (3) occur through
social interactions and processes between actors within a social network”. These key elements of social
learning enable development of policies, which could be built upon various knowledge systems and
experiences of teams and actor groups.
Policy-making can be seen as a complex and difﬁcult process in which participation represents a
powerful theme [30]. Arnstein’s ladder of participation distinguishes different levels of participation
in relation with power in the form of an eight rung framework. Here, relationships with publics range
from consultation, manipulation, to control [31]. Though Arnstein highlights the multitudinous forms
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of participation in policy-making, this framework tends to over-simplify the nature of involvement [32]
and does not capture the diversity of forms of participation [33], or how participation might be
progressed as a collective process among all stakeholders [34].
Since a policy arena is often populated with actors driven by diverse agendas, Mayer and Bass [35]
assert that effective policy-making needs to engage with various actors and not just authorities and
elites. It has also been observed that the focus of policy-making around particular policy themes
may be altered with irregular policymaking patterns when participation of relevant supporting actors
declines [36]. There has been great progress in participation in policy processes, with increasing
links with actors that were “once, outsiders to policy-making” [30]. The involvement of different
interests and actors is a central determinant for achieving consensus or resolving conﬂict within
policy subsystems [37]. However, it could also cause opposition and delay and thus make centralized
governance more attractive [38]. Literature on policy has been dominated by focus on “state-centric”
analysis [39] but NGOs are now considered a vital part of policy landscape [40] and there is a need for
more research on the practical role that NGOs can play in policy-making [41].
Roberts [24] deﬁned policy as a “set of principles and intentions used to guide decision making”.
However, decision making is also a part of policy-making and there is a dynamic relationship between
the two. Decision making often takes place within complex systems and structures. For example, in
democracies elected politicians are generally responsible for policy decisions, while policy proposals
are typically prepared by civil servants.
Policy-making around REDD+ has encountered no exception to the strong involvement of NGOs.
Driven by western liberal democratic principles of inclusiveness and representation in decision making,
participation in REDD+ processes is receiving a high level of attention, and programs such as UN-REDD
and FCPF have been tailored to enhance participation. Participation is considered necessary for sound
REDD+ policies and good governance [42] and the argument has been that the more inclusive REDD+
policies processes are, the more room there should be for considering equity and reducing the risk
of conﬂict among policy actors and stakeholders [11]. Researchers have emphasized the need to
engage with REDD+ actors both vertically and horizontally [3,9]. Creating mechanisms and processes
for participation of different stakeholders can be complex and resource intensive. On-the-ground
experience suggests there is still a high level of variability in the extent and depth of participation in
REDD+ processes and highlights the importance of taking national contexts and priorities into account
in approaching REDD+ governance [12,43].
In this context, Vietnam is an interesting case. The country has a comprehensive set of laws
and policies relevant to REDD+ implementation, including the Forest Protection and Development
Law, the National Forest Development Strategy for 2006–2020; Decree 99 on Payment for Forest
Environmental Services; the National Strategy on Climate Change; the National Green Growth
Strategy; the National Strategy on Biodiversity Conservation toward 2020 and vision to 2030; and
Decision 83 (Vietnam Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD)) on Sustainable Forest
Management and Forest Certiﬁcation Scheme. In June 2016, Vietnam’s Prime Minister announced
some signiﬁcant new policies regarding forest management, targeting timber harvesting in natural
forests and forest conversion.
However, Vietnam’s political decision-making process is often described as either consensus-based
or simply confusing and inexplicable. Ofﬁcials in Vietnam do not necessarily know how decisions
are made and who made them [44]. Participation in political, social, and economic arenas is a
constitutional right, enshrined in the Grassroots Democracy Ordinance in 2007, but the political
regime remains “solidly authoritarian” [17], with one-party and a highly internalised and autocratic
decision making model. In 2013, the country revised its Constitution, which did not take into account
calls for reform emerging from both within and outside the Party [17]. Within the REDD+ arena,
government representatives dominated the processes, which raised concerns around inclusiveness
and representation [45]. A policy analysis in six REDD+ countries found that the dominant REDD+
policy actors in Vietnam do not challenge business-as-usual discourses and the minority policy groups
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tend to focus on environmental justice issues and ignore politico-economic drivers of deforestation
and degradation [18]. In addition, the structure of REDD+ payments at the national level may create
risks for centralization of forest governance and thus limited involvement of different stakeholders,
particularly non-state actors and others at the local level [46]. In Vietnam, the REDD+ NRAP
formulation process was initiated in 2010 with a consultancy commissioned by UN-REDD. The process
was heavily criticised by the government (GOV), and its ﬁnal product was ultimately considered a
background document. The NRAP underwent further consultations and was ﬁnally approved by the
GOV in 2012. Formulation of the National REDD+ Program was led by state actors, but offered some
entry points to non-state actors to engage in determining the policy formulation process, its content
and measures.
1.2. Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) in Vietnam
Globalization and the rise of democratic governments are two factors that have triggered the
dramatic expansion in size, scope, and capacity of civil society over the past few decades. With the
emergence of new civil society actors, the boundaries between government and non-government
sectors have become blurred and there has been considerable experimentation with the nature and
structures of these organizations. This expansion of activity and the variety of forms of civil society
organisations (CSOs) has been accompanied by their growing inﬂuence in shaping global public
policy [47]. A study by the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation, evaluating their REDD+
support to CSOs in four countries, found that international NGOs have been directly involved in
developing national REDD+ strategies. For example, in the Democratic Republic of Congo, national
NGO platforms were instrumental in national REDD+ strategy development [48].
It has been suggested that NGOs in Vietnam are “virtually non-existent” [49]. Others argue
that the notion of civil society in Vietnam is based on Marxist-Leninist ideology [50,51] with western
liberal concepts of society being of limited value in this context [52]. The country’s complex history
and regulatory environment mean that it is difﬁcult to clearly deﬁne CSOs in Vietnam. A broader
understanding of civil society is not yet fully part of mainstream political thinking. While the term “civil
society organization” is not found in legal documents, the Vietnamese translation of NGO (phi chinh
phu) indicates a risk of decreased government control and could potentially provoke suspicion from
local authorities. Currently, it could be considered that there are four broad types of CSOs operating in
Vietnam: mass organizations, professional associations, Vietnamese NGOs, and community-based
organizations (CBOs) [53].
Since the ﬁrst National Congress of the Communist Party in 1935, much consideration was given
to the development of mass organizations [53]. However, CSOs that may have been active during
the revolution against the French in 1945 were integrated into the state in 1954 [50]. Consequently,
civil society in the context of the one party state system prior to the “Doi Moi” reforms in 1986 was
weak and limited. In addition, public administration reform has led to an accountability system
within state institutions with a limited role for, or engagement of, non-state actors [54]. Since the
1990s, with normalization of relations with the USA and the presence of international development
agencies, CSOs have ﬂourished. By the early 2000s, scholars observed extended discussions on CSOs
in the media and less state repression. There has been an increase in the number and diversity of
these organizations, with 364 associations registered at the national level, despite incomplete legal
structures [53]. Reviewing contemporary literature over the past two decades on Vietnam civil society,
particularly the critical areas of environmental governance and anti-China demonstrations, Bui [55]
observed a certain level of endorsement and tolerance (of CSOs) by the party state “to ﬁll a gap in the
governance network”. Well-Dang [56] claimed that there lies a “vibrant reality of civil society”, which
exerts signiﬁcant political inﬂuence. It is, however, unclear if inﬂuence is achieved either because of,
or despite the existing political system [57].
Despite recent changes, there are still limitations on the capacity of CSOs to engage in key areas of
policy, and CSOs are still “deeply entangled with each other and the state” [50]. CSOs engage in some forms
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of advocacy, but within bounds set by state authorities and, according to the 2005–2006 “Civil Society
Index” study (CSI), little effort has been channelled to policy advocacy [58]. CSOs are faced with
challenges in penetrating policy processes, given the ideological hegemony exercised by the state [55].
Given the distinctive nature and history of Vietnamese CSOs, their entangled relationship with
state and constrained engagement in policy advocacy, it is important to study the role that local and
international CSOs can play to enhance policy processes and outcomes in the contemporary context
of Vietnam.
2. Research Methods
This study used a combination of document analysis, semi-structured interviews, and participant
observation. The interviews and surveys were conducted within the framework of the Module 1 (M1)
and Module 2 (M2) of the Global Comparative Study (GCS) on REDD+ by the Centre for International
Forestry Research (CIFOR). M1 has a focus on REDD+ policies and processes analysis. M2 observes
and documents the implementation of REDD+ project activities and their impacts.
Analysis of policy documents is an important part of policy study, although it cannot give a
complete picture of policy development [35]. The documents used for analysis included government
policies, strategic plans, and evaluation reports (from both GOV and non-GOV sources) in the ﬁeld
of sustainable development, forestry, and climate change. The study adopted steps for document
analysis by Mayers and Bass [35], investigating the political context where national REDD+ strategies
developed and obtaining background information, prior to conducting interviews. The researchers
were aware of potential issues from using ofﬁcial documents (i.e., credibility) to construct reality.
However, these documents could also be interesting, precisely because of the biases they could
reveal [59]. In-depth interviews were conducted with 81 actors, classiﬁed as state (including media,
research institutes, representatives from provincial, district, and communal governments) and non-state
agencies (UN agencies, international and domestic NGOs, and private sector). Seventy percent of the
total respondents were state actors and almost half of them were directly involved in policy-making at
national and subnational levels. The interview was structured around four sections with 13 questions.
Each interview lasted between 45 and 60 min and in person (with the exception of a few conducted
via phone calls and follow-up emails). In the ﬁrst set of questions, the respondents were asked to
describe their organizational interests and activities in REDD+. The second section aimed to explore the
respondent’s perception on key challenges and opportunities for REDD+ implementation in Vietnam.
The third section asked the respondents to comment on the NRAP consultation processes. Finally,
they were asked to provide policy assessments of REDD+ outcomes (i.e., policy impact including
emissions/removals; livelihoods; biodiversity; administrative and technical capacity [45]) in terms
of effectiveness, cost-efﬁciency, equity, and other co-beneﬁts. All interviews were recorded and
transcribed for analysis using the NVivo 10 software package (2012) to facilitate the process of coding
and identifying data patterns and themes (i.e., challenges around REDD+ consultation processes), and
generating theory. Data was also collected via empirical participatory observations in policy events
including workshops, meetings, and technical working groups’ dialogues over the course of four years
(2010–2014). In many cases, the researcher was an overt full member of the event/activity where the
status was known. In other cases, the researcher assumed the role of a participating observer.
3. Results
3.1. Who Are the Actors Involved in REDD+ Policy Processes?
The Vietnam REDD+ policy landscape is structured according to three levels of policymaking,
coordination, and implementation (Figure 1). The National REDD+ Steering Committee is the ultimate
policy-making body chaired by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) Minister
and constituted by members from various ministries. Immediately under the REDD+ Committee is
the Vietnam REDD+ ofﬁce overseeing all REDD+ activities. In 2010, a MARD ministerial decision

79

Forests 2017, 8, 53

to establish the REDD+ Network effectively “invited” NGOs to participate in REDD+. In the NRAP
in 2012, the language changed: “non-governmental organizations are requested to participate in
activities relating to the Program” [60]. The Vietnam REDD+ network started with members from
12 organizations (four government and eight international agencies and NGOs) in 2009, and has
expanded to include 200 individuals from 56 organizations. The implementation level is comprised
of six sub technical working groups (STWGs) in the areas of governance, private sector engagement,
Measurement, Reporting and Veriﬁcation (MRV), local implementation, and REDD+ ﬁnancing beneﬁt
distribution system and safeguards, which are chaired by both state and non-state agencies. The
composition of STWGs is diverse with participation of new stakeholders, beyond the list provided in
the MARD decision for STWGs establishment. According to UN-REDD, REDD+ is the ﬁrst government
programme in Vietnam that has involved civil society organizations and NGOs to such an extent
in decision-making processes [61]. The STWGs were active during 2010–2013 and contributed to a
number of key technical documents for REDD+ development in Vietnam. In 2014, STWGs were largely
inactive due to the unclear objectives and outcomes, and lack of capacity to leverage policy impacts [62].
Recently, concerted efforts to revitalize the STWGs have been observed. Some working groups (i.e.,
governance) are more active than others (Personal communications with UN-REDD professional staff).

ȱ
Figure 1. Vietnam REDD+ Institutional Arrangement (updated from the Vietnam REDD+ Website [63]).
REDD+, Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation; STWG, sub technical
working group.

REDD+ actors were largely from forestry and development organizations. Almost 47%
of non-state actors considered the main reason for their organizations’ involvement in REDD+
was to align their organizational goals with REDD+ themes. Another 34% of the respondents
considered their REDD+ involvement was initiated due to the possible linkages with their existing
operational programs.
The respondents’ organizational mandates and their REDD+ objectives were largely compatible
and could be divided into three major categories (Figure 2): (i) policy development, (ii) capacity
building, and (iii) project implementation (i.e., forestry and development). Approximately 50% of the
interviewed non-state organizations were delivering projects/programs. Among the organizations
with policy development mandate (i.e., 31% of the total), only a small number of actors mentioned
work around improving legal framework and developing new policies. Overall, respondents did
80
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not clearly mention their roles in REDD+ policy development, except for one respondent from a
Vietnamese NGO that used the term “policy advocacy”. The phrase “we support the government” was
the most frequent reference in the responses to this question. This support was being delivered in the
forms of project design, demonstration of best practices, and thematic policy advice. Respondents from
the international organizations used terms such as “behind-the-scene assistance” with a less assertive
position in relation to inﬂuence “we hope . . . ” and putting an emphasis on “respecting what the GOV
wants and supporting the GOV’s position”.
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60%
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Projectimplementation
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Capacitybuildingand
Communication
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23%
31%
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Figure 2. Organizational mandates and REDD+ objectives of non-state organizations.

In summary, REDD+ actors were mainly from the forestry sector or development agencies with a
stronger focus on service delivery and implementation than policy development or advocacy. Their
involvement in REDD+ activities was driven by the commonality between REDD+ and their existing
mandates. Many were seeking opportunities to advance their organizational mandates through
inﬂuencing the design and implementation of REDD+, and generally framed their organizational
objectives for REDD+ around giving support to the government.
3.2. How Do Actors View Their Inﬂuence in the NRAP Processes?
REDD+ actors’ views on the NRAP consultation process were grouped under two categories,
negative and positive (Table 1). Views from state and non-state actors were fairly consistent. There
were slightly more people in both groups who felt negatively about this process. Since data collection
was carried out during the early phase of NRAP formulation, there were some respondents who were
not aware of this process (i.e., 22% of state and 17% of non-state actors). A group of respondents did
not clearly express a view, but provided general comments towards the process.
Respondents with positive views considered the REDD+ Network as an effective consultation
forum and acknowledged the openness of the whole process. Within the negative category, the majority
of references (i.e., 76%) remarked on the limited participation, top-down approach, and ineffective
mechanisms, indicating the absence of clear goals and poor communication. Key stakeholders from
the international REDD+ community were dissatisﬁed with the limited knowledge about how this
formulation and approval processes evolved. Respondents from NGOs were frustrated with the
ways UN-REDD “dominated the consultation process”, and the state’s tokenistic effort to seek inputs,
claiming that “asking for comments on already written drafts is not sufﬁcient”. There is also disagreement
and discontent among the NGOs over who is more connected and has inﬂuence. One respondent
expressed: “Those big NGOs that work closely with the GOV know what the GOV wants and together they
determine the themes”.
81

Forests 2017, 8, 53

Table 1. REDD+ actors’ views on National REDD+ Action Program (NRAP) consultation processes.

Category

Expressed Themes

State Actors
(n = 56) (%)

Non- State
Actors (n = 25)
(%)

Negative views

Limited participation and top down approach
Ineffective mechanisms
Lack of coordination and inadequate information
sharing
Absence of government (GOV) leadership

32

33

Positive views

Awareness raising and interesting debates via
numerous workshops
Open to various stakeholders
REDD+ Network as an effective mechanism for
consultation

30

30

Respondents do
not know

Not aware of the process

22

17

Other comments

Neutrality is necessary
A better mechanism is required
Roles of REDD+ network, civil society organisations
(CSOs,) and non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) need to be strengthened and empowered
Clear goals, speciﬁc agendas, and creative approach.

16

20

While the NRAP consultation process was subject to a range of criticisms, more than 50% of the
respondents in both state and non-state sectors felt that the claims and positions of their organizations
were considered seriously during the decision-making process (Figure 3). These respondents appreciate
the GOV’s “open-mindedness” and the fact that “the GOV listens”. Many among the 20% of the non-state
actors and 16% state actors who did not think that their organizations had any inﬂuence on REDD+
process cited the absence of effective mechanisms and channels to approach/inﬂuence the GOV. Some
respondents seriously doubted that their voices were heard, pointing to the GOV’s limited capacity
and resources to process their recommendations. There was a number of people (i.e., 24% of non-state
and 31% of state actors), who did not articulate a view on the inﬂuence. It is interesting that there were
more state than non-state actors within this category. These respondents may be (i) those who were
involved in the process but unsure about the outcomes, (ii) those who were not directly involved in
the process, and hence unable to give concrete answers, and (iii) those who did not want to comment.

Figure 3. Organizational inﬂuence on REDD+ decision making process.
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In short, the interviewees indicated that there is a lot of room for improvement around the NRAP
formulation process. Both state and non-state actors pointed to the absence of a clear goal and effective
mechanisms for consultations, which ultimately led to limited participation. However, a level of
increasing openness in REDD+ policy-making was also observed.
4. Analysis and Discussion
4.1. What Are Factors Shaping Non-State Actors’ Inﬂuence in REDD+ Policy Processes?
From the analysis in this study, there were two factors that hamper Vietnamese NGOs (VNGOs)
effectively inﬂuencing REDD+ policy processes: (i) organizational inertia resulting from the long
history of entanglement with the state and (ii) limited practical experience in policy work and
constrained engagement with policy processes.
Driving and restraining forces that may have shaped REDD+ actors’ inﬂuence in policy processes
were analysed in the context of four factors—namely: (i) strong REDD+ momentum at the global level,
which has resulted in the Prime Minister’s decision to develop a REDD+ National Program in 2010;
(ii) available resources (ﬁnances and time) allowed for NRAP formulation; (iii) a shift towards more
open policy-making within REDD+; and (iv) the contemporary change of government’s views towards
CSOs that endorses them as participants in a new form of governance (Figure 4).

ȱ
Figure 4. Force Field Analysis of Vietnamese NGOs (VNGOs) and international NGOs (INGOs) in
Vietnam REDD+ policy arena.

The long history of “democratic centralism” under Marxist-Leninist philosophy has shaped
Vietnamese decision-making culture. Members of the Communist Party are required to give full
attention to effective implementation of decisions and there are potentially signiﬁcant negative
consequences if a person attempts to question and criticize the decisions made [64]. This focus
on implementation was partly shaped by the pressure and expectations from REDD+ donors on
Vietnam as one of the ﬁrst UN-REDD and FCPF countries to deliver and set an example for REDD+
globally. Others have identiﬁed that consultations on development and implementation of REDD+ in
Vietnam have often been inadequate due to pressures (i.e., time, donor’s priorities, and cost) on the
intermediaries carrying out the consultation [65].
Bui [55] considered that “Vietnamese NGOs are not as well connected and organized as in many
other countries”. This is perhaps true when VNGO’s operations are examined from the viewpoints
of resource mobilization, partnership building, or connection with local constituencies. However,
domestic NGOs in Vietnam are distinctively characterized by their entanglement with the state both
on administrative and operational levels, so in effect, they are very well connected. This leads to a lack
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of autonomy that may be considered inconsistent with western theories of civil society, but which may
actually give them more power and inﬂuence within Vietnamese decision making. A small number of
newly-established local NGOs have used different channels (personal connections or relationships)
to inﬂuence policy-making at a higher level, but their contribution is still ad hoc. Hannah [52]
cited VNGOs’ access to “political knowledge elite” with intimate familiarity with the rules, procedures,
and relationships with GOV staff as enabling stronger participation in policy. This type of “mutual
colonization” (between state and VNGOs) is a successful tactic that VNGOs are employing to achieve
social and political goals [52], but this process has also bred a level of organizational inertia because of
their strong entanglement. For example, VNGOs were well-represented in and sometimes chaired the
STWGs. However, this representation did not give them a strong weight in REDD+ decision making.
In general, VNGOs are still considered by the government as service providers with little real agency,
and thus less inﬂuence. For example, a respondent from a VNGO noted: “[the] GOV has a narrow band
of interest in what VNGOs have to say”.
Despite the authoritarian policy environment, consultation for policy formulation is not new in
Vietnam’s forestry sector. While policy makers may have different ideas on consultation, for example,
one key REDD+ policy maker in MARD noted: “Vietnam cannot conduct consultations in the same way
as other countries”, they are also willing to tailor the approach for REDD+. The NRAP formulation
process was fully funded by the UN-REDD program and took place over the course of two years.
While there was an increasing level of openness with participation of more non-state actors, criticism
and dissatisfaction with NRAP processes was also evident. There was very little action to improve the
NRAP formulation process, despite the more open policy environment and the resources available
for REDD+ policy-making. It was evident that there was a stronger focus on implementation than
formulation of policies (Figure 2).
The situation is different for international NGOs (INGOs) and organizations. These are often
ﬁnancially resourced by Western donors, who consider the involvement of civil society organisations
as a key ingredient in promoting good governance [66]. These organizations are active in REDD+
and making serious efforts to work in collaboration with the state in the area of policy advocacy.
However, this focus and approach to policy advocacy is inﬂuenced by their history and operations
in Vietnam, which has occurred under cumbersome registration, approval procedures, and relatively
strict surveillance. The perception of the political system as monolithic and authoritarian is common
and has thus created another type of inertia. While these INGOs are staffed with and sometimes
headed by Vietnamese nationals, there seems to be a gap between their notion of CSOs, their perception
of political systems, and the dynamic political realities. In a forum for CSO in 2010, a senior GOV
representative stated “INGOs do not understand how GOV works”. This observation was consistent with
the views of REDD+ policy makers interviewed for this study.
Ultimately, good policy process is more likely to result in positive policy outcomes. It is important
that policy actors understand politics and know how to handle policy processes strategically. In this
context, political intelligence can be both a beneﬁt and a disadvantage for both VNGOs and INGOs in
different ways. VNGOs have strong state connections that may facilitate their local operations and
manoeuvring through the system. INGOs can plead ignorance of internal politics while challenging
the state on sensitive issues.
4.2. Mechanisms and Strategies to Enhance REDD+ Policy Processes
Policy revitalisation is “recognising and unblocking counterproductive patterns in policy processes”,
noting that policy actors are caught in and often not aware of these “stagnated patterns” [38]. This study
shows that REDD+ state and non-state actors are preoccupied with discussions on highly technical
issues—ﬁnding solutions for their own operational issues and pursuing their own agendas. Similar
patterns were found in another study, where Vietnam’s REDD+ actors relied extensively on scientiﬁc
and technical justiﬁcations to promote REDD+ discourse [67]. The symptom of policy stagnation
here is manifested in the absence of open dialogues on how NRAP formulation process should take
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place to allow for different views and innovative ideas while seeking common goals and securing
commitments. Neither state nor non-state actors questioned the absence of these open dialogues
which, in a way, has undermined their chances to achieve positive outcomes. In conceptualizing the
current dynamics in natural resource management, Carr [32] found that “top-down” and “bottom-up”
focuses do not hold much value and called for a “middle ground” where vertical and horizontal links
are sought. We argue that REDD+ policy processes in Vietnam need to be revitalized, starting with
REDD+ actors’ recognition of the causes and patterns of policy stagnation, and creation of this “middle
ground” to nurture political intelligence, new ideas, linkages, and eventually enhance social learning.
Wells-Dang [68] suggested that CSOs in Vietnam need to unite and employ a diversity of strategies
and tactics to be effective. In the political context of Vietnam, collective action could offer ways to
achieve these.
Vietnamese history has consistently shown that collective actions have been considered the key
elements to success in response to natural disasters or foreign invasions [69]. The Sixth National
Congress of the Communist Party in 1986 reafﬁrmed that “the government is the tool for the country’s
socialist collective mastery”. Ensuring high levels of consensus and striving for solidarity and collective
action are the fundamental premises in ofﬁcial Communist Party documents and are strongly reﬂected
in decision-making processes.
VNGOs and INGOs in Vietnam’s REDD+ arena could overcome inertia associated with their
history and close ties to government by forming strong alliances between the groups active within
and beyond REDD+ networks. This requires a commitment to seek solutions, the right set of skills to
facilitate stronger networking, developing “action maps” to explore dynamics, learning how mutual
actions may reinforce each other, and unlocking learning opportunities [70].
As things stand, the prospect of a broad alliance forming via collective action is not promising.
The STWGs generally focus on technical issues and the REDD+ focal ministry does not show a great
deal of initiative and lacks experience in dealing with external stakeholders (for example, in the private
sector). There is also a disconnect between the REDD+ Steering Committee and the STWGs. The
feedback loops between these two, which are key to building knowledge and effective policy-making,
are absent.
If Vietnam wants to take concrete steps towards implementing REDD+ at a wider scale, both state
and non-state actors need to pause from implementation and switch attention to reﬂect and discuss
how to revitalize current policy processes. Speciﬁcally, local NGOs and international organizations
need to re-evaluate their strategies and consider the possible impact of collective power in order to aim
for more fundamental changes. The room to “manoeuver” and improve policy designs may not be as
limited as people think. The challenge remains to identify where this room is located and the entry
points for policy inﬂuence. While MARD may be inclined to employ a limited range of traditional
consultation processes, REDD+ can potentially provide new learning opportunities for both state and
non-state organisations.
Beutz [71] suggested that a functional democracy for a one-party state may need two elements
of (i) accountability and (ii) openness. In Vietnam, vertical accountability has declined and citizen
participation at the local level remains limited compared to 2011 [72]. Currently, there is public outcry
for a more transparent and accountable political system, manifested via the visible crisis around
recent environmental disasters and the demonstrations against Chinese occupation of the South
China Sea [73]. Taking this wider political context into account, REDD+ actors need to strive for
accountability and legitimacy. This level of increasing openness experienced in the REDD+ policy
process may serve as a platform for further pursuing accountability. In addition, the proposed draft
NRAP institutional arrangements will position the National REDD+ Steering Committee under the
chairmanship of a Deputy Prime Minister, with strengthened mechanisms for accountability. We
suggest that both the “policy community” (REDD+ Steering Committee) and “epistemic community”
(i.e., a knowledge-based network of experts, including Vietnamese STWGs and members of the
REDD+ network that assists policy makers to identify interests, frame the issues, and develop speciﬁc
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policies [74]) needs to enhance their interactions and reinforce their sense of collective accountability
to achieve better policy outcomes. If the state outsources certain functions to escape scrutiny [20],
the non-state actors have the chance to work collectively, treating REDD+ policy processes as a social
learning process, in which each sector is held accountable by the other.
5. Conclusions
Despite the rhetoric of more open policy-making for REDD+ in Vietnam, this study found that
the process is still far from inclusive and does not provide a strong basis for addressing key policy
objectives. While REDD+ policy is progressing from the ‘readiness’ phase to create a more inclusive
and dynamic strategy, without revitalization of policy processes there are risks in the coming phase
of the NRAP of little substantive policy development and limited incorporation of different interests,
resulting in policy that does not clearly address the drivers of deforestation and forest degradation
in Vietnam.
Due to their history of development and often close association with the state, non-state actors
and organisations are still on the periphery of decision making regarding REDD+, or they occupy
“safe” positions that align with current government policies. This results in a high level of policy
inertia, with few voices arguing for signiﬁcant change.
By acting collectively and moving beyond their “comfort zones” as service providers and
intermediaries, both Vietnamese and international NGOs could overcome this inertia and push
for fundamental changes. These actors can extend beyond a limited thematic focus and aim for
incorporating policies to support programs like REDD+ in a broader view of social change. Using
their collective political intelligence, building a broad alliance via collective actions, and creating
opportunities for social learning, where actors can share knowledge and experience and hold each
other accountable, they can operate to bring about greater beneﬁts from REDD+ for wider society and
more focused policy on the key drivers of forest loss or restoration.
In the Vietnamese political system, room to “manoeuver” can be opened up with the right tactics.
Policy makers in Vietnam are increasingly seeking better information and ideas on best practices from
various actors in order to reinforce the ruling party’s legitimacy. It is important for policy actors to
recognize policy stagnation, understand its patterns and root causes, and ﬁnd the right tactics for
addressing it. REDD+ state actors should seek to expand and build extra-sectoral partnerships across
multiple organisational boundaries, including those beyond the forestry sector.
The World Economic Forum claimed in 2013, “Civil society’s time has come” [47]. Professor Dang
Huu, president of the Vietnam Institute of Development Studies said in 2006: “As the reform process
moves forward, unique opportunities are created for Vietnamese policy and lawmakers to promote an enabling
environment for the establishment and growth of non-state organizations”. This enabling environment can
be created and facilitated through the joint actions of Vietnamese policy makers and non-state policy
actors in REDD+ policy processes.
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Abstract: Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) aims to
achieve its purpose by working across multiple sectors and involving multilevel actors in reducing
deforestation and forest degradation in tropical countries. By contrast, the European Union
(EU) Action Plan on Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) and its Voluntary
Partnership Agreements (VPAs) focus on forestry and functions at a bilateral state level. The FLEGT
Action Plan speciﬁcally aims to tackle illegal logging and improve forest governance in countries
exporting tropical timber to the EU. Since illegal logging is just one driver of forest degradation,
and legalisation of logging does not necessarily reduce deforestation and forest degradation, the two
instruments differ in scope. However, by addressing the causes of forest degradation and their
underlying governance issues, the FLEGT VPAs and REDD+ share many functional linkages at
higher levels of forest policy and forest governance. The contribution and participation of civil society
organisations (CSOs) and other actors are imperative to both processes. Our study is based on a survey
of key actors (national and international) in REDD+ and FLEGT VPA processes in the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic (Lao PDR). Our analysis was guided by the theoretical perspectives of the
policy arrangement approach and examination of two speciﬁc dimensions of this approach, namely
resources and rules of the game. This paper argues that participation of CSOs in both processes
is crucial because it facilitates and nurtures much needed cooperation between other national and
international actors. The paper concludes that participation of CSOs could bring valuable information
and knowledge into REDD+ and FLEGT VPA processes, thus contributing to increased legitimacy,
justice and transparency.
Keywords: REDD+; FLEGT VPA; civil society organisations; participation; resources; rules of the
game; policy arrangement approach; Lao PDR

1. Introduction
Climate change induced by human activities is well substantiated, for instance as demonstrated
by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change in the Fifth Assessment Report [1]. Deforestation
and forest degradation are a major concern globally because they are one of the drivers of global
warming. As much as 10% of the annual anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions is estimated
to be due to tropical deforestation and forest degradation [2]. Indeed, tropical forests showed a
signiﬁcant trend of increased annual forest loss between 2000 and 2012 [3]. Therefore, sustainable
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forest management (SFM) and conservation can play a key role in reducing global anthropogenic
greenhouse gas emissions [4,5].
Scholars argue that countries in the tropics often have institutional, economic and political
disadvantages in responding effectively to multifaceted and complex challenges, such as those
related to society-nature interactions [6–9]. The international community has therefore taken a
substantial interest in facilitating the national efforts of tropical countries to reduce deforestation
and forest degradation because such interventions are of interest and beneﬁt at a global scale. Different
approaches have arisen in the wake of this interest. Two such approaches are (i) Reducing Emissions
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation in Developing Countries, and the role of conservation,
sustainable management of forests and enhancement of forest carbon stocks in developing countries
(REDD+) and (ii) the European Union’s Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT)
Action Plan and Voluntary Partnership Agreements (VPAs). REDD+ is being negotiated under the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and developing countries are
being supported by several donor countries, especially Norway, as well as international organisations
such as the UN and the World Bank. The scope of REDD+ is to address the direct and underlying
drivers of deforestation and forest degradation, and under this approach, countries are paid based
on their performance in forest carbon sequestration. The latest climate agreement negotiated in Paris
features an explicit stand-alone article [10] (Article 5) devoted to REDD+ that sends a clear message
that REDD+ and forests will play a role in the ﬁght against climate change. Meanwhile, the EU FLEGT
Action Plan was developed in 2003 in response to imports of illegally sourced timber and vast illegal
logging operations in supplying timber products [11]. The overall aim of the FLEGT VPA is to limit the
import of illegal timber into the EU and reduce illegal logging, while strengthening land tenure, access
and rights, and increasing the participation of different actors [11]. This should help lead the way to
SFM (sustainable forest management), a principle that is adopted by most countries through the Rio
Conventions [12]. FLEGT VPAs are negotiated at a bilateral level between the European Commission
(EC) representing the EU member states and an individual partner country [13].
REDD+ works across multiple sectors and thus involves many different actors. Incorporating
the views of all of these actors in REDD+ planning and implementation processes is important to
ensure that REDD+ processes and ﬁnance will be accessible and fair for the different actors [14–16].
The FLEGT VPA process is negotiated and implemented as an agreement between the EC and each
speciﬁc country individually. The VPA agreements focus solely on forestry and illegal logging, and
also affect numerous actors at the national scale that are either directly or indirectly in touch with
forests and involved in forestry related matters [17,18]. By addressing the causes of forest degradation
and their underlying governance issues, negotiation and implementation of the FLEGT VPAs share
many functional linkages with REDD+ processes [19,20]. It is argued that REDD+ should include
safeguards that recognise and protect the continuity of multipurpose functions of the forest for local
people and avoid dependence on external payments [15,21,22]. In a similar fashion, VPAs in principle
have to include provisions for justice and sustainability matters [13]. In this context, the participation
of CSOs is essential in terms of developing such safeguards for REDD+ and FLEGT.
The aim of this paper is to understand how and to what extent CSOs are engaged in REDD+ and
in the emerging FLEGT VPA process in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (PDR). In addition, the
paper aims to clarify the possible role which CSO participation plays in facilitating the implementation
of the two processes. REDD+ in Lao PDR is at the stage of developing the national REDD+
strategy, while the VPA process is at the pre-negotiation phase. In this paper, we aim to explore
these two processes through three research questions: (i) how are CSOs currently participating in
REDD+ and VPA processes? (existing participation); (ii) how can the role of CSOs be strengthened?
(potential participation); (iii) how can CSOs foster cooperation between the REDD+ and VPA processes?
In addressing these questions, the paper contributes to the literature on the role of non-state actors
in environmental and forest governance processes and interventions in general terms as well as to the
emerging literature on the same issue in the context of FLEGT and REDD+. While the literature on
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the non-state actors’ role and participation is rather well developed in both general terms and with
regard to FLEGT and REDD+ processes, such analysis in the case of Lao PDR is a novelty and is much
needed. Considering the country’s single party system, the involvement and role of non-state actors,
such as CSOs, is an issue that has lagged behind, both in practice and in academic work. A limitation
of this study is that we had difﬁculty in accessing information and objective opinion on the issues in
focus, which in particular reﬂected the recent emergence of domestic CSOs and that their operations
and involvement is highly regulated in Lao PDR. This situation is also clearly seen in the study sample
which was dominated by international NGOs due to the difﬁculty of identifying domestic CSOs
working on FLEGT and REDD+ in Lao PDR.
We use the policy arrangement approach (PAA) proposed by Bas Arts and colleagues to analyse
the involvement of CSOs in FLEGT and REDD+ processes and their role in facilitating implementation
of and interactions between the processes in Lao PDR. One of the key reasons for adopting this
framework for our study is the concept of “political modernisation”, which is the “building block”
on which the PAA rests. The concept of political modernisation, as further explained in the section
describing the theoretical framework, is about the change in forest governance represented by the
emergence of new actors. Therefore, we felt that the PAA was particularly suited even though there
are various other frameworks for facilitating analyses of environmental governance. We also opted for
the PAA framework due to its strong emphasis on power and power relations—a dimension which is
largely overlooked in the analytical frameworks emerging from the schools of institutionalism and
institutional economics. Our conceptual understanding of PAA and its relevance are further explained
in Section 3 which introduces the theoretical framework of the study. The last part of the article
is organised in the following sections: Section 4 presents research methods; Section 5 presents and
discusses the results; and Section 6 draws some conclusions and offers recommendations. However,
ﬁrst, in Section 2 we discuss the case study (REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA processes) in Lao PDR.
2. Case Study in Lao PDR: Forestry Governance, CSOs, REDD+ and FLEGT VPA
2.1. Forest Governance and Participatory Forestry in Lao PDR
Lao PDR is a tropical country in Southeast Asia that shares most of its border with Vietnam
and Thailand. Forest cover in the country is high and is estimated at around 40%, but deforestation
levels have been alarming. Lao PDR has vast natural resources that attract foreign direct investment
with the aim of developing commercial agriculture and forestry production [23]. At the same time,
the government of Lao PDR and donor countries have agreed to pursue forest conservation through
global mechanisms such as REDD+ and FLEGT. Consequently, the various types of investments and
conservation practices for managing natural resources and land are creating more pressure on rural
communities but also opportunities to which these communities must adapt in order to secure their
livelihoods [24,25].
Although Lao PDR is well-endowed with natural resources that can make a major contribution to
the country’s long-term economic development, the country has experienced an alarming deforestation
rate in the last two decades. From 1982, the forest area has been decreasing dramatically, at an estimated
annual average net deforestation rate of 0.7%, or forest loss of about 76,000 ha per annum [26].
The immediate and underlying factors causing deforestation and forest degradation in Lao PDR are
well covered in [26,27]. Lao PDR state sources name the following activities as the principal causes
of deforestation: shifting cultivation, commercial agriculture, forest ﬁres, and mining operations in
forested areas. Extraction of wood (legal and illegal) and unsustainable non-timber forest product
harvesting are named as the major causes of forest degradation. Factors underlying these causes include
population growth and infrastructure expansion, urbanisation, construction of roads, hydropower
plants and increasing price and demand for raw materials (e.g., minerals, timber) in the regional
and global markets. However, scholars increasingly question these factors and sources, and point to
state-supported large-scale land concessions for fast-growing plantations and development projects as
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the main reasons for declining forest cover in Lao PDR, rather than shifting cultivation practiced by
upland minorities [28–30].
In Lao PDR, villagers have been involved in so-called participatory forestry since the 1990’s [31,32].
The ﬁrst participatory forest management (PFM) intervention was the Joint Forest Management
approach introduced by the Lao Swedish Forestry Programme [33]. In the 1990’s, the long-term rights
for use of natural forest could be allocated to individuals and organisations [34] (art.5, pp. 48–54).
The law made it possible to develop another participatory forestry model with a deeper involvement of
villagers, the Forest Management and Conservation Programme (FOMACOP). FOMACOP, supported
by World Bank and Finnish development cooperation, operated as a pilot project of participatory
sustainable production forestry. This project paid special attention to the building of villager
organisations and entrepreneurial development as well as to the technical aspects associated with
forest management carried out by villagers [35].
The concept of practising participatory forestry in production forests through village organisations
lost political support in Lao PDR and FOMACOP ended in 2001 [36]. The Forest Sector Strategy [37]
instead adopted a timber production approach under sustainable forest management (SFM) in
cooperation with local villages. The stated goal was decentralisation of land and forest resources.
However, from a critical point of view, rather than decentralising natural resources and providing
greater rights and control to local villages, the initiative at the time also led to re-centralisation of
power [38]. In more recent years, there has been renewed interest in and political acceptance of village
forestry, which is, however, highly regulated. In this vein, the former FOMACOP was replaced by
the Sustainable Forestry for Rural Development Scaling Up (SUFORD-SU) Project (another project
supported by the Finnish development aid) that follows more closely the political decisions and
regulations of Lao PDR. Production forest areas under SUFORD-SU are no longer allocated to a
particular village locality. Instead, management of production forest areas must be implemented jointly
by several villages, their village forest organisations and district forest management units [39–41].
Currently, the involvement and roles of villagers in SFM are embedded in the existing laws and
regulations and in the National Growth and Poverty Eradication Strategy of Government of Lao
PDR [42]. The most relevant laws dealing with CSO participation include: (i) the Forest Law [34];
(ii) Prime Minister’s (PM) Decree No. 59 [43]; (iii) Regulation No. 0204 from the Ministry of Agriculture
and Forestry (2003) and (iv) the Forestry Strategy [37]. These laws have apparently strengthened
the involvement of CSOs in community-based forestry interventions in Lao PDR, and provide more
freedom to develop village forestry models based on decentralised natural resources rights and control
by local villages. In summary, the last two decades have seen a shift towards decentralisation, a shift
back to recentralisation, and now recently again a shift towards decentralisation of natural resources
in the Lao PDR.
2.2. Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) in Lao PDR
In 2009, the Government of Lao PDR [44] passed decree No. 115/PM which introduced national
CSOs in the country, or non-proﬁt associations (NPAs) as they are called. According to the decree, NPAs
should contribute to socio-economic development and poverty eradication. In this paper, “CSOs” refers
to Lao NGOs/NPAs, community-based organisations and mass organisations as well as international
NGOs, which may have a role to play in the REDD+/VPA processes in the country. However, it should
be pointed out that the Lao-based organisations are highly regulated by the state and their freedom of
action and expression is still tightly monitored. In fact, the so-called “mass organisations” are one of
the four key institutions where leading ﬁgures are party members [45]. During this study, we found
that the national CSOs were not yet actively involved in the REDD+/FLEGT processes. Therefore,
the data and results presented in this study are dominated by information from international NGOs.
In the context of Lao PDR’s single-party and authoritarian ruling system, it is interpreted as quasi
normal that the NPAs would be under governmental control and in line with government policies and
goals [46,47]. For instance, the decree on NPAs stipulates that “undermining the national, collective
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and individual interest is forbidden” for NPAs [44]. Another decree [48] further constrains the activities
of NPAs by imposing stricter rules for obtaining ﬁnance and by limiting the ﬁelds in which they may
work. Besides this “new civil society” initiative, Lao PDR has four so-called mass organisations
(including the Farmers’ Union and Women’s Union) that have close ties to the Party. These mass
organisations have extensive organisational networks stretching from the top of the party hierarchy
down to the village level in order to disseminate information and scale up activities [47,49]. In the
case of new development activities, international NGOs, on the other hand, are comparatively more
active in Lao PDR, and have recently been recognised by the government as “important contributors
to national socio-economic advancements” [50]. However, their functional freedom also hangs in the
balance, because the new draft decree places them under more stringent supervision by the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs [51]. With the constant change in political position from centralised to decentralised,
market to state regulated and an ad-hoc manner of institutional and regulation building, it remains to
be seen what role CSOs will play in the country’s development and in the processes of FLEGT and
REDD+. However, there are hopes that the situation might change for the better with the appointment
of the new prime minister in January, 2016, who apparently has adopted a more “open approach” to
development and natural resource governance.
2.3. National REDD+ and FLEGT VPA Processes and Organisational Structures
The key challenges in forest and land governance in Lao PDR have been well addressed by several
scholars (see for example references [26–32]) who all discuss two key challenges: the ambiguous and
uncertain laws and regulations in land-use planning and allocations that further create opportunities
for unsound resource use practices, and poor law enforcement performance. To address the challenges
facing forest resources in the country, Lao PDR is participating in REDD+ and FLEGT VPA processes.
Lao PDR was one of the ﬁrst 14 countries to become a REDD+ country participant under the Forest
Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF) of the World Bank in 2008. The country’s Readiness Preparation
Proposal (R-PP), which is the most central national-level document that deﬁnes how a country actually
wants to implement REDD+, stems from 2010. Ofﬁcial communications from Lao PDR requesting entry
into VPA negotiations date from April 2012. By entering into a VPA with the European Commission
(EC), Lao PDR, at least in theory, aims to address the problem of illegal logging activities, improve
governance in the forest sector, guarantee access of timber products to the EU markets, build capacities,
and increase revenue from timber exports.
2.3.1. REDD+ Process in Lao PDR
Since 2007, Lao PDR has been involved in international negotiations through a REDD+ mechanism,
and the government has voiced support for an internationally binding agreement. REDD+ preparations
are being supported by FCPF, the Forest Investment Programme, and UN-REDD. The Lao PDR R-PP
was submitted in December 2010 and accepted in 2011 [26]. Currently, the country is gaining experience
from different REDD+ pilot projects and other readiness activities and setting up REDD+ institutions.
In 2011–2012, the country started an institutional reform which reorganised the responsibilities of
government bodies in relation to REDD+. A new Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment
(MoNRE) was established which also led to changes in the structure of the existing Ministry of
Agriculture and Forestry (MAF). Prior to the establishment of MoNRE, all forestry and therefore
REDD+ and FLEGT related matters fell under the MAF or, more precisely, under its Department of
Forestry (DoF). Once MoNRE was established in 2012, the government merged the former Division
of Forest Conservation and the Division of Forest Protection and Restoration at MAF’s Department
of Forestry (DoF) into the Department of Forest Resource Management (DFRM) at MoNRE [52];
the Division of Forest Production remained under the DoF at MAF.
The REDD+ Division was placed under the DFRM at MoNRE, while the REDD+ Ofﬁce was under
DoF at MAF. These unclear mandates between the ministries caused a lot of ambiguity and overlap in
REDD+ institutional settings, and the projects related to REDD+ and production and those related to
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conservation and protection are managed by two different ministries (MAF and MoNRE, respectively).
These overlapping roles have caused conﬂicts, but more importantly they have provided opportunities
for the private sector to establish land investments and timber extraction under a grey area of legality
and with little or no participation of local communities [49,53–55]. Furthermore, REDD+ activities
were transferred back to MoNRE [56]. However, in late April 2016, the new government of Lao PDR
decided to restructure some ministries and to reconsolidate the forest sector under one ministry—the
Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry. The Minister of MoNRE ofﬁcially transferred the DFRM to the
Minister of MAF on 19 August 2016. According to the ofﬁcial “Handing over Note”, the DFRM under
the MoNRE was returned to MAF. The two national REDD+ ofﬁces will be merged into one ofﬁce
under DoF.
The R-PP deﬁnes an institutional setup for national and subnational levels for governing
REDD+ in Lao PDR [57]. In accordance with this setup, a National REDD+ Task Force was
established in 2008 under the leadership of the Director-General of Forestry, and composed at that
time of 12 members from various organisations and an array of legal mandates [56]. Following
the establishment of MoNRE and under the ongoing institutional reforms during 2012 and 2013,
the Task Force was moved from MAF to MoNRE, and was expanded to include ﬁrst 24 members,
from 18 ministries and various cross-sectoral organisations [58,59], and then later 30 members. Initially,
the Director-General of DFRM chaired the Task Force, then the Vice-Minister of MONRE took over the
chairmanship. Now that forest management is again solely the responsibility of MAF, the leadership
of the National REDD+ Task Force has returned again to MAF. Now MAF is considering who will
lead the Task Force, and how to convene and make decisions. The National REDD+ Ofﬁce acts as a
secretariat to the National REDD+ Task Force. Similarly, provincial REDD+ Task Forces (PRTFs) are
supported by Provincial REDD+ Ofﬁces (PROs). To date, PRTFs and PROs have been established in
three provinces—Houaphan, Luang Prabang, and Champasack. Four provinces—Xayaboury, Luang
Namtha, Bokeo, and Oudomxay—are also to establish PRTFs and PROs before the end of the 2016.
2.3.2. FLEGT-VPA Process in Lao PDR
Voluntary Partnership Agreements (VPAs) are a key instrument of the EU FLEGT Action Plan.
The VPA is a voluntary bilateral trade agreement between the EU and the government of a timber
producing and trading partner country. The VPA becomes legally binding upon signature and
ratiﬁcation by both parties [11]. In Lao PDR, MAF—speciﬁcally its Department of Forest Inspection
(DoFI)—is the ministry with lead responsibility for negotiating the VPA. The FLEGT VPA informal
negotiation started in April 2012, although it was not until June 2015 that the Government Ofﬁce
of Laos approved the start of negotiations. A FLEGT Standing Ofﬁce was opened by the MAF in
October 2013 [60]. In July 2014, a workshop on actor engagement involving participants from the
government, private sector, CSOs and academic institutions was held in Lao PDR. At the conclusion
of the workshop, participants identiﬁed the following as the most essential issues to be resolved
in order to advance the VPA process: (1) establishing a national steering committee for the VPA
process; (2) building the capacity of actors; (3) strengthening communication on FLEGT among actor
groups [61]. During 2014, a number of workshops and events organised by the EU and German agency
for international cooperation (GIZ) were held to promote EU FLEGT in Lao PDR and in Southeast
Asia in general. The options for inclusive participation, building and involvement of civil society
in the process and legal enforcement were reviewed and discussed. The conclusion was that more
work and a willingness to foster an open and transparent approach was needed for the FLEGT VPA
to be successfully implemented in Lao PDR. These options were revisited almost three years later
in December 2016 when a draft Work Plan for Forest Law Enforcement and Governance (FLEG) in
ASEAN (Association of South East Asian Nations) was developed.
At the present time, Lao PDR is ﬁnalising its legality deﬁnition and—as the head of the Lao
FLEGT Standing Ofﬁce stated at the ASEAN meeting in December 2016—the aim is to conclude the
VPA negotiations with the EU in 2018. The FLEGT VPA meetings are still ongoing and according
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to EUFLEGT news (accessed on 25 January 2017), the recent meeting on FLEGT VPA in Lao PDR
acknowledged that engagement of private sector and civil society is the main challenge.
Concerning activities on the ground, signiﬁcant support from the EU is currently organised
under the auspices of the GIZ and its ProFLEGT project which aims to conclude a VPA between
the EU and the government of Lao PDR. The project activities have so far focussed on support and
capacity building for governmental agencies, as well as policy coordination. However, activities on the
ground related to testing and implementation of the system in the three pilot provinces—including
Sayaboury, Khammouane and Attapeu—have not taken place as originally planned. In addition to the
Pro-FLEGT project, the EU-FAO FLEGT Programme was established in 2012. This Programme aims to
improve awareness and strengthen the participation of CSOs and forest communities in the FLEGT
VPA countries, and has since been active in the Lao FLEGT policy process.
For the government of Lao PDR, a VPA with the EU could provide an opportunity to resolve
some of these issues and privileged access to the European market. Nevertheless, a lot will depend on
whether FLEGT VPA will catalyse fundamental governance and institutional reforms, and on whether
such reforms will address illegal logging and deforestation outside of the forestry sector, such as
that which originates from agricultural and other development sectors. However, such a major shift
away from the current governance norms is not likely to happen in the near future. This argument is
based for example [62]. The main VPA impacts in the country are therefore expected to be in terms of
strengthening forest governance generally.
3. Theoretical and Analytical Framework: Political Modernisation and the Policy Arrangement
Approach (PAA)
Our analysis for exploring the participation of CSOs in REDD+ and FLEGT VPA processes in
Lao PDR is guided by the policy arrangement approach (PAA). The PAA is deﬁned as “the temporary
stabilisation of the content and organisation of a policy domain” [63] (p. 96). It is helpful to examine
some of the theoretical and conceptual underpinnings behind the PAA framework in order to better
understand the REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA processes and the roles of CSOs. The concept of political
modernisation, which is deﬁned as “a comprehensive process of changes in the political domain of society” [63]
(p. 101), may serve as a useful starting point. According to this concept, political modernisation refers
to the process of shifting and redeﬁning the relationships between the state, the market and civil
society. These processes are characterised by the relative increase of political power of non-state actors,
such as CSOs and private-sector actors [63–65].
Political modernisation consists of two distinct phases: early modernity and late modernity. Early
modernity relates to the politics revolving around a strong nation-state model and the belief in a highly
manageable society and nature [65] (p. 343). Early modernity is characterised by a regulatory state
that is dominant over the market and civil society and optimism over such a state’s capability to solve
societal problems by rational policy making and comprehensive planning [65] (p. 343), [66] (p. 29).
Late modernity is characterised by a discourse of governance, interdependence and the inevitability of
the need for cooperation between government, market and society where there can be “no monopoly
of knowledge, problem-solving, or steering capacity”, as explained in [63] (pp. 101–102).
One way in which late modernity manifests itself is through what is understood as multilevel
governance, or multiactor governance. Multilevel implies that governance takes place on multiple
levels from local to global, and that these levels are not ’separated’ from each other; rather,
their boundaries are blurred and they are in constant interaction with each other. Multiactor refers to the
number of different actors besides the state that can be found at the different levels and which constitute
what is understood as governance [67,68]. Some examples of these actors in forest governance include
the private sector, civil society, international actors, local communities and forest users.
The PAA framework comprises four interrelated analytical dimensions: (i) actors and their
coalitions; (ii) resources and power; (iii) discourses; and (iv) rules of the game [64]. Bas Arts and
colleagues state in their publications on the PAA that all four dimensions should be considered together
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in the analysis and that change in one of them means a change in one or more of the other three
dimensions. While all these dimensions link to our key research question related to participation, we
decided, however, to focus on two dimensions of PAA because those were the most crucial issues based
on our pre-study analysis: rules of the game and resources, which refer to actors’ capacities—economic,
political, cultural, knowledge and beyond—and the extent to which actors are able to exert inﬂuence
over other actors (i.e., actors’ power relationships). The rules of the game can be understood by the
following essential questions [63,65]: Who decides the agenda? Who makes the decisions? Due to
the interrelatedness of the dimensions of a policy arrangement, these issues of “rules of the game”
are closely related to actors’ resources and thus also to power [69]. By contrast, resources are deﬁned
as assets that policy actors have or can mobilise to achieve their policy goals. The division of power
and inﬂuence between these actors determines the degree to which actors can inﬂuence the policy
outcomes. While different types of power capacities are certainly interwoven with each other and they
can all be relevant, two of these power types may be of special interest in the context of this study:
the political and the knowledge-based power capacities that are a central part of the rules of the game
in any governance process.
For participation and further cooperation to be realised, actors can be presupposed to have
and hold power, because power is required for actions such as formulating new rules, inﬂuencing
decisions or reframing discourses that contribute to making participation/cooperation happen. Further,
the achieved outcomes depend on the types of resources actors possess and how they use them, and on
how actors play the “policy game” and are affected by the rules. Rules of the game decide the
(non) existence of participation—i.e., who may participate and who decides this; the actors with the
“strongest” resources (e.g., political and knowledge-based power) are the ones who make the decisions
and achieve outcomes. The results of this study (Section 5) are presented in two sections based on our
interview ﬁndings on the CSOs’ resources and role in the ‘rules of the game’: (1) Resources of CSOs
and challenges to CSO participation in REDD+ and FLEGT VPA processes; and (2) Rules of the game
from the perspectives of CSOs facing challenges in fostering cooperation in REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA
processes. Prior to the results and discussion, the research materials and methods are presented.
4. Materials and Methods
The ﬁrst step to collect the data for this study in 2014 was an extensive review of existing scientiﬁc
and grey literature, including policy documents, brieﬁng notes and policy updates. The literature
review provided important contextual information that was then used for creating an online
questionnaire-based survey. This enabled the collection of more speciﬁc and relevant data for the study.
The second step in 2014 was identiﬁcation of key national and international policy actors
(representatives of international and national organisations, bilateral and multilateral donor agencies
and national level ministries and relevant departments) leading and representing their respective
organisations in the REDD+ and FLEGT related processes. In total, 51 contacts were identiﬁed and
contacted (named in Table 1 as pre-survey interviews) with the help of international and national
CSOs and bilateral project staff active in Laos. However, only 39 could be considered to have relevant
information related to more recent development in REDD+ and FLEGT processes.
In the third step in August 2014, the identiﬁed 39 key respondents were invited to take part in
an online survey. These organisations and actors were ﬁrst contacted by email and then were either
interviewed personally by phone or in face-to-face interviews in Lao PDR. Following the interviews,
eventually 17 out of 39 respondents (response rate of 44%) took a part in the on-line survey.
In the fourth and ﬁnal step, key-informant interviews were carried out with selected actors to
triangulate the data and generate understanding of the historical context of forest governance in
Lao PDR. Three of these informants participated in the survey, but the seven additional informants
did not. The face-to-face interviews took place in Vientiane in January and April 2015. In 2016,
ﬁve of informants were re-contacted by email in order to up-date the information. The distribution of
organisational actors in different data collection phases is presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Distribution of organisational actors in the survey and interviews.
Organisational Type
Government
National NGO
Community-based organisation
International NGO
Intergovernmental organisation
Foreign government agency
Private sector
Academia
Total

n (pre-Survey
Interviews 2014)
3
1

n (Survey 2014)
2
2
2
5
1
3
1
1
17

4
5

13

n (Key Informant
Interviews 2015)
1
2
2
4
1
10

In the analysis of the survey data, distinct approaches were employed for answers to ﬁxed-choice
questions and open-ended questions. Responses to ﬁxed-choice questions were graphically displayed
in an easily understandable format as quantitative data using Microsoft Excel, and these graphs were
then transferred to Microsoft Word. For open-ended questions, analysis was conducted in Microsoft
Word where responses by individual respondents were examined to identify main themes or topics
in their responses. The data from the interviews conducted in Lao PDR were used to support and
complement the survey data so as to provide a deeper understanding and a more reﬁned overall
context of the topic.
5. Results and Discussion
5.1. Resources of CSOs and Challenges to CSO Participation in REDD+ and FLEGT VPA Processes
This section addresses the dimension of resources of PAA, interpreted and used hereafter as
the capacities of CSOs (as one policy actor) to exert influence over other actors (i.e., actors’ power
relationships). Figure 1 summarises the types of roles that the CSOs have in the REDD+ process in
Lao PDR according to respondents. It is interesting to note that none of the respondents thought that
the CSOs—although participating—were actually affecting any decisions surrounding the REDD+
process. Rather, CSOs were seen to have other kinds of roles. Most of the respondents (13 out of 17)
acknowledged that the CSOs’ role has been to raise awareness and engage in building capacities.
For instance, a respondent from a national CSO commented that CSOs had been raising awareness on
both REDD+ and FLEGT VPA processes among CSO members. Figure 1 also indicates that the CSOs had
a role in terms of implementing projects on the ground. This correlates with the many different REDD+
readiness activities and pilot projects in areas of climate change, deforestation and SFM. Only one
respondent (of a national CSO) mentioned that CSOs had been conducting FPIC (Free Prior Informed
Consent) activities. FPIC is the principle that a community has the right to give or withhold its consent
to proposed REDD+ projects that may affect the lands they customarily own, occupy or otherwise use.

Figure 1. Role of CSOs in REDD+ and FLEGT VPA processes in Lao PDR (number of respondents = 17).
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Figure 1 summarises the types of roles played by CSOs in the FLEGT VPA process in Lao PDR.
The category “participating and affecting decisions” had a very low score, with only two respondents
indicating this option. Even so, the result was not as drastic as in the case of REDD+ where none of the
respondents indicated this option.
Nine respondents thought that the role of CSOs is to raise awareness and help build capacities for
others. For instance, a respondent from a national CSO stated that they were providing information to
their CSO network, which is an informal network between collaborating actors. Furthermore, as shown
in Figure 1, six respondents indicated that “facilitating communication and disseminating information
between different levels” was a role of CSOs in the FLEGT VPA process. Later, during face-to-face
interviews, a Lao CSO respondent commented that they had been facilitating communication and
disseminating information concerning FLEGT-VPA issues for local authorities and local communities
and sharing lessons learnt at regional and national level. Lastly, only four of the respondents,
in comparison to 11 in the case of REDD+, mentioned that CSOs were “implementing projects on the
ground”. The difference could partly be explained by the fact that the FLEGT VPA process was still at
a very early stage, and CSOs are currently not ofﬁcially involved in forest law enforcement activities.
In reality, however, via their networks, social media and newspapers, they have an important role in
monitoring and reporting for example illegal logging activities in Lao PDR, as commented on by an
international CSO representative during pre-study interviews.
Much of the wood in Lao PDR originates from conversions of forests to other land uses,
such as teak and rubber plantations, hydropower plants and mining and other infrastructure projects.
The government of Laos (GoL) has been experimenting with bans on logging and/or log exports
from as early as 1991 [26,49,62] when the nationwide moratorium on all logging concessions was
adopted (Decree No. 67, from August 1991). However, logging—legal and illegal—has continued
ever since; in the 1980s and 1990s logging was undertaken exclusively by the Lao Army and
state owned enterprises, and later by international investments under the pretext of nation-wide
development projects.
Several scholars have shown that private investors have so far successfully circumvented the
logging ban by using the willingness of the government to grant land concessions for development
projects, such as hydropower installations, plantations and mining (see for example [26,49,54]).
Regrettably, as scholars and practitioners have by now concluded, many of these development projects
never take place because many private investors abuse the development concessions by selling their
development concessions to a third party after having logged the land and proﬁted from timber sales.
Therefore, large-scale logging has continued to a greater or lesser extent in Lao PDR despite the formal
logging moratorium.
Separate questions were posed about challenges related to the participation of CSOs in REDD+
and in FLEGT VPA processes, but the data show noticeable similarities between both cases. Therefore,
these results are presented jointly. Based on the responses, four main categories of challenges were
identiﬁed: (i) governmental control and lack of an enabling political environment for CSOs to operate;
(ii) limited understanding about REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA processes and their complexity; (iii) limited
human and ﬁnancial resources within the CSOs; and (iv) few national efforts in enabling REDD+ and
VPA implementation in the country.
The ﬁrst and main challenge raised during the survey, but also during face-to-face interviews
among the respondents, is that the political system does not support or facilitate the operation of an
independent civil society. Respondents also expressed a perception that the government exercises
strict central control over REDD+ and related issues, as well as over the FLEGT-VPA process. One of
the national key informants argued during pre-study face-to-face interviews in 2014 that it is generally
difﬁcult for non-state actors, including CSOs, to inﬂuence or affect government policy processes.
These views are in line with the country’s political reality, which limits the functioning of a free
and independent civil society. During the survey, another national CSO respondent claimed that
there is no free speech and that it will never be possible in the current political context. Moreover,
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the government is intending to pass new decrees that would restrict the operation of international
CSOs as well as the establishment and registration of national CSOs in the country [48]. Consequently,
media with a focus on the region, such as South China Morning Post (17 September 2014) and Radio
Free Asia (2 October 2014), have been worried that this would curb the space for open dialogue in Lao
PDR society. The new decrees would further strengthen government control over CSOs in Lao PDR,
and possibly impede the funding of CSOs with foreign money.
More speciﬁcally for REDD+ and FLEGT VPA processes, during the survey, a government
representative explained that there is a lack of an enabling regulatory and institutional framework for
CSO participation. Progress in national REDD+ development has remained fairly limited, and this is
reﬂected in the survey responses. REDD+ as well as FLEGT require an institutional setup that promotes
and facilitates multiactor participation in order to have all relevant actors involved in the process.
Additionally, a survey respondent of a foreign government agency argued that a CSO representative
should be a member of the national REDD+ Task Force and participate in the decision making process
on REDD+. The same respondent also noted that such a development is not likely to happen in the
near future. Moreover, for the FLECT VPA process, a survey respondent of an international NGO
explained that not many CSOs work on this because the topic of FLEGT VPA is a sensitive issue in
Laos. The respondent further explained that forest law enforcement and monitoring of illegal logging
will be difﬁcult to implement at a local level because such actions would run counter to national and
subnational income from the unlicensed logging activities. Indeed, based on several documents and
articles, illegal logging and related trade are controversial issues in the country because it is argued
that inﬂuential actors from the private and the public sector are involved in these trades and powerful
vested interests exist [26,49,70].
The second and equally important fundamental challenge concerns the technical complexity of
REDD+ and lack of knowledge and understanding about FLEGT VP. This challenge holds true for most
of the actors involved in both processes. While it is important for participating actors to understand
the processes and how the processes relate to each other and other factors (such as forest monitoring,
forest management planning, logging licencing), there has been little information dissemination and
capacity building to address the issue. Ambiguity about REDD+ will drive actors’ interests down and
it will be difﬁcult for the process to gain momentum. One respondent of an international NGO stated
that it is difﬁcult to see how REDD+ relates to the communities, i.e., to their participation and beneﬁts.
In addition, on several occasions, the lack of REDD+ structures, pilot project structures and progress
were pointed out as obstacles and barriers for REDD+ implementation. This implies that four years
after the approval of the country’s R-PP’s, there is still a need for extensive capacity building among
actors “outside of the country’s capital”. As one respondent of an international organisation put it,
there is need to simplify REDD+ and make it understandable for a wider range of actors. Arguably,
this is challenging when overall progress with REDD+ in Lao PDR has been slow, and institutional
and regulatory developments within the process have been lagging behind. The same logic applies to
the VPA process; without sufﬁcient understanding, actors cannot properly engage in the VPA process.
Moreover, awareness of the VPA process among Lao CSOs and communities is still low, as pointed out
by some respondents from private sector and community-based organisations. A key informant also
stated that awareness of VPA is even lower than that of REDD+.
The third signiﬁcant challenge is a lack of capacities. The Lao NPAs were speciﬁcally pointed
out as lacking human, ﬁnancial and project management capacities in relation to REDD+ and VPA
processes. According to a key informant’s interviews, the most pressing issues are the lack of ﬁnancial
and properly trained human resources in the NPAs. A respondent of a foreign government agency
also stated that NPAs do not have adequate knowledge about international policy processes, and
the “big picture” surrounding those processes. Lack of these capacities and resources undoubtedly
has to do with the very recent emergence of Lao civil society organisations and the limited political
space for their activities and growth. This issue will need to be addressed for Lao NPAs to be able
to effectively engage in REDD+ and VPA processes. However, in the current setting, this is only
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possible with facilitation by the national government. This is because the government, by passing
laws and regulations, ultimately determines the degree to which NPAs may or may not be allowed to
develop themselves.
The fourth challenge reﬂects the government’s perceived lack of national efforts in enabling
REDD+ and VPA implementation in the country. One respondent from the national level said that
there is a contradiction in the national vision of development. The issues of conservation and of
contradictory government policies were again mentioned by another respondent and an informant
in 2016, as also evidenced by [71]. Further, a respondent of an international NGO stated that there
is a lack of initiative with regard to the REDD+ process within the government. Instead of national
authorities or national CBOs, the key players have been the bilateral and multilateral donor projects
(such as CliPAD, and JICA’s F-REDD project). The CSOs and the INGOs do not have a clear role in the
REDD+ process in Lao PDR. SNV (an INGO founded in the Netherlands in 1965, with local presence in
many countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America) has been active through their REDD+ pilot project,
but this support was available only until October 2016.
A key informant explained that the green light from the government to involve CSOs in the
FLEGT-VPA process has been pending. Understandably, it can become difﬁcult to involve CSOs in
the REDD+ or VPA process if the process lacks clear structure, direction and momentum [72], and
the government is ﬁrst and foremost responsible for all of these. For instance, in 2012, in the case of
REDD+, the division of DoF between two ministries as a result of institutional reform was seen to
cause weaknesses in its capacities; the lack of clarity in institutional mandates thus caused delays in
the processing of FCPF grant ﬁnancing by the World Bank [73]. However, in 2016, structural changes
and integration of international experts under DoF were again taking place. This is the result of
transfer of the DFRM from the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment back to the Ministry of
Agriculture and Forestry, and the REDD+ ofﬁce is now being consolidated under DoF.
5.2. The “Rules of the Game” and Challenges of Realising Cooperation between REDD+ and FLEGT
VPA Processes
Most respondents, in answering the question of future potential cooperation between REDD+
and FLEGT-VPA process, identiﬁed various opportunities such as matters concerning governance
of forest, the law reform and enforcement. These three aspects relate to the interlinkages between
the rules of the game and resources (the two analytical dimensions included in the PAA; see for
example [63,65]). The “rules of the game” are closely related to actors’ resources and therefore to
power during the policy game: Who participates in the policy development related to REDD+ and
FLEGT-VPA? Are CSOs excluded or will they participate in the future? If CSOs participate in the policy
game, they need resources, which refers to actors’ capacities—economic, political, cultural, knowledge
and beyond – and also to the extent to which they are able to exert inﬂuence over other actors (i.e., actors’
power relationships; see for example [63,65]. While different types of power capacities are certainly
interwoven with access to resources, two capacities—the political and the knowledge-based power
capacities—may be of special interest in the context of potential participation of CSOs in governance
of forests, law reform and enforcement. These two capacities—the political and the knowledge-based
power capacities—are central to the rules of the game in REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA processes.
For example, six respondents highlighted the overlap in the institutional structures of the two
initiatives and in the potential participation of CSOs to foster cooperation. Foreign government agency
respondents pointed out that under the process of REDD+ policy development, key actors such as
CSOs should be involved so that duplications and contradictions within VPA process can be avoided.
Further, the same respondents said that the work of the technical working groups of both processes
should be synchronised. Misunderstanding and miscommunication were said to be the wider issues
currently and the organisational setup of both MAF and MONRE were described as very complex.
Due to the fact that causes of deforestation and forest degradation largely originate from outside the
forest sector [74] and that REDD+ (and also VPA) requires effective cross-sectoral coordination and
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CSOs participation, advanced communication mechanisms within and among ministries would play a
key role.
Three respondents also acknowledged that there is potential for cooperation between the two
processes in terms of addressing causes of deforestation and forest degradation. The two processes
were regarded as providing opportunities for strengthened roles and rights of local communities.
A foreign government agency respondent argued, for example, that REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA processes
should adopt common approaches for empowering local communities to have rights and means to
engage in law enforcement around forests, especially in combating poaching and illegal logging,
and to receive real incentives for doing so. This view was shared by a key informant, who also
noted CSOs’ possible role in training local communities for these actions. A government respondent
echoed this view. Beyond deforestation and forest degradation, six different respondents pointed to
forest governance in general as an important topic for both processes; some areas for cooperation
include access to information and greater transparency, and land law reform and enforcement. As one
international expert noted: “Both (processes) are strongly linked to governance issues, so there could
be scope for using both processes to improve forest governance.” The respondent continued, however,
that “(this discussion) would have to involve the policy sector in a broad sense—not just the forestry
sector, which operates independently of for example land development sectors.”
Figure 2 presents potential challenges to creating cooperation between the two processes.
The two options clearly chosen most often were “insufﬁcient capacities” (14 respondents) and ‘lack of
political will/interest’ (13 respondents). The lack of capacities appears to be omnipresent and may
undermine many efforts. These ﬁndings are linked to the concept of resources and refer to actors’
capacities—economic, social and political—as well as to the concept of power.

Figure 2. Challenges to cooperation between REDD+ and VPA processes (number of respondents = 16).

For example, the interviewed foreign government agency representative highlighted both
processes as requiring signiﬁcant investments from the Lao government, and that coordinated
cooperation between REDD+ and VPA processes could lead to increased efﬁciency. There could
consequently be a reduced need for ﬁnancial and human resources, therefore such cooperation could
be something to truly strive for in the country context of Lao PDR. A foreign government agency
respondent explained the lack of political will or interest as related to the fact that (in the case of the
VPA process) very little timber from Lao PDR goes to Europe and that beneﬁts from REDD+ are still
unclear: “So, what is the incentive for the Lao government to take them seriously?” This lack of interest
could partly be explained by the third most chosen option (10 respondents), namely the “knowledge
gap” about the processes and possible cooperation between them. Understanding opportunities for
cooperation and its potential beneﬁts ﬁrst requires in-depth knowledge of each process, which is not
yet the case for many actors in Lao PDR. An international NGO respondent argued that REDD+ and
VPA concepts are new to Lao PDR and capacities of relevant government and private actors in relation
to these concepts were still very low. A Lao CSO respondent explained that many people were saying
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that these issues were new for them and very difﬁcult to understand, so they did not become interested
in them in the ﬁrst place. This indicates the need for awareness raising and capacity building.
Respondents also acknowledged that the “issue of power struggle between actors of REDD+ and
VPA processes” (7 respondents), “territorialism between different institutions or sector organisations”
(8 respondents) and “lack of communication between actors involved in REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA”
(8 respondents) also pose challenges to bringing about cooperation between the processes. Each of
these difﬁculties also relates to the same cross-sectoral aspect of different ministries and organisations
that are involved in the same governance matters. These issues are not unique to Lao PDR
(see e.g., [20] Tegegne et al., 2014 for similar ﬁndings in Cameroon and Congo Basin countries);
both REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA require improved governance involving multiple actors in order to be
successful. Therefore, strong leadership and coordination across sectors and institutions is instrumental
to progress.
One of the respondents (a representative of a foreign government agency) explained the current
lack of cooperation as being due to several factors. According to another respondent discussions and
coordination between the processes cannot be constructive when the institutional setup for REDD+ is
still ambiguous and the collaboration among actors generally weak. The respondent further added
that the agency in charge had not shown strong leadership in coordination. Moreover, institutional
and human capacity is quite limited and actors cannot understand well the requirements of both
initiatives, and therefore it is quite difﬁcult to discuss the duplication, demarcation and cooperation of
the initiatives among actors.
Finally, respondents were also asked to evaluate at what organisational/administration/interest
level(s) they believed that challenges to cooperation would occur (Figure 3). Here, a trend of increased
“likelihood” of challenges is observed to occur from lower towards higher levels of governance.
The implication is that decision-making power is concentrated at higher levels of governance rather
than at lower levels, as in a ‘top-down’ system. This is because challenges would occur at the
level where actual decisions are being made and authority is located. On the other hand, a foreign
government agency respondent argued that ‘once you have a successful case at village level, district
government will become your ambassador to the higher levels of government’. Challenges that prevent
or obstruct cooperation would still need to be tackled at all levels, with sufﬁcient attention being paid
to central and provincial levels.

Figure 3. Perceived occurrence of challenges related to cooperation at different levels (number of
respondents = 16).

The literature describes how for one process or regime to be able to “learn” from another process
and apply the lessons learnt, their institutions and/or membership must overlap [19,20,75]. In the
REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA processes in Lao PDR, as described in detail in Section 2.3, several albeit
shifting and therefore relatively complicated institutional connections and overlaps do exist between
actors and institutions involved. Based on interviews as well as national documents (such as [57]), it is
possible that more and new overlaps will come into effect as both processes take shape and evolve.
Currently, existing overlaps imply that the REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA processes already have interlinks
in memberships and thus are able to “learn” from each other and apply lessons learnt. However,
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both of these processes are centrally controlled, and although CSOs could have resources to support the
implementation of both processes, currently CSOs have limited access to set the rules of the game, as we
further elaborate in Section 6.
6. Conclusions and Recommendations
The national CSOs in Lao PDR are composed of the newly emerging Non-Proﬁt Associations
(NPAs). However, the government does not view these organisations as independent players nor as a
balancing force or counterweight to government policies, as is the case in many other countries [46].
In other words, the government does not share power with these actors (nor any other) but retains
central control and power for itself [46,76]. Instead, the government recognises that CSOs should
play a role in advancing development in the country, but this role should not contradict government
policies and goals [48]. The political environment in Lao PDR provides the frame for the conceptual
understanding of resources, which refers to the extent to which CSOs are able to exert inﬂuence
over central control and power (actors’ power relationships, as referred to in Bas Arts’ conceptual
frame [69]). Based on this interpretation, the rules of the game in REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA processes can
be understood through the following crucial questions [63,65]: Who decides on the policy agenda and
processes? Who may participate? Who decides the implementation?
The results of this study suggest that participation of international and local CSOs in REDD+
and FLEGT-VPA processes in Lao PDR is limited and signiﬁcantly constrained. Where the CSOs are
able to participate, the nature of that participation seems not to actually affect decisions that steer the
processes, but serves merely to raise awareness and to a lesser degree to bring about implementation
of local pilot project activities. Moreover, for the most part, the same kinds of challenges exist and
hinder meaningful participation of local CSOs in both REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA; i.e., awareness and
knowledge of the processes are low, and local CSOs lack capacities to a signiﬁcant extent. The political
system and governance structures of Lao PDR are also unsupportive of open and free participation by
local as well as international CSOs. The respondents felt that local CSOs need better knowledge of
REDD+ as well as of FLEGT-VPA and that experiences from other countries could be utilised to link
these processes together and provide meaningful ways for CSOs to participate in them. While evidence
of existing forms of cooperation between REDD+ as well as of FLEGT-VPA was limited, respondents
identiﬁed a potential for bringing about cooperation in the future. For this to happen, the respondents
again stressed the importance of building the capacities of all the actors involved. Three respondents
also acknowledged that there is potential for cooperation between the two processes/international
regimes in terms of addressing causes of deforestation and forest degradation (c.f., similar experiences
related to the two international regimes in Cameroon and the Republic of Congo [20]).
Interaction of international regimes is premised on the fact that these regimes inﬂuence the
development and performance of each other in several ways [77]. The interactions between policies
depend on the overall political and institutional setting in which policies or regimes exist and
interact [78]. This paper contributes to the literature on these interactions by investigating rules
of the game and how CSOs could strengthen the interactions between FLEGT and REDD+ in Lao PDF
country context.
Country context is important when it comes to effectiveness and pace of REDD+ readiness [79]
or other natural resources governance-related processes. Indeed, the seemingly slow progress of Lao
PDR in REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA can be partly explained by overall weak governance, the current
political environment, and lack of resources. Thus, we see the multifaceted nature of power in relation
to availability of resources and the capacity to achieve outcomes [69]. Participation and cooperation
can be presupposed to require that speciﬁc actors exercise power if they are to perform these functions.
But weak capacity or willingness of the government institutions and/or other “duty bearer” agencies
will hinder the formulation of the rules etc. needed to make participation/cooperation happen.
For example, in Lao PDR, the issue of weak forest governance is partly seen as a result of lack of
a regulatory framework and legislation. However, while some inconsistencies and loopholes do
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exist, the enforcement and implementation in particular of laws and policies in Lao PDR is also
acknowledged to be poor [32,49,57].
The latest in over two decades of GoL logging and/or log export bans is the new Prime Minister’s
Order (PM’s Order 15) ban on timber exports, issued in May 2016. The moratorium does not exempt
project developers or infrastructure-concession operators, and requires them not to use timber to pay
for infrastructure development projects. In addition, the government is in charge of logging and selling
wood directly to project developers and concession operators. In December 2016, the Laotian Times
reported that the PM’s Order 15 had successfully curbed harmful practices in the forestry sector and
timber industry. The scientiﬁc community has therefore been led to believe the implementation of the
Order has so far been taken seriously. There have as yet been no formal studies to support the merits
of this Order and immediate and urgent research into these claims is required.
Thompson, Baruah and Carr [16] point out that it is problematic that states are typically treated
as the main parties responsible for implementing REDD+, when they do not have sufﬁcient capacities
to successfully enforce rules and regulations. The kind of outcomes that are actually achieved depend,
however, on the types of resources actors possess and how they use them, and on how actors play the
whole “policy game”, i.e., are inﬂuenced by which rules. Rules of the game decide the (non)existence
of cooperation, who may participate and who decides this. Those who make the decisions and
achieve outcomes are the actors with the greatest resources (e.g., political and knowledge-based
power). A recent study [79] across REDD+ countries also found that not much attention is paid to
subnational-level processes. As the REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA processes in Lao PDR evolve, state actors
will need to consider how CSOs can be better involved in the processes, and in what roles, so as to
utilise their capacities and for the CSOs themselves to beneﬁt from the processes.
Currently, in Lao PDR, international and national CSOs are to a great extent concerned about
and affected by their opportunities to participate in natural resources governance. In this situation,
where local communities are adjusting to REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA to be able to beneﬁt from global
ﬂows of values, CSOs are being placed in an increasingly important role, serving as the voice of the
community. Traditionally, CSOs have been the weakest actors in natural resources governance in Lao
PDR, but CSOs now perceive their role to be growing stronger. In the case of REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA,
CSOs (both national and international) are acting as the mediators between global contexts and
local conditions.
In Lao PDR, international and national CSOs should and do have a role in facilitating both
REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA processes. However, it is important to remember this basic rule of the game
in life in general: the actors with the greatest resources can easily overrule the decision making of
those with fewer resources. There is also therefore a risk that externally funded and hence greater
resourced CSOs “speak on behalf” of local communities and that local governance structures are
bypassed in the process. There is further research needed on how the district and provincial level
governance and village organisations, such as mass organisations (e.g., youth and women’s unions)
and forest management units at village level, will be integrated in the REDD+ and FLEGT-VPA
processes, because they are key actors in the reduction of deforestation and forest degradation and
enforcement of forest law.
This study has important implications for the countries in the Southeast Asian region involved in
the FLEGT VPA and REDD+ processes, and in particular those such as Vietnam and Cambodia with
similar socio-political environments. The ﬁnding that CSOs have a key role to play in strengthening
cooperation and interactions between REDD+ and FELGT VPA, as well as in awareness raising and
pilot project implementation, make it imperative to address further the participation challenges faced
by CSOs in the region.
Limited understanding of REDD+ and FELGT VPA processes and limited human resources
were identiﬁed as key challenges to CSO participation. On the other hand, according to the study,
CSO understanding and resources are likely to improve in step with stronger CSOs which have a
key role in raising awareness about FLEGT and REDD+. In other words, creating and promoting
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enabling conditions for a better involvement of CSOs is an important strategy to address barriers to
CSO participation. In Lao PDR, the authoritarian regime would surely beneﬁt from a more open and
inclusive approach. Such an approach would in turn increase the legitimacy of government operations
as well as acceptance of external interventions, such as FLEGT VPA and REDD+ processes. Social
resistance—either hidden or more strategic and organised—continues to obstruct both acceptance of
state authority and implementation of international interventions in Southeast Asia [80]. We therefore
argue in favour of participation of non-state actors as a strategy for smoother implementation of
environmental governance interventions in general and of FLEGT and REDD+ in particular.
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Abstract: This paper analyses the design and implementation of Reducing Emissions from
Deforestation and Degradation, conserving and enhancing forest carbon stocks, and sustainably
managing forests (REDD+) in the West African region, an important global biodiversity area.
Drawing on in-depth interviews, analysis of policy documents and observation of everyday activities,
we sought to understand how REDD+ has been designed and implemented in Nigeria and Ghana.
We draw on political ecology to examine how, and why REDD+ takes the form it does in these
countries. We structure our discussion around three key dimensions that emerged as strong areas
of common emphasis in our case studies—capacity building, carbon visibility, and property rights.
First, we show that while REDD+ design generally foregrounds an ostensible inclusionary politics, its
implementation is driven through various forms of exclusion. This contradictory inclusion–exclusion
politics, which is partly emblematic of the neoliberal provenance of the REDD+ policy, is also
a contingent reality and a strategy for navigating complexities and pursuing certain interests. Second,
we show that though the emergent foci of REDD+ implementation in our case studies align with
global REDD+ expectations, they still manifest as historically and geographically contingent processes
that reﬂect negotiated and contested relations among actors that constitute the speciﬁc national
circumstance of each country. We conclude by reﬂecting on the importance of our ﬁndings for
understanding REDD+ projects in other tropical countries.
Keywords: climate change; forests; Ghana; Nigeria; political ecology; REDD+; West Africa

1. Introduction
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation plus sustainable forest
management, conservation and carbon stock enhancement (REDD+) has continued to inspire climate
policy optimism over the last decade. Yet, growing evidence from the implementation of this scheme
across tropical countries reveals inherent complexities that warrant close scrutiny. This is crucial not
only to understand the extent to which REDD+ does or does not deliver on its promises but also to
provide insights and lessons from the very processes of designing and implementing such an ambitious
scheme. Such insights and the promises of REDD+ are even more important in the wake of the newly
agreed Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) which aim to, among other things, urgently combat
climate change, while sustainably managing forests and halting land degradation and biodiversity
loss [1].
In this paper, we analyse the politics of design and implementation of REDD+ in the West African
context, focusing on Nigeria and Ghana. Compared to other regions, the REDD+ literature on West
Forests 2017, 8, 78
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Africa is still relatively nascent [2]. Yet Arhin and Atela [3] have argued that unlike previous global
climate change dispatches (e.g., the Clean Development Mechanisms) where African countries lagged
other regions as project hosts, the advent of REDD+ has seen signiﬁcant participation from the region,
and from West Africa in particular. This represents a shift from the early REDD+ “bias against Africa
and toward Latin America” [4]. For instance, all but one (Mauritania) of the continental coastal West
African countries stretching from Mauritania to Nigeria are involved in REDD+. Host to a major global
biodiversity hotspot [5,6], this region has a strong and diverse socio-cultural heritage, well-developed
traditional ecological knowledge, as well as a signiﬁcant rural population who rely directly on the forest
for their livelihoods [2,7,8]. Besides, the rainforest (and to some extent, the transition zone) vegetation
belt extending from the Congo Basin to Senegal (breaking at the Dahomey Gap) has a well-studied
history of colonial and post-colonial forest development that reﬂect both regional continuities and
a variety of inter-country speciﬁcities in terms of colonial legacies, political-administrative structures
and geographies [9–15]. Since these socio-cultural, political, ecological, and historical dimensions
signiﬁcantly shape the prospect, nature and impact of REDD+, detailed studies are required to further
our understanding of country speciﬁcities and regional patterns, thereby generating the much-needed
debates on REDD+ in this region.
In contributing to such studies, we draw on insights from political ecology to analyse the politics of
design and implementation of REDD+ in our case study areas. Political ecology emphasises questions
of interests and power as actors engage in unequal relations over the environment [10,16–18]. We ﬁnd
this perspective useful to foreground the politics in REDD+ design and implementation by scrutinising
the convergence of actors, the interplay of multiple interests, and the interactions of power, histories
and geographies that underpin the framing and the implementation of REDD+ [19]. We have allowed
our empirical ﬁndings to guide the overall structure of our discussion, choosing to only foreground
political ecology’s critical ethos and its attentiveness to ﬁelds of interest-laden relations. Through our
case studies, we demonstrate how REDD+ design reﬂects and is underpinned by ostensibly inclusive
visions that are malleable, optimistic and all-encompassing, promising a win-win scenario for all
parties [20–23]. Conversely, implementation of REDD+ has proceeded precisely through various forms
of trade-off and exclusion of certain actors, interests, knowledges, practices, forest uses, and claims
to resources [24–30]. We note that both the ostensibly inclusionary vision of REDD+ design and the
failure of this vision to translate into reality must be understood partly in terms of the neoliberal
provenance of this scheme [31–33]. Scholars of neoliberal environmental governance have analysed
the participatory and perpetually optimistic framings of neoliberal conservation projects, and their
repeated failure to realise such visions [34–38].
Yet, exclusion in REDD+ implementation is not merely an unintended failure or ineffectiveness of
the participatory vision, as Špirić and co-authors [39] seem to suggest in the case of Mexico. Rather,
we argue that it is also a deliberate strategy, a political tool for pragmatically rendering socio-ecological
complexities governable and for furthering certain interests. For instance, the technicality and
complexity of REDD+, which foreclose autonomous local and national actions have been linked
precisely to the “approach taken by government ofﬁcials, consultants, forestry, and development
experts to operationalise the idea of REDD+” [24,27,37,40,41]. Both discursive inclusion at the level of
policy design and exclusion at the level of implementation are also partly inherent to the REDD+ policy
itself. On the one hand, REDD+ platforms such as the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility and the United
Nations-Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (UN-REDD) dispatch guidelines and
socio-environmental safeguards (such as the Free Prior and Informed Consent) to, among other things,
foster a participatory approach, even as they carefully review REDD+ proposals to ensure adherence
to a participatory ethos [42–44]. On the other hand, the various processes entailed in rendering forests
visible as carbon, applying certain kinds of expertise, securing REDD+ forests, and even selecting
pilot case studies always entail various forms of exclusion. For instance, the REDD+ requirement to
guarantee property rights and ensure the permanence of carbon forests has seen the use of promised
incentives and/or force to exclude other forest uses and resource claims—notwithstanding co-beneﬁt
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claims [28–30,45]. Clearly, since these processes of inclusion and exclusion do not occur in vacuums,
they are also necessarily shaped by contextual histories, geographies and socio-politics [21,25]. To be
clear, while some studies have emphasised low participation and inclusion in REDD+ design and
discourses, see [39,41], we are more interested in juxtaposing tendencies of inclusion/exclusion
between design and implementation processes.
Through this combination of inclusion and exclusion, proponents of REDD+ in Nigeria and Ghana
emphasise three foci of action: building institutional capacity, rendering carbon visible and clarifying
property rights. While these programmatic goals of building institutional capacity, rendering carbon
visible and clarifying property rights align with expected REDD+ activities common to most REDD+
projects globally, the actual implementation of these goals is shaped by a variety of factors. We thus
suggest that to fully understand how and why REDD+ design and implementation proceed the way
they do in the West African context, one must pay attention to (1) the politics of inclusion and exclusion
at play in the design and implementation of REDD+; (2) the historically and geographically contingent
nature of REDD+ design and implementation; and (3) the contested relations of interest that constitute
the speciﬁc context within which global guidelines are being adapted. In so doing, we contribute to
the burgeoning body of critical work on REDD+ and carbon forestry in Africa [3,25,28–30,32,46,47].
We have structured the paper as follows: we begin by describing the methods adopted for the
research. This is followed by an analysis of the politics of REDD+ design in the two countries. We then
describe efforts to implement these programme designs under three major headings: capacity building,
visualising carbon, and deﬁning property rights. In the last section, we draw some conclusions and
highlight the general implications of our ﬁndings for understanding the design and implementation of
REDD+ broadly.
2. Materials and Methods
The data for this article was obtained over 9 months of ﬁeldwork in both Nigeria and
Ghana between 2013 and 2014. We adopted a qualitative research method. We conducted several
semi-structured interviews with a diverse set of actors who are directly or indirectly involved or
affected in the design and implementation of REDD+ at both national and sub-national levels. In Ghana,
the second author led the data collection. Here, 27 national-level stakeholders from government
institutions, national and international non-governmental organisations (NGOs), development
partners, research organisations and the private sector were interviewed. These respondents were
selected purposively based on their involvement and interests in the REDD+ process. Purposive
sampling is one of the non-probability sampling techniques involving deliberate target of speciﬁc
units of interest from usually a small population to form a representative sample [48,49]. Similarly,
58 REDD+ stakeholders were purposively selected and interviewed in Nigeria. The ﬁrst and the third
authors carried out the interviews. The respondents include state ofﬁcials, local NGOs, international
REDD+ consultants, and community leaders. The difference in sample size between the two case
study countries is a reﬂection of their distinctive political-administrative structures and institutional
arrangements for REDD+ with that of Nigeria being more expansive. Some stakeholders such
as the international NGOs operate in both countries as technical partners under the UN-REDD
program. All interviews (except one on Ghana conducted via Skype) were conducted face-to-face
using a conversational approach to allow for deeper probing of issues. The interviews generally lasted
for an average of 40 min or more depending on the participants’ willingness to articulate their views.
All the interviews were tape-recorded and stored according to the dates and locations they were
conducted. The Skype interview was carried out in a similar fashion. Interview questions consist of
relevant thematic issues that relate to politics, power relations, multi-level governance arrangement,
tenure and other information linked to design and implementation of REDD+ in both countries.
The qualitative interviews were complemented with a detailed review of relevant reports on
REDD+ in both countries. These include the REDD+ Project Idea Note (R-PIN) and the REDD+
Readiness Programme Proposal (R-PP) in the case of Ghana; and the National Programme Documents
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(NPD), the (REDD+ Readiness Programme Proposal) R-PP and the (Preliminary Assessment Report)
PAR in the case of Nigeria. Other documents reviewed include REDD+ progress reports for both
countries, Terms of Reference for consultants, consultancy reports, REDD+ project documents and
the National REDD+ Strategy document of Ghana. Additionally, we drew on observation of selected
REDD+ meetings and events, and extensive documentation of REDD+ events. These policy events
include environmental summits, workshops, round-table discussions and project meetings. We also
obtained data at REDD+ sites through participant observation of everyday activities of communities.
In Nigeria, further data was obtained from Ekuri, Iko-Esai, Katabang, and Ikang communities which
were purposively sampled from each of the three REDD+ pilot clusters. These communities were
selected based on the relative signiﬁcance attached to them by the project proponents. The collected
data sets were analysed using qualitative methods of content analysis, grounded theory, and discourse
analysis [50,51]. First, the interviews were transcribed verbatim and coded. Second, drawing on the
suggestions of Strauss and Corbin, and Saldana [52,53], coding was done manually using pen and
highlighters to assign descriptive and attribute information to sections of the transcripts and secondary
documents. This is followed by the axial coding process of re-organising and categorising similar
or related codes into themes that constitute the structure of our ﬁndings. This process was repeated
until a saturation point was reached where no new themes emerge from the data. Discourse analysis
involves the use of a critical narrative approach for the interpretation of meanings emerging from the
data in relation to our written memos of observations during the data gathering processes.
3. Results
In what follows, we discuss the results of our study under two broad headings: Politics of REDD+
Design and Politics of Implementation. The latter is further divided into three subsections.
3.1. Politics of Design
In Nigeria, REDD+ emerged partly in response to the recent economic drawback of Cross River
State (one of Nigeria’s 37 federating units) due to fast-declining oil revenues and growing public debt
(see Figure 1 for a map of Cross River). It was also partly a culmination of efforts especially among
civil society actors and state bureaucrats to address what they considered a “catastrophic” level of
deforestation in Cross River State which is an important global biodiversity hotspot and a historically
signiﬁcant socio-ecological area [5,6,54]. These were considerable efforts to supposedly preserve what is
now widely regarded as “Nigeria’s last remaining rainforest” in Cross River State, building on decades
of conservation and development interventions that peaked with the decentralised conservation of the
late 1980s [55–57]. Similar motivations underlie the REDD+ process in Ghana as well (see Figure 2 for
a map of REDD+ pilots in Ghana). Here, REDD+ policy proceeded on two main premises. The ﬁrst is
that the country’s forests were fast disappearing (estimated at approximately 2% annually) and needed
a transformational change from how forests have been managed in the past. REDD+ presented this
opportunity to “get things right” (Interview with Senior Forestry Ofﬁcial). The second premise was the
government’s expectation to mobilise signiﬁcant ﬁnancial resources through the performance-based
payments promise of REDD+ as well as the proliferating multilateral REDD+ ﬁnance arrangements.
As a senior ofﬁcial at the Ghana Forestry Commission described: “because [lack of] funding has
affected implementation of some of our beautiful policies, we strategically positioned ourselves to tap
into the opportunities of funding that REDD+ promised to offer . . . [including] the various funding
mechanisms promoted by the global community to support country-level efforts”. By 2014, Ghana had
developed an Emission Reduction Project Idea Note (ER-PIN) under the Carbon Fund of the World
Bank, which was expected to lead to full-scale implementation of REDD+ (see Figure 3 for progress
and key timelines on REDD+ in both countries). Under the carbon fund, the World Bank guarantees to
purchase the full magnitude of emissions reductions produced by participating countries. As such,
early REDD+ ideas began to emerge within this alignment of the aspirations of the ﬁnancially-stressed
government (and especially forestry) departments in both countries and the emergent conservation
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interests to protect the forest through creative carbon ﬁnance which is based not on cutting the forest
(e.g., timber extraction) but on a seemingly compelling idea of “doing nothing” [58,59].
For Nigeria, this early alignment of interests found full expression in an environment summit
convened in June 2008 which brought together stakeholders, including state bureaucrats, local and
international conservation NGOs, environmental entrepreneurs and expert, forest communities, and
businesses including bankers, even if the interest of two major coalitions—one for carbon forestry
and the other for biodiversity conservation—dominated the summit. The communiqué of this crucial
summit recommended that the state government “halt revenue target based on timber exploitation
and focus on forest conservation and regeneration for possible carbon ﬁnance”, “declare a two-year
moratorium on logging” and “initiate action to take advantage of the carbon credit market” [60]. These
measures found favour with a government that was keen to attract international ﬁnance. The Cross
River State government, thus, declared a total logging ban, halted revenue generation from timber
and initiated early REDD+ consultations. Following a series of reconnaissance surveys, preliminary
assessments, and interactions with international REDD+ partners at regional and international events
such as Conference of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol in Copenhagen, the country’s ﬁrst REDD+
proposal, the National Programme Document was approved by the UN-REDD. The UN-REDD is
the United Nations platform for REDD+ implementation support, jointly led by the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP), United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the Food
and Agricultural Organisation (FAO). An essential pre-condition for such approval is a demonstration
by Nigeria’s programme proponents of broad-based stakeholder consultation and consensus over the
largely expert-written proposals. As such, the circumstances within which REDD+ emerged in Nigeria
are those that mobilised a variety of interests in ways that are partly contingent and partly strategic in
meeting international requirements for approval.

ȱ
Figure 1. Map of Cross River State, Nigeria.

116

Forests 2017, 8, 78

ȱ
Figure 2. Map of REDD+ pilot areas in Ghana (2014). Note: The project in Ankasaho Amuni is
an extension of the pilot in Bedum operated by the Portal Limited. REDD+: Reducing Emissions from
Deforestation and forest Degradation plus sustainable forest management, conservation and carbon
stock enhancement.
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ȱ
Figure 3. Key timelines for REDD+ in Nigeria and Ghana. ATF: Anti-Deforestation Task Force;
UN-REDD: United Nations-Reducing Emission from Deforestation and Degradation; FCPF: Forest
Carbon Partnership Facility; R-PP: REDD+ Readiness Programme Proposal; NPD: National Programme
Document; R-PIN: REDD+ Project Idea Note; NRTWG: National REDD+ Technical Working Group;
MRV: Measurement, Reporting and Veriﬁcation.

Similarly, in Ghana, the origin of REDD+ is traced to the country’s response to the World
Bank’s call for proposal from interested tropical countries to participate in the then newly-launched
Forest Carbon Partnership Facilities (FCPF). Under the FCPF, countries were required to prepare
a REDD Project Idea Note (R-PIN), after which they received a grant for the preparation of
a detailed Readiness Preparation Proposal (R-PP). Although the development of the R-PIN was almost
exclusively carried out by the Ghana Forest Commission, the development of the R-PP drew on the
experiences and participation of a wide range of actors from government ministries, the private sector,
NGOs, community structures and international development partners. Using existing stakeholder
participation structures, the Forestry Commission invited representatives from the National House
of Chiefs, Ghana Timber and Milling Organisations, Civil Society Coalition of Forest Watch. These
representatives formed the core National REDD+ Technical Working Group, which drafted the R-PP.
The inclusionary politics underlying the design of REDD+ is evidenced in at least three areas. One
is in the adoption of a nested approach to REDD+ in Nigeria and Ghana. The nested approach with its
growing popularity entails simultaneous national and sub-national (or pilot) level implementation [5,61].
In Nigeria, the nested approach was partly a programmatic imperative, since REDD+ required
a national level carbon accounting, whereas, the project had been championed at the sub-national
(Cross River) level. This approach was also partly necessitated by an important contextual factor: the
federal government in Nigeria has no direct claim to land and forests. Nigeria’s regionalisation in
1954 under the British colonial administration brought about a complete transfer of all forest-related
powers from the central government to the regions, and later, to the states into which the regions split
from the 1960s onwards. The post-independent Land Use Decree (later Land Use Act, LUA under the
civilian rule) promulgated in 1978, only entrenched this colonial legacy, by vesting authority over all
land in the governor of each state, who holds it in trust for the people [62]. Even the National Forest
Policy (NFP) passed in 2006 only deferred to the LUA in specifying forest ownership: “the 1978 Land
Use Act gives the lead on questions of land ownership and tenure. All land is owned, including trees
growing on it either by the government or private owners.” [5].
In Ghana, the nested approach proceeded slightly differently. Early inclusionary approaches
were concretised in the devolution of piloting activities to various local constituencies and non-state
actors. While the Ghana Forestry Commission took responsibility for policy actions and overall
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coordination, early REDD+ proposals sought actual piloting and demonstration activities among
NGOs, communities and private forestry enterprises. This early form of nesting was cross-sectional,
allowing for the participation of different non-state actor groups. As such, early design of REDD+
laid out plans to support and reward these largely independent demonstration activities—seven in all
(See Figure 2). However, in late 2015, proponents, made a change to this model in the recently ﬁnalised
national strategy. A decision was reached to ditch individual-based pilots in favour of a landscape
approach. This was justiﬁed on the basis that, ﬁrst, all the seven devolved pilot projects were located
in the High-Forest (HFZ) and transitional ecological zones, which make up the southernmost third
of the country. The recent change was to allow REDD+ programmes to be implemented in the
Northern Savannah zone as well. Secondly, each of the three ecological zones in Ghana has historically
experienced distinct drivers of deforestation (i.e., agricultural activities in the HFZ and charcoal
production in the others). The landscape approach was thought to be more inclusive in terms of
the scale of operations and regarding its focus on landscape-speciﬁc drivers of deforestation rather
than at project levels. Thus, substantive nesting in Ghana is ecologically based, unlike Nigeria’s
political-administrative nesting. As such, the nested approach is clearly speciﬁed and encoded in
programme documents of both countries as an “innovative” approach which is ﬁtting for the contextual
complexities of both countries [63,64]. Nesting thus represents a critical moment in the inclusive politics
that underpins REDD+ design in Nigeria and Ghana.
The second aspect of REDD+ design where an inclusionary politics is apparent is in the
aims and visions of REDD+ as expounded in project documents and in proponents’ discourses.
The programmatic aims are multiple and cross-sectoral, foregrounding co-beneﬁts in both countries.
In Nigeria, the REDD+ National Programme Document speciﬁed the overall goal of REDD+ as follows:
“to contribute to climate change mitigation through improved forest conservation and enhancing
sustainable community livelihoods.” [63] (p. 11). The objectives of the project are unpacked into
14 outputs, which are then reﬁned into “core and indicative activities, all structured into a coherent
and detailed results framework” [63] (p. 11). Similarly, the declared vision of the REDD+ processes
in Ghana is: “to signiﬁcantly reduce emissions from deforestation and forest degradation over the
next twenty years, while at the same time addressing threats that undermine ecosystem services and
environmental integrity so as to maximise the co-beneﬁts of the forests. By so doing, REDD+ will
become a pillar of action for the national climate change agenda and a leading pathway towards
sustainable, low emissions development” [64] (p. 17).
Furthermore, visions held by experts and other key proponents are often far more grandiose
and ambitious than documented aims. In Nigeria, proponents not only seek an intersectoral basis for
REDD+, they also maintain that REDD+ has “something in it for everyone” (Int. Cross River State
REDD+ Coordinator). Moreover, so great are the potentials in REDD+ that one of the proponents
declares: “currently, there is no alternative to REDD+” (Int. 1, UK-based REDD+ Consultant; also
Int. 42, International NGO Executive). In Ghana, the recent National REDD+ Strategy captures those
ambitious and cross-sectoral visions and aims of proponents to (i) reduce emissions from deforestation
and forest degradation over the next twenty years; (ii) preserve Ghana’s forests in order to sustain
their ecosystem services, conserve biological diversity, and maintain a cultural heritage for generations
to come; (iii) transform Ghana’s major agricultural commodities and Non-Timber Forest Products
(NTFPs) into climate-smart production systems and landscapes; (iv) expand platforms for cross-sector
and public–private collaboration and sustainable economic development; and (v) generate substantial
and sustainable economic and non-economic incentives and beneﬁts to improve livelihoods across
all regions. These visions are deliberately ambitious, broad, and all-inclusive, seeking to summon
different actor groups: different state jurisdictions and departments, different forest users, NGOs,
investors, academics, the military, among others. Thus, these declared visions of REDD+ also instantiate
the inclusive politics that underpins REDD+ in Nigeria and Ghana. While these optimistic, and
inclusionary tendencies are partly neoliberal in origin [34,36], they also reﬂect a rhetorical commitment
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to delivering REDD+ “co-beneﬁts” and a universal inclusivity which Nuesiri [65] shows is a key
attribute of UN-REDD policy in general and in Nigeria speciﬁcally.
The third and perhaps the most vivid representation of the inclusionary politics underpinning
REDD+ is evidenced by the proposed institutional framework for REDD+ in both countries
as presented in Figures 4 and 5 below. These institutional frameworks portray the interactions
among the various stakeholders (including government departments, civil society, international
organisations, forest communities, and the academia, among others). World Bank assessors considered
Nigeria’s framework “far too complex”, despite their afﬁnity for complex bureaucratic systems [66].
The frameworks were so inclusionary that, in the case of Nigeria, proponents listed multinational
oil companies operating in Nigeria (such as Shell and Chevron) as partners and potential buyers
of Nigeria’s REDD+ carbon offset [5]. Driven by this inclusionary strategy, Nigeria’s REDD+ has
proceeded so that by the end of 2013, Nigeria’s National Programme Document (NPD) had been
accepted by the UNREDD with a US$4.2 million readiness fund. The World Bank’s FCPF supported
the country’s Readiness Preparation Proposal (R-PP) with US$3.6 million, and the California-led
Governors’ Climate and Forests Task Force (GCF) provided additional support. In Ghana, following
the approval of the R-PP, about $3.4 million were provided by the World Bank. As of 2016, about
$100 million has been mobilised in commitment from multilateral, bilateral and other philanthropic
sources although just about $25 million has been disbursed from the respective donors to the Ghanaian
authorities [67].

ȱ
Figure 4. REDD+ Institutional Framework for Nigeria. MDA: Ministries, Departments and Agencies;
NGOs: Non-governmental Organisations; CRS: Cross River State; UN: the United States. Source:
Adapted from Nigeria R-PP, 2013, p. 11 [66].
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This section has, so far, analysed the design of REDD+ in Nigeria and Ghana, and how a certain
inclusionary drive underpinned design processes in the two countries—to varying extent. Details
of some key design elements, however, differ between the two countries as partly evident in the
discussion so far, and as shown in the summary of comparative characteristics of REDD+ in Ghana
and Nigeria in Table 1. Nevertheless, in both cases, it is an interplay of nationally-adapted global
REDD+ guidelines, interactions with international REDD+ partners (such as the World Bank and
the UN-REDD), speciﬁc histories, and the negotiation of actors’ interests that underpin the design of
REDD+. These elements interact to forge a tentative inclusionary approach both as a contingent and
a strategic dimension of the design process. An inclusionary approach, among other things, serves to
lend the projects some legitimacy, minimise opposition in its early stages, and guarantee the technical
and ﬁnancial support of international partners. Yet, this is not to suggest that REDD+ design was
totally and always effectively inclusive; it is to emphasise the ways in which inclusion was partly
a deliberate strategy which contrasts with the exclusionary politics through which implementation
was pursued. The following section examines the implementation of these proposals, focusing on three
major themes that emerged as common areas of emphasis in both countries, i.e., capacity building,
visualising carbon, and deﬁning property.

ȱ
Figure 5. REDD+ Institutional Framework for Ghana. MLG: Ministry of Local Government; MLNR:
Ministry of Lands and Natural Resource Management; MoF: Ministry of Finance; MESTI: Ministry
of Environment, Science, Technology and Innovation; MoFA: Ministry of Food and Agriculture;
TCC+: Technical Coordination Committee; VPA, Voluntary Partnership Agreements; FC: Forestry
Commission; ERP: Emission Reduction Programme; EPA: Environmental Protection Agency; NGOs:
Non-Governmental Organisations; CREMAs: Community Resource Management Areas. Source:
Adapted from Forestry Commission, 2015 [64].
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Table 1. Characteristics of REDD+ in Ghana and Nigeria.
Design/Implementation
Elements

Ghana

Nigeria

Scale of REDD+ planning

National accounting with
an ecological landscape approach
to implementation

National and sub-national (state) implementation

Basis for nesting

Ecologically driven, based on
zoning of the landscape and unique
drivers of deforestation

Politically driven, based on pre-existing federal
structure and the power differentials between
federal and state control of land and forests

Total area

8 million hectares spread across ﬁve
administrative regions.

14.4 million hectares in Cross River State

Institutional arrangement

Design based on a multi-stakeholder
principle that situates actors across
national, operational and local levels

Design based on the
“all-affected”/multi-stakeholder principle

Land, forest and
carbon tenure

Forest is owned by communities,
but the National Forestry
Commission holds the rights to
manage forests. Dtermination of
carbon tenure ongoing

The state governor in each state holds land in
trust for the people. Therefore, there is a formal
state trusteeship over land and an overlapping
customary ownership. Carbon ownership claims
are still indeterminate, but there are indications
of state control over how carbon rights
might be distributed

Implementing agency

National—The Ghana
Forestry Commission

National—National REDD+ Secretariat
Sub-national—Cross River State REDD+ Unit in
the State Forestry Commission

Landscapes/ecosystems
under focus

Rainforest, Agricultural land
(Cocoa farm)

Rainforest; Mangrove

Securing forest property
for REDD+

Through negotiations with cocoa
farmers (in agricultural lands) and
through protection of existing state
Protected Areas

Through state-wide forest protection
(a logging moratorium)

Funding Allocation

Approximately $100 million
committed between 2009 and 2014
although actual disbursement
stands at about $30 million

A sum of US$4.2 million from UN-REDD;
$3.6 million from FCPF; and $132,000 from
Green Climate Fund; $466,000 from Small Grants
Programme

Expansion

To be expanded into transition and
northern savannah zones

To be expanded to other Nigerian states

Stated drivers of
Deforestation

Agricultural expansion, illegal
logging, fuelwood harvesting,
mining, infrastructure development

Agriculture, state timber policies, mining,
and infrastructural development

REDD+: Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation plus sustainable forest management,
conservation and carbon stock enhancement; UN-REDD: United Nations-Reducing Emission from Deforestation
and Degradation; FCPF: Forest Carbon Partnership Facility.

3.2. Politics of Implementation (UNREDD, United Nations-REDD Project; FCPF, Forest Carbon
Partnership Facility)
Having discussed the politics of REDD+ design, this section highlights how elements of project
design codiﬁed in key project documents are pursued, contested and even transformed as they
enter the realm of everyday politics of implementation. We show that not only did the earlier
inclusionary approach change in implementation, but various forms of exclusion and narrowing
were also strategically wielded to render social and ecological complexities governable. This section
proceeds along three major areas of common implementation focus in Nigeria and Ghana. These are
capacity building, carbon visibility, and property rights.
3.2.1. Capacity Building
Capacity building has come to be identiﬁed as a central aspect of REDD+ readiness in many
countries [37]. Weak institutional and technical capacities to implement REDD+ and speciﬁcally to
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monitor forest carbon have been a raging concern among global proponents of REDD+. For instance,
in one extensive review of the capacity of 99 countries to engage in REDD+, [68] found that “very large
capacity gaps were observed in forty-nine countries, mostly in Africa”. This and many other studies
have called for institutional and technical capacity for countries as a key focus of implementation of
REDD+ [69,70]. In line with this global emphasis, both Nigeria and Ghana have pursued the goal of
improving institutional and technical capacity at the national and state levels. Yet, the implementation
of this goal was more than a mere technical intervention. Rather it entailed evaluating, discounting, and
re-working existing institutional arrangements as well as authorising and legitimising new institutional
arrangements, actors, knowledge, and practices which are claimed to be REDD+ enabling [71,72].
In both countries, the processes of institutional restructuring involved blending of old and new
institutional units; overhaul of forestry law and forestry policy; and everyday efforts to impart
technical know-how in expertise areas (such as remote sensing, participatory governance) that are
considered critical for REDD+.
In Nigeria, capacity building was pursued through complex cross–scalar efforts to rework
institutions (speciﬁcally forest laws and institutional structures). One aspect through which this was to
be achieved involved translating the proposed complex institutional structure (depicted in Figures 4
and 5 above) into reality through the creation of a whole REDD+ institutional network, composed of old
and new state and non-state institutions. At the national level, new departments and units were created,
for instance, the national REDD+ Secretariat, the National Advisory Council on REDD+, and the
National sub-committee on REDD+. This is an addition to efforts to restructure existing departments
such as the Federal Forestry Department and the Federal Climate Change Department (Formerly
Special Climate Change Unit). Restructuring efforts were most intense at the state level in Cross River
since it is at this level that the practical REDD+ demonstration would take place—in line with the nested
approach—and it is at this level that forestry laws have signiﬁcant bearings on landscapes and people,
as earlier noted. Similarly, the REDD+ processes in Ghana focused on creating a new institutional
network, comprising of old and new public institutions. Here, the Forestry Commission set up the
Climate Change Unit to be the secretariat of the REDD+ processes and created a four-tier system of
institutional arrangement. At the cabinet level, the Natural Resources Advisory Council (ENRAC),
headed by the Vice President, was set up to provide high-level backing to the REDD+ processes.
At the ministerial level, an existing inter-sectoral Technical Coordinating Committee-Plus (TCC+)
was enrolled into the institutional architecture of REDD+ while a completely new multi-stakeholder
National REDD+ Working Group (NRWG) was created. The Climate Change Unit, which serves as
a secretariat to REDD+ Secretariat was also created at the operational/implementation levels. However,
unlike Nigeria where much implementation continues at the state level, Ghana’s implementation focus
was more on the national level.
A starting point for proponents pursuing restructuring in both countries was to review the old
forestry law and existing institutional framework for forest policy. In Nigeria, the 1956 Eastern Nigerian
forest law (which governed forests in Cross River State) was reviewed and approved by the legislature
and the executive in 2010. This was followed by the reworking of the Cross River State Forestry
Commission to grant more powers to non-state actors (notably NGOs), while orienting the goals of the
Commission, its missions, reporting systems and administrative frameworks towards a new vision of
carbon forestry [73,74]. In Ghana, the existing 1994 Forest and Wildlife Policy was also revised and
replaced with a 2011 Forest and Wildlife Policy [75]. In both countries, this wave of restructuring was
rationalised partly through the problematisation of “the long-standing system of viewing the forest
as a source of revenue for government [which] is an outdated, colonial and pre-oil mentality . . . and
civil servants charged with forest management responsibilities who are involved in illegal logging
activities” [76] (pp. 3–4). While REDD+ proponents, both in Ghana and in the Cross River State of
Nigeria, claimed to replace timber forestry with carbon forestry, on the one hand, they also grappled
with the reality that a carbon regime could not be built ex nihilo. Consequently, restructuring in both
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countries progressed through the selective exclusion of certain timber forestry practices, knowledge,
actors, and interests.
In Nigeria for instance, such restructuring entailed the disciplining of timber forestry actors,
partly by steering everyday forestry practice and knowledge away from those required for timber
forestry to those most useful for carbon forestry. A major aim was to equip foresters and other
REDD+ proponents with the tools and capacity to render forests visible in new ways. Recognising
the lack of such knowledge and the need for it in the emergent dispensation, the Cross River State
Forestry Board intervened. The Chair of the Board recounts: “to monitor the forest you must have the
capacity. When we came in here, most people had not seen a GPS, not to talk of knowing the relevance
of Geographic information system (GIS). So we had to purchase GPS units . . . and trained them”
(Chairman Forestry Board and State REDD+ Coordinator). Forestry staff members in the various
outposts were henceforth required to report monthly GPS readings of their activities to the Commission
headquarters. This intervention failed to achieve the desired results as no forestry outpost reported any
GIS reading. Nevertheless, MRV laboratories (one at the national REDD+ Secretariat in Abuja and one
at the Forestry Commission in Calabar, Cross River) have been established. Experts and international
consultants have been deployed to foster these new forms of knowledge and practices. Speciﬁcally,
a FAO MRV expert was seconded to the Forestry Commission in Cross River State, while several
other consultants from the FAO, UNDP and UNEP continued ad-hoc consultancies. Failing efforts to
integrate remote sensing into the total forestry structure, REDD+ proponents began narrowing their
focus on select units (e.g., the cartographic unit), and individuals who were strategic to the carbon
forestry regime became the targets of REDD+ capacity building. In Ghana, a technology transfer
initiative was instituted where more preference was given to foreign consultants partnering local ﬁrms
and staff of the Commission to work on deliverables such as MRV and Reference Emission Level (REL).
The Commission also initiated “various capacity building activities . . . to sharpen the skills of these
bodies to make them more effective at their roles” [61]. These include various training programmes
on designing REDD+ projects, carbon stocks assessments, MRV and REL establishment, etc. Thus,
a path dependency manifests in Ghana’s REDD+ design where the continuous capacity building is
emphasised in the implementation of REDD+.
Important in this wave of institutional re-organisation aimed at building capacity are the
assumptions underpinning it and how these serve to legitimise the exclusion of traditional forestry
actors. In Nigeria for instance, existing forestry institutions have consistently been described
as lacking technical capabilities, old-fashioned, corrupt and aiding illegal logging. For instance,
the bulky preliminary assessment report which formed the basis for the project proposals had noted:
“In most states, management capacity of the state forestry departments and local organisations
is low, with poor funding, low staff morale, limited technical training and often high levels
of government corruption” [5]. However, these evaluations often ignore the longer history of
declining state support for forestry, increasing state forestry revenue target, and recent spread of
industrial timber and agricultural concessions—factors which serving and retired foresters blamed
for widespread corruption and decline of Cross River forests. Nevertheless, these assumptions
of deﬁcinency have served to justify the selective exclusion of forestry bureaucrats in the REDD+
processes. As a consequence, NGO actors and international consultants dominate the emergent
institutional structures for REDD+ [29,33]. This dominance should also be understood within the
historical context of the post-1989 decentralisation efforts which began with the constitution of
the Cross River National Park in 1991 and fostered the rise of an NGO sector and the growth
of socio-environmental entrepreneurs some of whom are now prominent in REDD+ design and
implementation [11,43]. Though this allowed the implementation of REDD+ to progress since these
NGO actors claim know-how in carbon forestry, it has also stoked a tension between traditional state
foresters who increasingly feel professionally marginalised and excluded and the members of the
NGO-led REDD+ coalition who lead REDD+ processes, having been appointed to state positions.
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Also remarkable is the nature of the emergent institutional arrangement under REDD+, presented
in Figures 4 and 5 above. If the representation of the arrangement is complex, translating the
representation into reality was even more complex, thereby limiting the extent to which implementers
could achieve smooth national/state nesting. First, the ambitiously inclusive institutional architecture
proposed in design documents in both countries quickly gave in to highly selective coalitions,
with actors in the state forestry institutions and in the NGO sector decrying the lack of participation
and transparency in the implementation process (Interview Forestry Director; Interview local NGO;
Interview International NGO). Second, as implementation progressed, it became clear that many of
the old and new state agencies overlap and even compete. As such, on the ground, institutional
arrangements are complex and far less inclusive than design documents suggest. Indeed, the constant
clash and negotiation of interests among actors in the state and beyond the state reﬂect a condition
marked by “micro-politics, in which actors pursue various overt and covert negotiating strategies to
achieve personal ends” [29]. In Nigeria for instance, conservation NGOs leading state anti-deforestation
efforts continue to appropriate the logging moratorium for the protection of primates and other wildlife.
Also, some members of the Anti-Deforestation Task Force often strike illegal deals with loggers and
timber merchants. Some foresters also withdrew support for REDD+ to defend their professional
interests and public rights to forest products. In Ghana, although the Forestry Commission began
the REDD+ processes through the FCPF, organised the consultations and led the development of
the REDD+ Strategy, the Ministry of Lands (which is its parent institution) also led almost parallel
processes of consultations, piloting and other processes under the Forest Investment Project (FIP) of
the World Bank. A key aim of capacity building is to enable a socio-technical institutional formation
that can render forest carbon visible and amenable to accounting. This visualisation of carbon is the
focus of the next section.
3.2.2. Visualising Carbon
In line with increasing emphasis at the global level for tropical countries to make carbon visible and
tractable through credible measurement, reporting and veriﬁcation (MRV) processes, a second major
focus of implementation in both countries has been to render the forest visible as carbon [27] . This also
reﬂects ongoing effort to grapple with the requirements and capacity for MRV in both countries.
The foundation for this aspect of REDD+ implementation was laid by REDD+ experts who
determine the overall biomass carbon potential in both Nigeria and Ghana. For example, a network of
international experts from the United Nations Environment Programme’s (UNEP) World Conservation
Monitoring Centre (WCMC) conducted a carbon survey in 2010 using remote sensing and global soil
charts to estimate Nigeria’s biomass carbon as 7.5 gigatons and demonstrating the national spread of
carbon The survey also suggested focus areas for optimum REDD+ co-beneﬁts by overlaying the carbon
map with biodiversity areas of interest. Similarly, through a collaboration between the Ghana Forestry
Commission and Forest Trends, Nature Conservation Research Centre (NCRC) and some researchers
from the University of Oxford and the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA),
a biomass map was produced for Ghana. The map estimated total above ground national carbon stocks
to be 1.75 gigaton of carbon (Gt.). Rendering carbon visible in this way requires excluding a range
of other things from view. Excluded from view are areas of local importance to communities—fertile
farmlands, areas rich in non-timber forest products, sacred forests, and community settlements.
Such carbon visibility exercises which were championed by local and international consultants in
Nigeria and Ghana, as elsewhere [37,77] have not emphasised local knowledge and capacity for
measuring carbon. This is in spite of a growing literature showing the importance and effectiveness
of locally trained forest communities in accurately monitoring carbon in ways that safeguard local
rights [78–81]. Though implementers in both countries have organised series of workshops on remote
sensing, including at least one on-the-ground carbon estimation exercise at the community level in
Nigeria, these exercises were rather symbolic as they were not signiﬁcant enough to help communities
crack open and sustainably engage with the black box of technical carbon estimations procedures.
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Closely linked to these are efforts to territorialise these emergent carbon visibilities. Given the
lack of capacity in both countries, as in most tropical countries, to monitor the forest nationally
and near-real time [66], implementer’s narrowed territorialisation of national carbon visibilities to
sub-national pilots. Difﬁculty in monitoring also relates to challenges in establishing a plausible and
widely agreeable reference baseline for emissions reduction, which REDD+ implementers and the
World Bank review committees jointly agreed was fundamental to the project [5]. Generally, not only is
baseline determination a technically challenging endeavour, it is also a political one [55,82]. This means
that although carbon is rendered visible at the national level, actual monitoring and capturing of value
would proceed at the sub-national level, which does not merely align with the nested approach, but
also represents a narrowing of the scope of what ought to be national carbon monitoring.
At the sub-national level in Cross River State and in the project areas in Ghana, pilot areas
for REDD+ and the extents of forests are neatly demarcated on maps. However, on the ground,
the situation is different: there seem to be no credible information on the deﬁnite extent of the forest
(loss) and the deﬁnite areas marked out for REDD+. A retired senior forester in Nigeria observed:
“Obviously since, say Independence, there hasn’t been any detailed inventory survey. So, whatever we
are even claiming about the boundaries and the sizes of the Cross River forests I think is guess-work”
(Interview Retired Forestry Director). An ofﬁcial of the Anti-deforestation Task Force charged with
forest protection also observed that “there are no clear boundaries till today. How do you do REDD+
when you do not even have a boundary you can claim to be your own” (Interview Task Force Ofﬁcial).
If uncertainties with forest extent and boundaries pose technical challenges for REDD+, this challenge
takes on a political form with respect to communities whose forests are also being constituted into
REDD+ pilots. For instance, the Project Idea Notes (PINs) for Nigeria’s REDD+ pilots had noted:
“the project is viable and attractive to carbon ﬁnance only if the project area includes the multiple
community forests and forest reserves. A project considering only one of these areas would not be
viable on its own” [5]. Thus, to make Nigeria’s carbon forests marketable and ﬁnance-able, they needed
to be rendered visible as “clusters” which are based mainly on forest contiguity. Once carbon forests
are rendered as clusters, socio-political jurisdiction must be re-arranged as such: supra-community
governance levels that correspond to clustered forests. What is excluded from such a process are the
various ways through which local forest governance had been pursued prior to REDD+ and the various
patterns of inter-community resource relations that pre-date current interventions. Yet, such imposed
institutional arrangements exempliﬁed by clustering, scholars of institutional bricolage warn [83,84],
often fail to grasp the ways in which community resource governance institutions are rather more
organic, multipurpose and representing layered imbrications of new and pre-existing institutions.
Further work on carbon visualisation speciﬁc to the Ghana case involved mass mobilisation
and education. Dubbed the “REDDeye road show”, the format for the procession over the years
has involved mobilisation of a cross-section of actors including celebrities, school children, private
ﬁrms, government agencies and communities into street marches in different locations across multiple
regions in Ghana. Per the government, the central objective has been to raise awareness and “open their
(i.e., youth, school children) eyes on the importance of the REDD+ as a mechanism to reduce the
devastating effects of climate change” (Interview with ofﬁcial of Forestry Commission, April 2014).
Accordingly, these street processions interspersed with dancing, drumming and drama promote
messages centred on behavioural changes such as changes such as “before you cut a tree, think
twice”, “save the earth against the removal of trees” and “let’s protect the environment together”.
However, far from the mere raising of awareness, the mass education and processions form part of
the larger efforts to visualise carbon as a ﬁctitious product that can be controlled, calculated and
managed [58]. At the same time, the exclusionary politics in the REDD+ Roadshow is seen on its key
targets (i.e., general public, school children, youth). Here, timber merchants (both legal and illegal)
understood to have driven deforestation are given insufﬁcient attention as targets. These carbon
visualisation processes are also linked to processes of deﬁning carbon rights and tenure, which is the
focus of the next section.
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3.2.3. Deﬁning Property Rights
In addition to building capacity and visualising carbon, deﬁning property rights is the third
major focus of implementation in our case studies. Questions of tenure are so central to REDD+,
as literature in this area has demonstrated, since this relates to the permanence of emission reduction,
beneﬁt-sharing, access to forest resources under REDD+, and overall project effectiveness [41,85].
It is also around these aspects of REDD+ in West Africa that the literature on justice in ecosystem
governance is recently gaining traction, see [86]. In both Ghana and Nigeria, proponents of REDD+
have sought to deﬁne property rights through mutually reinforcing practices of invoking existing
legal-institutional framework for forest and land, and through material practices of formulating new
rules and controlling access to the carbon forest [5,64,87]. However, determination of property right is
even more complex, involving discursive and practical negotiation and contestations between REDD+
proponents, forest communities and other stakeholders. As in other post-colonial tropical countries
where formal and customary land claims overlap, there are complexities over land rights in both
countries, and project proponents show an awareness of this. For instance, a National Validation
Workshop of REDD+ stakeholders in Nigeria called for “due clariﬁcation and deﬁnition of carbon
rights and land tenure matters as they affect REDD+” [64]. In Ghana, the National REDD+ Strategy
recognised that tenure rights are ambiguous, contested and “poses major challenges to Ghana’s REDD+
process” [75].
Implementers in both countries are trying to respond to this imperative in various ways.
In Nigeria, REDD+ proposals have linked carbon rights to forest and land rights by invoking the
National Forest Policy, which itself referred to the Land Use Act (LUA). The National Forest Policy
(NFP), passed in 2006, only deferred to the LUA in specifying forest ownership: “the 1978 Land Use
Act gives the lead on questions of land ownership and tenure. All land is owned, including trees
growing on it either by government or private owner.” [64]. In Ghana, the government has initiated
consultancies about tenure reviews which is expected to lead to legislations that will clarify and secure
land tenure, tree tenure, carbon rights and beneﬁt-sharing frameworks for REDD+. At the same time,
there are divided opinions among the implementers in both countries. In Nigeria, some maintain
that nobody owns carbon and that though there are legislations on the ownership of timber and land,
there is currently no document specifying any pattern for carbon ownership (Interview, State REDD+
Coordinator; Interview, REDD+ Consultant). These warn that if current tenure arrangement which
puts all land under the state control is strictly translated into carbon rights “that would be a disaster”,
since it will marginalise communities and other non-state claimants of carbon beneﬁts (Interview,
UK-based Nigerian REDD+ Consultant). Furthermore, currently in Ghana, communities own forest
but they do not have management rights over the forest. Thus, different tenure and beneﬁt sharing
frameworks govern trees and lands on which the trees are located respectively. Here, opinions are
divided on whether carbon should be treated as a natural resource such as timber or should be treated
as a non-timber forest product, whose extraction is not tied to trees but to the lands, for more on this
complexity see [88]. Either way, the existing tenure and beneﬁt-sharing framework sharing framework
are recognised by stakeholders as unfair, inequitable and community-marginalising as individual
farmers are excluded from beneﬁts from trees. Meanwhile, some respondents in both countries suggest
that carbon rights be focused more on sharing rights to beneﬁt from carbon among relevant actors
including communities. This aligns with the view of carbon right as a bundle of rights with actors
having different rights within the bundle of rights [88]. However, even this still entails a clariﬁcation
of the “owner” in whom the cumulative rights are vested, including the right to exclude others and
protect the resource. Indeed, it is through the exclusion of others that the “owner” can secure property
right to the carbon forests and guarantee permanence.
While discussions continue around ownership of forest carbon, the expression of the State’s power
to exclude other land and forest claimants in Nigeria (i.e., through the total logging ban) indicates
who currently wields the important rights. The logging ban is sustained by a government-constituted
militarised Anti-deforestation Task Force, led by a conservationist. The moratorium is now considered
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an important means of demonstrating “political will” to international REDD+ partners. This is, in turn,
ensuring continued technical and ﬁnancial support from international REDD+ partners. However,
local communities have continued to contest these efforts to secure the forest for REDD+ through
a total logging ban that threaten long-standing forest management practices, local farming, local
livelihood, local resource governance and resource rights. For instance, one petition written by a forest
community on the 28 November 2011 was addressed to the State Governor. The community made
a desperate plea for rescue from “the untold hardship [which] the Chair of the Anti-deforestation Task
Force is impacting on us outside of the law” [89] (p. 1). They petitioned that “after having obtained
a valid document from the Forestry Commission to ofﬁcially evacuate processed chewing stick from
Agbokim village, he impounded our vehicle” [89] (p. 1). Failing such petitions, communities have
resorted to everyday acts of resistance including defying the repressive ban to access NTFPs—acts that
the ATF would regard as “pilfering” and other “forest offences” [90,91]. In other cases, communities
are reclaiming land areas long donated to forestry for reforestation purposes. Meanwhile, by contrast,
Ghana is integrating tree conservation on farms. Yet, by existing laws, Ghanaian communities could
own the trees but would not necessarily have the carbon management rights.
Thus, efforts to implement REDD+ in both countries proceed under conditions of exclusion,
tension and contestations, although in different forms. Ultimately, efforts to clarify and deﬁne property
rights in both Nigeria and Ghana are reinforcing state control over land, forest and carbon at the
expense of community rights and public access to timber and non-timber forest products [41]. Under
such circumstances, in Nigeria, safeguard tools such as the Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC)
were largely reduced to another technical subject for NGO training and discussion. The application of FPIC
bears no signiﬁcance in the unilaterally-imposed ban on exploitation of timber and non-timber forest
produce (e.g., chewing stick, shepherding staff) in state reserves, community forests and private forests.
Meanwhile, these tensions and exclusion are also driving increased deforestation. As data from the
Global Forest Watch show in Nigeria, deforestation has increased steadily since 2012, reaching a 14-year
peak in 2014—a period when the Anti-deforestation Task Force was most active [92]. Therefore,
exclusionary policies (like the moratorium) which undermine local property rights also tend to
exacerbate deforestation and degradation Therefore, exclusionary policies (like the moratorium)
which undermine local property rights also tend to exacerbate deforestation and degradation [93,94].
While some studies [95] claim that devolution of forest control may not necessarily lead to improved
local and regional forest conditions, we argue that devolution also requires that we reframe such
questions as: what constitutes forest improvement and who gets to deﬁne it?
4. Discussion and Conclusions
So, what shapes the design and implementation of REDD+ in Nigeria and Ghana? While a
combination of in-country processes and international negotiations kick-started the project in Nigeria,
Ghana initiated its REDD+ processes through early engagement with international REDD+ partners.
On one hand, REDD+ design was clearly path-dependent and historically contingent, reﬂecting, in
Nigeria, in the leading role of Cross River State and the subsequent adoption of the nested approach.
This is linked to the decentralisation of colonial administration, and the Land Use Act that invests
state governors with power over land, the series of conservation and development interventions that
began with the constitution of the Cross River National Park and the more recently ﬁnancial and
ecological challenges in Cross River State. This path dependency manifests differently in Ghana’s
REDD+ design where a strong and relatively well-resourced Forestry Commission took the lead on
REDD+ at the national level. Important here are historical factors such as historically distinct drivers of
deforestation in the different ecological zones, which favoured an ecologically aligned nesting unlike
Nigeria’s political-administrative nesting of REDD+. Ultimately, while Nigeria’s REDD+ is organised
around strict protection of forest, in Ghana, REDD+ is organised around a variety of strategies
(including cocoa intensiﬁcation and on-farm tree planting) suited to the different socio-ecological areas.
Design processes in both countries converge around a particular inclusionary ethos which was partly
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contingent and partly pragmatic and strategic. Overall, it is the interplay of nationally-adapted global
REDD+ guidelines, speciﬁc histories, situated geographies and actors’ (including state and non-state
actors including NGOs and local communities) interests that underpin the design of REDD+ in such
an inclusionary manner.
A similarly complex bricolage of heterogeneous factors shaped the implementation of REDD+
in the two contexts. First, the overarching focus on the three domains of capacity building,
visualising carbon, and clarifying property rights in both Nigeria and Ghana apparently derives
from the international REDD+ dispatches (e.g., United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) and international proponents such as World Bank). The manifestation of these
guidelines takes different forms in the two countries, as these guidelines interact with speciﬁc histories,
institutional formation, interests of different stakeholders, existing property rights, and the various
goals being pursued by proponents of these projects. Notably, efforts to build institutional capacity
in both cases entailed processes of institutional restructuring involving the blending of old and new
institutional units; overhaul of forestry law and forestry policy; and everyday efforts to impart technical
know-how in disciplines and expertise areas (such as remote sensing, participatory governance) that
are considered critical for REDD+. Reviews of REDD+ cases across several countries have shown
capacity building to be a central objective which issues from international guidelines on REDD+ [4].
However, literature also shows that the great deal of ﬁnancial, technical and administrative resources
being devoted to capacity building for REDD+ is not translating to commensurate improvement in
local and national capacity, thereby pointing to the motley of factors that shape capacity building
processes [33,37,96]. Part of the problem, [37] argue in their analysis of Tanzania, is the inherent
and insidiously alienating technicality and complexity of REDD+ which “did not fall from the sky”
but has been produced through the self-interested and self-reproducing ways in which actors in the
state, civil society and international organisations project REDD+ [24,40,97]. Indeed, the hegemonic
carbon measurement approach, notably through remote sensing, does not only exclude other forms of
mensuration and valuation, it also represents a regime of power which disciplines bearers of other
knowledges [27].
An important goal of institutional capacity development is focused on equipping implementers to
engage in processes of mensuration, calculation, representation and transaction of carbon as a resource.
This process of rendering carbon visible as a resource and a commodity constitutes a substantive
domain of action on its own, given its centrality to demonstrating forest-based emission savings
and generating tradable offsets. A fundamental part of this in both Nigeria and Ghana is expert
work at rendering carbon visible through maps, ﬁgures, charts. Often, these activities render carbon
visible by rendering other things invisible, drawing on similar historic, simplifying forestry logic
that produced bio-diverse landscapes as timber [98,99]. While these representations are informing
mass education and mobilisation in Ghana, in Nigeria carbon representations are being uneasily
territorialised through superimposition of signiﬁcantly simpliﬁed images of carbon forests on actual,
dynamic forest landscapes. As we have shown, these processes of territorialisation often stoke
signiﬁcant tension, and they are often limited, fractured and transformed through local agency [58,100].
Efforts to clarify property right is another central implementation goal in both Ghana and
Nigeria, one which has also been identiﬁed in REDD+ literature as crucial for effective and
equitable REDD+ [101,102]. In both cases, proponents of REDD+ realise the inadequacy of current
legal-institutional frameworks for carbon rights determination. They are also aware of the failure of
current land and forest tenure arrangements to guarantee community ownership and access rights, and
the need to address these vulnerabilities to an equitable basis for carbon property right. What makes
the difference are the ways in which proponents pursue these goals. In Ghana, proponents are pursuing
legal and policy reviews to address these weaknesses, even if the history of similar processes to provide
secure property rights for communities gives no basis for optimism. In Nigeria, there are a variety
of opinions among proponents as to how to link emergent carbon rights to existing land and forest
rights, though these mixed opinions still somewhat evade the need to guarantee rights to communities.
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Meanwhile, through the moratorium in the Cross River, REDD+ is reinforcing existing land and forest
rights regimes that privilege state control [30,71]. Tenure complexities and lack of political will to
implement signiﬁcant tenure reforms has been one of the most widely reported challenge to REDD+
in Africa [94,103–105] and elsewhere [106,107]. In the light of the political cost of tenure reform and
the failure of REDD+ to incentivise real reform, there is a growing, if problematic, accommodation
of intensiﬁed law enforcement, moratorium, and forest militarisation as “alternative policy options”
for pursuing REDD+ [108]. These measures, especially when deployed in a totalizing manner, often
further complicate resource relations, leading to further deforestation and marginalisation of forest
communities and local populations [29,30,109].
As such, our ﬁndings make two major contributions to the literature on REDD+ design and
implementation in tropical countries. First, we suggest that REDD+ projects progress through creative
combination and iteration of inclusionary and exclusionary tendencies, and that project design and
project implementation each respectively reﬂect these contrasting tendencies. REDD+ cannot be
inclusive all-through, as REDD+ proponents and some analysts suggest [110], neither can it be
all about lack of or inadequate inclusivity [39,41]. Only a combination of inclusion and exclusion
better explains how certain claims, knowledges, aims, actors, practices, are centred while others are
ignored [21,37]. Indeed, only such would explain the tentative persistence of REDD+ projects even
under the most problematic conditions. At the same time, the tendency to include and exclude along
the path from design to implementation cannot be reduced to a strategic practice of proponents alone.
These tendencies are also path-dependent, they are contingent upon the geographies and histories of
particular places, even as they reﬂect the problematic character of the neoliberal mode of environmental
governance. Nevertheless, an analytical approach that is sensitive to power relations and strategic
interests proves productive to scrutinise these imbrications of inclusion and exclusion.
Our second contribution, which ﬂows from the ﬁrst, is that analysis of REDD+ design and
implementation will have to grapple, at once, with the globalist, homogenising nature of REDD+
guidelines and the speciﬁcities of place and history that condition REDD+ as a contingent process.
In their review, Turnhout et al. [111] reﬂect the sense in which REDD+ manifests differently and
generates different impacts in different contexts, thereby suggesting that REDD+ is a “patchwork
of projects and practices with different foci”. Writing on Indonesia, McGregor and colleagues show
REDD+ to be comprised of “a heterogeneous regime of disjointed practices that reﬂect the existing
political ecologies and interest of differently located actors” [21]. Despite the malleability of REDD+
and the differences observed across contexts, the homogenising tendency in a global dispatch such
as REDD+ should not be downplayed. This relates partly to its neoliberal provenance on the one
hand, and on the other hand, the mode of practice of international development institutions with
their will to render REDD+ governable partly through the dispatch of guidelines, blueprints and
principles across different context [112–114]. As we have shown above through the three major areas
of implementation and similarities in the contradictory inclusion–exclusion politics from design
to implementation, homogenisation persists as a direct effect of the application of similar project
criteria, centrally dispersed standards, and similar neoliberal ethos. This homogenising tendency
is itself political, insofar as these international guidelines either ignore local speciﬁcities or they
appear amenable to appropriation for various purposes including those that reinforce existing power
imbalance. For instance, the default endorsement of national carbon accounting and the use of state
power to secure REDD+ forests are reinforcing state control of forests, and to some extent, carbon
rights—a situation that poses serious challenges for REDD+ [28,115,116].
Nevertheless, the difference in REDD+ projects between the two countries has been explained
in terms of several factors. Our study found that imbrications of different histories, actors’ interests,
relations of power, and local socio-ecologies explain much of the differences in the unfolding of REDD+
between the two countries. This understanding foregrounds the nature of REDD+ as a global policy
but also as a situated project, anchored in locales. Not only is this understanding critical to the scholarly
understanding of REDD+ projects across countries, it is also vital for international project proponents
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who must increasingly reﬂect on the potentials and limits of standard guidelines and engage with
context-speciﬁc complexities.
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Abstract: Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) has been
systematically advanced within the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).
However, implementing REDD+ in a populated landscape requires information on local costs
and acceptability of changed practices. To supply such information, many studies have adopted
approaches that explore the opportunity cost of maintaining land as forest rather than converting it
to agricultural uses. These approaches typically assume that the costs to the smallholder are borne
exclusively through the loss or gain of the production values associated with speciﬁc categories of land
use. However, evaluating the value of land to smallholders in incomplete and messy institutional
and economic contexts entails other considerations, such as varying portfolios of land holdings,
tenure arrangements, restricted access to capital, and unreliable food markets. We suggest that
contingent valuation (CV) methods may provide a more complete reﬂection of the viability of REDD+
in multiple-use landscapes than do opportunity cost approaches. The CV approach eliminates
the need to assume a homogenous smallholder, and instead assumes heterogeneity around social,
economic and institutional contexts. We apply this approach in a southern rural Cameroonian context,
through the lens of a hypothetical REDD+ contract. Our ﬁndings suggest local costs of REDD+
contracts to be higher and much more variable than opportunity cost estimates.
Keywords: reduced emissions from deforestation and forest degradation; carbon retention; avoided
deforestation; willingness to accept; payments for ecosystem services; contingent valuation.

1. Introduction
Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) has been systematically
advanced within the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and is now embraced
by the Paris Climate Agreement [1]. The early conception of REDD+ was that it would be primarily
implemented through actions of national governments, which would enact instruments and policies
most appropriate to their particular national circumstances. This conception prompted concerns that
REDD+ would reverse general trends toward devolution of forest governance to local users. Local user
groups have been shown to be effective managers of local forests, while individual farmers have been
shown to be involved in planting trees and clearing forests for agriculture. REDD+ was thus seen
as a paradox; on one hand recognizing that improvements in forest governance require devolution,
while on the other hand encouraging a centralization of the ﬁnance and accountability for REDD+
toward national governments [2]. Over time, however, it has been recognized that REDD+ will need
to be adapted to the governance context of particular countries where it is implemented [3]. To the
extent that forest governance involves a diversity of government levels and user groups, REDD+ will
Forests 2017, 8, 69
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need to engage with that same diversity of interests [4], particularly the indigenous peoples and local
communities who may be most affected [5,6]. This local engagement is particularly important in
‘fragile states’ where central governments exert minimal control over local land use [7,8]. Local users
of land and forests need to be involved in order for REDD+ to be viable, and to fulﬁll the principle of
Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) that is promoted as the international norm for developments
that potentially impinge upon the land or resource rights of local and indigenous peoples [9].
However, many of the studies that have investigated how local economic conditions could affect
the support of REDD+ have ignored various local concerns. Economic studies of REDD+ have focused
on the opportunity costs of leaving land in high carbon uses, compared to clearing trees and converting
the land into lower carbon land uses. Evidence on the farm-level returns and carbon ﬂuxes associated
with alternative land uses, including intact primary forests, secondary forests, tree crop systems,
and annual food crops, showed that large areas of tropical forests were being converted into alternative
uses that generate very low returns per tonne of carbon emitted [10,11]. Inﬂuential reports such
as Stern (2008) and Eliasch and Ofﬁce of Climate Change (2009) drew upon that evidence in their
support of REDD+ [12,13]. McKinsey and Company (2009) also drew upon that evidence to generate
their well-known Global Greenhouse Gas Abatement Cost Curve, which indicates reduced slash
and burn agriculture conversion to be one of the lowest cost approaches to abating greenhouse gas
emissions [14].
Previous economic studies of the opportunity costs of avoided deforestation have implicitly
assumed that ﬁnancial compensation for foregone income would be sufﬁcient to garner local support
for land use restrictions that maintain high carbon land uses. For example, Swallow et al. (2007)
consider the costs in humid forest areas of Cameroon, Peru and Indonesia [15]. Within Akok village in
Cameroon, the authors estimate that emissions released have resulted in returns of around 8 USD/t
CO2 e, using the social net present value approach [16]. For smallholders, conversions from mixed
food crops fallow systems to shade-cocoa agroforestry practices were found to be a ‘win-win’ situation;
both carbon sequestration and incomes to farmers would increase [12]. The methods used in the
Swallow et al. (2007) study have been endorsed by the Carbon Finance Unit of the World Bank and are
detailed in a training manual published by the World Bank Institute (2011) [13].
Such opportunity cost approaches may suffer from a number of shortcomings. First, returns are
based on production values of speciﬁed categories of land. They do not consider the many
nuanced combinations of land holdings that households possess that could inﬂuence their
willingness to participate in REDD+ programs. Second, these approaches lack considerations of
ﬂuid, complex property rights. Gregerson et al (2010) note that property rights to forest lands and
products are often insecure and contested, and thus not easily disaggregated or made subject to sale or
lease [17]. Cerbu et al (2013) and Sunderlin et al (2014) both found tenure insecurity and the customary
practice of ‘the right of the axe’ (securing land rights through land clearing) to be major constraints
to implementation of REDD+ in the forest areas of Cameroon [18,19]. Besides tenure insecurity,
Cameroon suffers from other characteristics of a fragile state, and is rated by the Fund for Peace as
being in the “alert” category according to its fragile states index [20]. Third, investments may be
impeded by a lack of capital. For example, despite the win-win situation identiﬁed In the Swallow et al.
(2007) study [15], conversions to shade-cocoa agroforestry are rare, perhaps because there is a minimum
amount of capital investment required to develop a cocoa agro-forest. Many smallholders are unable
to come up with this investment, and are reliant on the mixed-food crops for subsistence [21].
Fourth, dynamic considerations of uncertain futures are frequently ignored. For example, Swallow et al.
(2007) [15] is an ex post study where opportunity costs are based on conditions in the recent past,
and sensitivity analysis used to assess the impacts of various social discount rates.
The purpose of this study is to explore contingent valuation (CV) methods as a means to account
for local contexts in inﬂuencing opportunity costs of avoided deforestation. The general idea is
that when a household is considering how much they are willing to accept for conserving trees,
they consider the myriad of considerations, referred to above, so that their choices reﬂect local contexts.
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The application of our approach eliminates the notion of a homogenous smallholder, and instead
assumes household-level heterogeneity around social, economic and institutional contexts of land
holdings. We argue that this method is suitable for informing the design of contracts that reduce
property rights to land when focused on situations that include complex and inconsistent institutional
parameters, as well as imperfect, unreliable and missing economic contexts. Despite the potential
advantages of this approach, we are only aware of one study in Cambodia that has used CV in a
REDD+ setting [22].
We explore the value of lost opportunities through a study of farmers’ willingness to accept
compensation for REDD+ in a multiple land use context in southern Cameroon. We present three
types of results. First, we use contingent valuation to assess the willingness of individual land users
to accept compensation for the lost opportunities that REDD+ would create. Second, we investigate
factors affecting that willingness. Third, by aggregating willingness to accept compensation (WTA)
amounts across the sample, we generate a potential abatement cost curve for avoided emissions.
2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Approaches to Measuring Costs of Avoided Deforestation
Studies that estimate opportunity costs from farm-level data have been described as “bottom up.”
Those studies have considered three main factors: (1) the returns that forest users could obtain
from clearing and converting forest land into different types of agricultural uses compared to the
alternative of leaving the forest intact; (2) the time-averaged carbon stock associated with alternative
uses; and (3) the efﬁciency of targeting payments to those who actually would convert any particular
area from forest to agriculture in the absence of a compensation payment [16]. Bottom-up studies such
as Swallow et al. (2007) [15] implicitly assume perfect targeting: if payments could be targeted only
to those land users who converted land within a particular period, what amount of money would
actually compensate them for the lost earnings associated with that conversion? Other bottom-up
opportunity cost studies have made the efﬁciency of targeting more explicit [23] and considered other
types of opportunity costs such as the costs of lost value-added income that may accrue at the regional
level [24]. On the other hand, “top-down” studies of opportunity costs use aggregate models of forest
product supply and demand and treat carbon storage as an additional demand for forest products.
The top-down studies are not able to consider how that demand would be expressed at the local
level [25].
An alternative approach is to directly elicit the values that land users place on foregoing the
opportunity to convert their land into low carbon uses with stated preferences. Contingent valuation
(CV) approaches allow for the integrated nature of household decision making in the context
of both missing markets and integrated production–consumption decision-making [26]. Further,
CV approaches can capture heterogeneity in production, consumption, and perceptions of the losses
associated with irreversibility [26,27].
CV approaches frequently ask respondents the amounts that they would be willing to pay (WTP)
to avoid a loss. An alternative approach is to elicit the amounts that they would be willing to accept
(WTA) to incur a loss. Although basic economic theory suggests that the amounts should be very
similar, empirical studies show that WTA tends to be considerably higher than WTP for the same
loss. A substantial literature [26–29] has investigated possible reasons for these differences. In our
application, we elicit WTA measures because of the nature of REDD+. Implementation of REDD+ with
smallholders potentially involves offering payments to individual land users who commit to avoid
deforestation. Therefore, we are interested in knowing how much these contracts would cost in terms
of payments to local smallholders.
Despite their potential strengths, contingent valuation approaches for estimation of WTA
are controversial for several reasons [26]. First, CV estimates can suffer from hypothetical bias
because participants typically have no experience placing monetary values on the goods in question.
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This situation is certainly a possibility in the case of payments for avoided deforestation. Second,
respondents may feel the need to say yes to adopting a hypothetical contract (i.e., yea-saying) because
of the natural human inclination to please others, thus creating an enumerator bias. Residents of the
study site were involved in several agronomic and land use studies over the previous 10–15 years
and may perceive the possibility of future beneﬁts or threats from participating in research. Third,
respondents may tend to anchor their responses to the ﬁrst value that the enumerator mentions,
especially if they have little experience in valuing the proposed change. This problem could occur
in our case because farmers do not seem to have experiences in receiving payments for a future
commitment. Rather, their experiences are with payments for speciﬁc delivered actions or products.
Fourth, the nature and amount of information presented as background to the hypothetical scenario
may bias the respondents’ responses and undermine the validity of the study [30,31]. Fifth, there may
be an embedding or scope effect depending upon whether respondents view the good on its own or as
part of a larger inclusive package. Below we describe the steps taken to minimize the effects of these
potential biases.
2.2. Study Site and Context
The ﬁeld study was conducted in the village of Akok, a collaborative of eight sub-villages,
located in the South Province of Cameroon. This area was selected as it had been previously
studied through the Alternative to Slash and Burn (ASB) Partnership for the Tropical Forest Margins,
with research conducted by scientists associated with the International Institute for Tropical Agriculture,
the World Agroforestry Centre and other research partners [32]. The ASB studies provide descriptions
of the main land uses [33], spatial analysis of changes in land use [34], institutional capacity for
REDD+ [18], as well as estimates of the carbon stock [35] and private economic returns associated with
those land uses [15]. Most residents are of the Bulu ethnic group, one of the Beti-Pahuin ethnicities
occupying that part of the Congo basin.
The main agricultural production system in this area, like other parts of the Congo basin, is a
shifting cultivation system [33]. Generally, shifting cultivation progresses from land being in a
high-carbon state, primary forest, to a low-carbon state, such as groundnut or cassava production.
Because the REDD+ contract is based on avoiding deforestation, these land-use transitions are
important for WTA estimates. Figure 1 provides a summary of these transitions. A forest area
that has not been used for agriculture in recent years is the starting point. Underbrush and larger trees
are selectively cleared and burned to produce nutrient-rich ash. Farmers then plant crops that do well
in that type of soil, particularly forest melon (esëp). Once esëp has matured for approximately one year,
the produce is harvested and the ﬁeld burned. The result is a forest fallow ﬁeld (fulu), which is left
to dry. The next step is to plant a mixture of food crops (afub owondo) which is the most important
land type for subsistence. For about three years, crops such as cassava, cocoyam, plantain and peanut
are cultivated on a semi-annual basis. Another group of food crops, known as asan, is planted after
vegetation is cleared from lowland peat ﬁelds [33].
After the food crop phase, farmers allow the land to lay fallow in order for underbrush and
soil nutrients to re-establish. There are four classiﬁcations of fallow within the Bulu tenure system:
young (1–4 years, nyengue), old (4–10 years, ekotok), very old (10–20 years, nfos ekotok) and degraded
secondary forest (20–40 years, nfos afan). Any fallow may be used to create an afub owondo ﬁeld or other
crop. However, the longer the land lays fallow, the more fertile the soil. Cocoa is typically introduced
into the traditional shifting cultivation system after longer-term fallow, or even along with an esëp ﬁeld,
which can be considered a ‘cocoa with fruit’ ﬁeld. As cocoa ﬁelds can be created from any stage of
forest or very old fallow, these are not included in the illustration of the shifting cultivation transition
shown in Figure 1.
Shifting cultivation in the Akok area primarily occurs in the context of customary clan-lineage
tenure agreements. The traditional Bulu system employs a provisional, cyclic method of household
land allocation [36]. An individual or household does not hold title to the land in the Bulu system.

139

Forests 2017, 8, 69

However, while an individual or household has cleared and is cultivating an area, that particular area
is recognized as that household’s possession. There are three broad categories of possession within the
Bulu system: (1) individual and/or household; (2) lineage; and (3) community or clan. A household
holds individual/domestic possession during cultivation and through to the old fallow stage (ekotok),
which is approximately 10 years after the last crop is harvested. Once this land transforms into a
very old fallow or secondary forest (approximately nfos ekotok and nfos afan), the land reverts to the
possession of the entire lineage and anyone within the lineage can utilize it. Finally, if the land is left
uncultivated long enough to grow back into secondary forest, it is available to all members of the
community or clan [36].

ȱ
Figure 1. The typical Bulu shifting cultivation system in Southern Cameroon (adapted from Brown,
2006 [33]).

The Forestry Law of 1994 has complicated tenure arrangements in the area. There are three
important differences between Bulu forest tenure and the 1994 Forest Law. First, the Forest Law makes
a clear distinction between agricultural land and forest land through the evidence of human presence
through cultivation. Second, the Bulu system simply equates labour applied to land to the creation
of rights, while the 1994 Forest Law is much more complex in the granting of legal title. Third, the
fundamental concept of ownership differs; Bulu tenure does not identify exclusive property title to
land, while the 1994 Forest Law allows for common, private and state property rights. This challenging,
messy and inconsistent institutional context can potentially inﬂuence each smallholders’ behaviour in
different ways. Indeed, as we designed our survey, we had to investigate whether the local context
allowed individuals to express WTA for constraints on land use. Results of key informant interviews,
focus groups and pretests indicated that individuals were willing to make such land use decisions
(with an exception regarding afan that we discuss below). However, as a result of complications to
property rights, we expect that individuals may differ in their perceptions of the security of their tenure
to fallow land, and thus the opportunities that they would be foregoing if they accepted the proposed
contract. These differences in perceptions could be a source of heterogeneity among the respondents
to this survey, and would also be a source of heterogeneity among actual contract holders [37].
Rural smallholders in this region of Cameroon, and many other areas globally, are dependent on
land and forest resources for meeting both their income generation and subsistence needs. By entering
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into a contractual obligation to preserve forests, a smallholder would be making a conscious choice
to reduce the amount of land that they could convert to other uses in the near future. Smallholders
in Cameroon, as elsewhere, make daily decisions to ensure that there is enough food on the table,
that their families are taken care of ﬁnancially, and that there is hope for the future. Land available for
cultivation can be crucial to all of these goals. In situations with missing markets or limited access to
substitutes, there are few opportunities for smallholder farmers to ﬁnd alternatives to traditional food
production systems [38]. Moreover, in subsistence-based economies, it may be rare for farmers to have
cash to pay for food and food markets may be thinly traded. Yet, in entering into a contract to avoid
deforestation, essentially, the smallholder is choosing between the potential to use land versus future
cash payments from the contract. The importance of land to livelihoods, and the rarity of cash and
prices in such economies could cause smallholders to be hesitant to accept payments for the loss of use
of land.
2.3. Data Collection
The ﬁeld study in Akok was conducted in February and March of 2011 and began with a
half-day focus group discussion. Participants provided information about local farming and the
Bulu tenure system, which helped to clarify the plausibility of speciﬁc forest conservation contracts
in that local context. Participants expressed concerns that a forest conservation contract would
lead to the Government of Cameroon exercising full control over their shifting cultivation lands
(as per the Forest Law of 1994). If they could no longer rely on clearing long-duration fallow to
maintain soil fertility on their ﬁelds, farmers were concerned that they would not be able to meet the
subsistence food needs of their families.
A questionnaire was pre-tested with 29 Akok households. From previous studies in the area,
we anticipated ﬁnding approximately 200 households in the eight sub-villages and thus chose to
implement a census sampling approach. Excluding the 29 households involved in the pre-test,
the survey was administered to all of the 169 other households. Only two of the 169 households
were unable to complete the survey.
The survey was designed to be conversational, as inconsistent literacy levels across the village
required the survey to be administered as face-to-face interviews. Each survey took approximately
one hour to complete, and households were compensated for their time with a bar of soap and a
pen. Responses were kept anonymous, and respondents were reminded that they were free to stop
the interview at any time. Informed consent was obtained through an information/consent form as
stipulated by the University of Alberta Ethics Board.
The survey included basic information about the household including demographic information
and land holdings. We also asked a number of questions about perceptions related to tenure security
and the role of cash in their livelihoods. The WTA questions were framed with the context of a
hypothetical forest conservation contract. The contract was described as a ten-year obligation to
maintain any forest and fallow lands that were more than ten years old. In other words, the household
would forego use of nfos ekotok and nfos afan for ten years, but ekotok (old fallow between 4 and 10 years)
would be available for clearing. The household would be directly paid as compensation for forgone
use. To illustrate the effects of this undertaking, the enumerators showed respondents a version of
Figure 1 without the boxes for esëp and fulu. We noted that participants would receive assistance in the
use of new agronomic techniques to sustain food production without the use of long-duration fallows
One challenge in implementing the study was the explanation of REDD+ and payments for
ecosystem services to the community. For example, Whittington (1998) note how the concept of
payments for ecosystem services is fundamentally difﬁcult to communicate [39]. Our approach was
to explain the context at a general level; that an organization would like to develop a program that
encourages farmers to keep trees on the land, and that the household would be compensated to make
sure that the trees were conserved.
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To reduce hypothetical bias, the preamble to the WTA section of the survey contained a ‘cheap
talk’ section that reminded respondents of the need to avoid hypothetical bias (Lusk, 2003) [40]. Also,
the lead researchers did not accompany the local Bulu-speaking research assistants in order to minimize
‘yea saying’ and to maintain consistency between respondents’ questionnaires.
The WTA question asked was “Would you be willing to accept (some amount) CFA
(Central African franc) per hectare per year for 10 years to participate in the contract?” As the values
had to be read aloud, all respondents were asked to respond with a “yes” or “no” to each value,
beginning with the payment amount set to zero. We used a single-bounded continuous bid sequence
presented in a payment card format. A payment card with increasing bids (in CFA francs) was utilized
rather than a single-bounded approach in order to reduce starting point bias (Chien et al., 2005), and the
potential misunderstandings that could arise in a tight-knit community by administering different
double-bounded bids among households [41]. By starting every individual at zero and increasing
by the same increments, each smallholder was able to identify their unique bid, rather than being
anchored to the ﬁrst value presented to them.
2.4. Measures and Models
Parametric and non-parametric approaches were used to analyze the WTA data. An advantage
of non-parametric methods is that they do not rely on a speciﬁc functional form [35]. Furthermore,
non-parametric approaches may be simple to calculate [42], which was a substantial advantage during
pre-testing for establishing an upper bound bid of 1,000,000 CFA/ha. WTA results were calculated
using the non-parametric Turnbull upper bound method. The Turnbull method may be used to capture
a monotonically increasing bid continuum [43]. Assuming a normal distribution for the cumulative
distribution function (F*j ), the expected WTA is:
E(WTA) =

M∗

∑ tj

j =0

f j∗+1

(1)

where tj is the bid level ($ amount) posed to each respondent and f*j+1 is the probability distribution
function for the next highest bid level [44].
For the parametric approach, we estimate a binary logit model that describes the effects of
determinants on the probability of accepting a bid:
P (YES) = α + β 1 BID + β 2 CASH&FOOD + β 3 PRICE + β 4 I NSECURE + β 5 CASH&LAND

+ β 6 VERYOLDFALLOW + β 7 YOUNG&OLDFALLOW + β 8 AREACOCOA
+ β 9 AREACULTIVATED + β 10 DEPENDENTS + β 11 GENDERHOUSEHOLDHEAD

(2)

+ β 12 AGEHOUSEHOLDHEAD + β 13 MARRI AGE + ε

where βs are coefﬁcients, ε is the error term, and the variables are deﬁned in Table 1. We have expected
signs for some variables. We expect that the higher the BID value, the more likely a respondent is
to accept a bid. For CASH&FOOD, we expect that stronger agreement with being able to substitute
market food with home-grown food will increase the probability of accepting the contract which
provides cash for purchasing food. For PRICE, we expect that stronger agreement with clearing more
land in response to higher prices will decrease the probability of accepting a contract. The other
perception variables were also thought to be potentially important, but they could be important for
varying reasons causing their expected signs to be ambiguous. For example, INSECURE could have a
negative inﬂuence on accepting a contract if respondents believed that the land had to be cultivated
to maintain rights, so the contract would create insecurity. However, this variable could have the
opposite effect if respondents believed that the contract would alleviate the need for them to cultivate
the land in order to maintain secure rights. The characteristics of land holdings and households are
included as controls for which we have no expectation of signs.
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Table 1. Variables in the binary logit model describing participation in the contract.
Variables

Description of Variables

Dependent Variable
P(YES)

BID

The probability of a smallholder agreeing to enter into a contract at a given
bid level
Independent Variables
Payment level that would be paid to the smallholder on an annual basis per
hectare (i.e., CFA/ha/year)

Perceptions (higher rating corresponds with agree more)
CASH&FOOD
PRICE

INSECURE
CASH&LAND

Subsistence vs. market food
“If I cannot produce enough food to feed everyone in my family, I can buy it at the market”
Market sensitivity
“If the price of one of the crops that I cultivate goes up, I will clear more of my fallow that
is 10 years or older”
Risk perceptions of tenure security
“If I do not want someone else to be able to cultivate my fallows that are 10 years old and
older, I will have to cultivate them”
Cash and land investments
“If I receive additional revenue, I will invest in agroforestry”

Characteristics of Land Holdings
VERYOLDFALLOW
Total area of currently fallowed land that is older than 10 years (ha)—nfos ekoyok
YOUNG&OLDFALLOW
Total area of currently fallowed land that is 1–10 years (ha)—nyengue and ekotok
AREACOCOA
Total area of current cocoa agro-forests (ha)
Total area of dedicated food crops that the household is currently cultivating—
AREACULTIVATED
afub owondo and esëp (ha)
Household Characteristics
DEPENDENTS
GENDERHOUSEHOLDHEAD
AGEHOUSEHOLDHEAD
MARRIAGE

Number of dependents in the household (0–14 years old)
Gender of head of household (1 = male, 0 = female)
Age of head of household (years)
Marital status of head of household (1 = married, 0 = single or widowed)

To estimate the costs of avoided carbon dioxide emissions associated with the hypothetical forest
conservation contracts, the above-ground time-averaged carbon stocks of land use systems within the
ASB benchmark site were applied to the smallholders’ estimated hectares of each land type, and those
carbon measures translated into carbon dioxide equivalents. As described in [11], the original ASB team
working in Cameroon estimated time-average carbon stocks using the carbon density measurements
of [35] and the conversion factor of 3.67 to convert tonnes of carbon into tonnes of carbon dioxide
equivalent: tonnes C × 3.67 = tonnes CO2 e. Total CO2 e stock for the household was calculated for the
situation at the time of the survey, and for an avoided future situation in which the areas of nfos ekotok
and nfos afan would be replaced with afub owondo. The difference was assumed to the amount of
avoided CO2 e due to the contract. Each individual household’s lowest value of ‘yes’ for the WTA
statement was applied to this estimate of avoided CO2 e.
A potential supply curve of land offered into forest conservation contracts for the Akok households
was generated from the individual WTA estimates, combined with the number of hectares of
fallow managed by each household. Results for the 167 households were ordered from lowest
(0 CFA/ha/annum) to highest WTA (>1,000,000 CFA/ha/annum) to create the potential supply curve.
To be comparable to other studies of the costs of REDD+, we translated the WTA estimates from
CFA per hectare per year into US Dollar net present value per tonne of CO2 e over the 10 years of the
hypothetical contract. For each survey respondent who held some area of fallow land at the time
of the survey, and accepted one of the bids offered (1,000,000 CFA/hectare or less), we estimated
the tonnes of CO2 e that they currently hold in fallow and the net present value in USD/tonne of
CO2 e conserved for the 10 years of the hypothetical contract. To calculate the present value of future
annual payments, we followed Swallow et al (2007) [15] in applying discount rates of 0.1 percent
(following Stern, 2008 [12]) and 15 percent (following earlier ASB studies).
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3. Results
We begin our presentation of results with an overview of some descriptive statistics that provide
a characterization of the households’ landholdings. We then discuss the WTA results in terms of dollar
amounts and numbers of households that accepted and rejected contracts. Determinants of WTA are
then investigated with the binomial logit model. Our results conclude with a discussion of the derived
carbon abatement curve.
Respondents were asked to identify the origin of each cultivated ﬁeld to compare to the shifting
cultivation model presented by Brown [33]. These results are summarized in Table 2. Most smallholders
convert high forest into transitionary forest ﬁelds (60%), however many also use secondary forest (21%)
and very old fallow (13%) to create forest ﬁelds (Table 2). Mixed food crops were created from several
different types of fallow, but most frequently from old fallow (63%). Another type of ﬁeld (asan) was
included, which are “off-season ﬁelds that are cultivated in lower lying areas where there is sufﬁcient
moisture to carry a crop through the long dry season” (Brown, 2006, p.76) [33]. Although the majority
(66%) of these wetlands are cultivated from swamps (merecage), smallholders identiﬁed that they are
also created from other types of forest and fallow. Cocoa was planted on every original land type, with
47% originating from lands that were fallow for at least 10 years prior to being converted to cocoa
(high forest, secondary forest, very old fallow and old fallow).
Table 2. Shifting cultivation transitions between land types.
Current land types
Mixed Food
Crops
Wetland (asan)
Cocoa
(afub owondo)
% of small holders transitioning between land types

Original land type

Forest Field
(esep)
High Primary Forest (afan)
Secondary Forest (nfos afan)
Very Old Fallow (nfos ekotok)
Old Fallow (ekotok)
Young Fallow (nyegue)
Forest Fallow (fulu)
Forest Field (esep)
Swamp (merecage)

Number of households with this ﬁeld type

60
21
13
6
1
0
0

1
1
14
63
9
7
6
0

7
5
7
9
7
0
0
66

18
11
3
15
3
0
17
33

134

142

40

133

The mean total land holdings for households in Akok village was 29.0 ha, of which 24.4 ha was
fallow and available for future cultivation. The 24.4 ha of fallow was comprised of 11.1 ha of secondary
forest, 5.5 ha of very old fallow, 4.4 ha of old fallow, and 3.5 ha of young fallow. For the average
household, therefore, the forest conservation contract would mean that only the 3.5 ha of young fallow
and 4.4 ha of old fallow would be available for clearing for shifting cultivation within the next ten
years. The average household reported to be actively cultivating 4.9 ha of land, including 2.3 ha of
cocoa agroforestry, 1.4 ha of forest ﬁeld, 0.8 ha of mixed food crops, and 0.1 ha of wetland.
Survey results indicate that 94 percent of all respondents would accept the contract within the
range of bids offered. However, 10 percent of these respondents accepted a bid of 0. These respondents
were then asked whether they were willing to pay to participate in the contract, and all responded “yes.”
In contrast, 6% of the sample was not willing to accept the contract for any of the amounts offered.
Figure 2 shows the proportion of respondents that indicated they would be willing to accept
a bid amount for each bid level. Results indicate an acceptance rate of greater than 50 percent if
compensation value was approximately greater than or equal to 200,000 CFA/ha/annum. The mean
WTA was 226,047 CFA/ha/annum, while the median value was 222,416 CFA/ha/annum. At higher
bid values, the curve becomes ﬂatter indicating that a relatively small percentage of the respondents
(i.e., approximately 10%) required bids of between 500,000 and 1,000,000 CFA/ha/annum to accept
the contract.
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Figure 2. Turnbull upper bound non-parametric WTA (willingness to accept) results for smallholders
accepting a deforestation restriction contract in Akok, Cameroon.

Table 3 contains the results of the binary logit model on the probability of accepting the contract.
Six of the variables are found to be statistically signiﬁcant at the 5% level of better. BID is shown to
be highly signiﬁcant and displays the expected sign, where higher bids increase the probability of
accepting the contract. A number of perception variables are also signiﬁcant. CASHANDFOOD is
negative and signiﬁcant, indicating that people who are more in agreement with their ability to buy
food at the market will be less inclined to accept the contract. This result is contrary to our initial
expectations, but could be caused by income effects for which we are not able to control. People who
state that they are able to feed their family with market purchased food are likely to have higher
incomes, which could decrease their willingness to accept cash for a contract. PRICE is also negative
and signiﬁcant indicating, as expected, that stronger agreement with clearing more land in response to
higher prices will decrease the probability of accepting a contract. INSECURE is also signiﬁcant with a
positive sign, perhaps indicating that people tend to believe that the contract will alleviate the need for
them to cultivate the land in order to maintain rights.
Table 3. Results of a binary logit model of smallholders’ willingness to accept a bid for a hypothetical
deforestation restriction contract.
Explanatory Variables
BID
CASH&FOOD
PRICE
INSECURE
CASH&LAND
VERYOLDFALLOW
YOUNG&OLDFALLOW
AREACOCOA
AREACULTIVATED
DEPENDENTS
GENDERHOUSEHOLDHEAD
AGEHOUSEHOLDHEAD
MARRIAGE
Constant

Estimated Coefﬁcient

Standard Error

0.0000050797 ***
−0.00325 ***
−0.00152 ***
0.00106 ***
0.09343
−0.00025
−0.00100**
−0.00034
0.00028
−0.01368
−0.36618
0.00148 ***
−0.00020
−1.1186 ***

0.0000005464
0.00073
0.00034
0.00024
0.13574
0.00046
0.00052
0.00064
0.00074
0.04407
0.34160
0.00038
0.00031
0.43354

−1479.06
1129.07
0.2762

Log likelihood
χ2 (9 d.f.)
McFadden Pseudo R2
Observations (21 × 167)

222416 CFA/ha/annum
(467.27 USD/ha/annum)

Median WTA

***, **, * Signiﬁcant, respectively, at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels.
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1,051,915
1,052,188
1,052,419
1,055,579
1,058,345
1,060,943
1,067,571
1,067,662
1,067,844

750
650
550
450
350
250
150
50

45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0
7,832
88,110
160,469
227,461
341,039
447,764
490,682
600,117
677,023
765,940
827,435
926,884
961,430
1,014,172
1,031,885

NPV/tonneC02e at15%

With respect to types of land holdings, people who had larger areas of YOUNG&OLDFALLOW
(fallow less than 10 years) were less likely to accept the contract. Our ﬁrst hypothesis was that larger
areas of young and old fallow would provide farmers with more options for renewing their crop
cultivation land if they did enter the contract. This contrary result suggests a different rationale that is
consistent with the results from the focus group and survey. As shown in Table 2, forest ﬁelds are rarely
created from young or old fallow, but instead are created by slash and burn of primary or secondary
forests. Respondents may have been worried that young and old fallow areas could be drawn into the
contract, thus removing those areas as future options for slash and burn transition into forest ﬁelds.
Finally, AGEHOUSEHOLDHEAD was positive and signiﬁcant, perhaps because older people
were more inclined to prefer cash, rather than expending labor to grow their crops.
Figure 3 shows marginal costs of carbon abatement for various amounts of carbon derived from
conserving areas of land. Due to missing data for some households, this supply curve is based on
135 the possible 169 households. We estimate that the amount of carbon held in fallows by those
households equates to about one million tonnes of CO2 e. Across the 135 households, the mean net
present value of ten annual payments of the WTA is USD 29.94/t CO2 e at a 15% discount rate and
USD 55.67/t CO2 e at a 0.01% discount rate. However, accounting for the sizes of the fallow areas on
each of the 135 farms, the weighted mean net present value of the ten annual payments was USD
11.32/t CO2 e at a 15% discount rate and USD 29.94 / t CO2 e at a 0.01% discount rate, implying that
households with larger areas had lower WTAs. However, the shape of the curve (Figure 3), assuming
the 15% discount rate indicates that farmers would be willing to conserve 61% of the standing carbon
stock for payments equating to a net present value of less than 10 USD/t CO2. e. Lower payments
would still attract considerable interest from area farmers. For example, about 27% of the carbon could
be conserved for less than payments equating to a net present value of less than 5 USD / t CO2 e. At
the other extreme end of the ﬁgure, the 18 highest observations of costs per tonne, which range from
USD 55 to 675/t CO2 e, in the right hand panel of Figure 3, add up to less than 2% of the carbon stock.

CummulativeTonnesofCO2e

ȱ
Figure 3. Marginal carbon abatement cost curve of land offered into REDD contracts based on
smallholder land holdings and the proposed REDD-like contract in Akok village, Cameroon (n = 135).
The right hand segment of the graph represents the highest 18 observations.

4. Discussion
With its high levels of forest carbon stocks, and potential threats of deforestation, Cameroon could
make substantial contributions toward realizing the promise of REDD+. Like other African countries
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with relatively weak governance indicators, however, Cameroon has not attracted large investments in
REDD+ [45]. To be more attractive destinations for REDD+ investments, countries such as Cameroon
must conserve forested areas in a manner consistent with local institutions and acceptable to those with
a stake in the way land is used. Previous studies [18,46] have focused on the institutional arrangements
for land and forest governance in Cameroon.
Here, our primary focus is on the farm-level economics of REDD+. In identifying the potential for
conserving lands as part of REDD+ programs, costs of lost opportunities are frequently measured by
forgone production values for given types of land. However, our results using a WTA approach suggest
that there are a number of features of local contexts that could cause opportunity cost approaches to
be misleading.
Our estimates, derived from WTA’s, tend to be somewhat higher than previous estimates based on
opportunity cost approaches. For example, using a bottom up approach and comparing opportunity
costs across locations in Indonesia, Peru and Cameroon, Swallow et al. (2007) [15] found a range
of costs of 2 to 10 USD/t CO2 e for 20 years of avoided deforestation using an interest rate of 15%.
Their estimate for Akok village is around 8 USD/t CO2 e. Similarly, Boucher (2008) [47] found a range
of costs of 1.84–5.18 USD/t CO2 e for 20 years of sequestration and reported results from top-down
studies ranging from 7.77 to 18.86 USD/t CO2 e for 20 years of sequestration. In contrast, our estimated
range of values for a 10-year contract is between 15.79 and 5533.15 USD/t CO2 e at a discount rate of
0.1%, and between 7.97 and 2792.25 USD/t CO2 e at a discount rate of 15%. Our lower bound estimate
of WTA is roughly equal to the estimated opportunity cost for households in Cameroon calculated by
Swallow et al. (2017) [15]. We have not adjusted for inﬂation because the CFA to USD exchange rate
changed by less than 10% over this period.
The possibility of low costs per tonne CO2 e was one of the factors that originally drew attention
to the use of REDD+ as a mitigation option. The results presented in this paper suggest that previous
estimates of opportunity costs may have seriously under-estimated the amounts that land users would
need to be paid in exchange for farmers giving up discretion over future land use. The relatively high
value of opportunity cost derived through the CV stated preference method is also consistent with the
general hypothesis posited in this study, that smallholders consider more than the forgone production
when considering REDD contract acceptance.
The drivers behind probabilities of accepting a contract provide some insights into local contexts
that could be driving up WTA’s. Though higher BID amounts do increase the probability of acceptance,
these amounts are having to overcome a number of other drivers that reduce acceptance, likely because
households wanted to maintain options to work their land. Local challenging, incomplete and messy
institutional and economic contexts are apparent in inﬂuencing decisions. Speciﬁcally, people who
believe more strongly that they have sufﬁcient cash to consider markets as means of contributing
to food security (i.e., CASH&FOOD) were less likely to accept a contract. Likewise, people who
agreed more that they would want to clear more land if prices improved (i.e., PRICE) were also less
likely to lock up their lands in a contract. Moreover, people who agreed less with the need work
their land in order to maintain their rights were also less likely to accept a contract. There were also
some characteristics of households, and their land holdings, which were found to be impediments.
Younger household heads (AGEHOUSEHOLDHEAD) and households with more areas of young and
old fallow (YOUNG&OLDFALLOW) were also less likely to accept a contract.
One striking ﬁnding is the degree of heterogeneity among values of land to households. The CV
approach leads to a diverse range of acceptance for forest carbon conservation. The sample is split
roughly into three groups: individuals willing to participate for no compensation, the majority of the
sample willing to participate given some compensation, and individuals not willing to participate in
the program, or only willing at extremely high levels of compensation relative to the rest of the sample.
In the ﬁrst group, 10% of the sample required no payment, perhaps because they saw the contract as a
means of securing tenure to their land. However, there was also 5% of the sample that would not accept
any offered amount to accept the contract. Nonetheless, the carbon abatement costs Figure 3) suggests
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a clear population subset that is willing to enter the proposed deforestation mitigation contract for a
relatively low payment. Policy makers would be able to prevent nearly half of the available carbon
stock (i.e., approximately 5,000,000 t CO2 e ) from being emitted for a 10-year period for approximately
8 USD/t CO2 e CO2 , considering an interest rate of 15%.
No matter what amount would need to be paid to smallholders to avoid deforestation, an
underlying principal, as discussed above, is that of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) [9].
Consistent with this principal are contingent valuation approaches that solicit consensual (i.e., willing)
values. The heterogeneity among households that arises in identifying consent presents both problems
and promise for structuring REDD+ contracts. Promise arises from identifying large numbers of
households who would willingly pay cost-effective amounts (relative to other options) to sequester
carbon. Problems arise in developing payment schemes that could reﬂect the heterogeneity in WTA,
but that would be deemed equitable among participants.
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Abstract: Since Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation “Plus” (REDD+) starting
gaining traction in the UN climate negotiations in 2007, its architects and scholars have grappled
with its community-level justice implications. On the one hand, supporters argue that REDD+ will
help the environment and forest-dependent communities by generating payments for forest carbon
services from industrialized countries seeking lower cost emissions reductions. Critics, by contrast,
increasingly argue that REDD+ is a new form of colonization through capitalism, producing injustice
by stripping forest communities of their rights, denying them capabilities for wellbeing, and rendering
forest peoples voiceless in forest governance. This paper argues that current REDD+ debates are
too focused on relatively simple visions of either distributive or procedural justice, and pay too
little attention to the core recognitional justice concerns of REDD+ critics, namely questions of what
values, worldviews, rights, and identities are privileged or displaced in the emergence, design,
and implementation of REDD+ and with what effects. This paper examines the tensions that emerge
when designing institutions to promote multi-scalar, multivalent justice in REDD+ to ask: what are
the justice demands that REDD+ architects face when designing REDD+ institutions? Complexifying
the concepts of justice as deployed in the debates on REDD+ can illuminate the possibilities for
a diversity of alternative perspectives to generate new institutional design ideas for REDD+.
Keywords: REDD+; justice; institutions; forest peoples

1. Introduction
Climate change scientists and policy makers have discussed the signiﬁcance of forest loss and
degradation as a source of carbon emissions for decades. Recent studies estimate that forest loss
and degradation contribute approximately 10% of global carbon emissions—a signiﬁcant contributor
to climate change [1]. In 2007, at the 13th Conference of Parties to the UN Framework Convention
on Climate Change in Bali, Indonesia, policy makers formally introduced an approach to address
forests as an emissions source. The mechanism, REDD—Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and
Degradation—sought to harness the power of markets to keep carbon in forests and trees by paying
forest owners (mostly in developing countries) to reduce forest loss and degradation. Shortly after its
introduction, REDD evolved into REDD+ to recognize the importance of enhancing carbon stocks [2].
Debates regarding REDD+’s potential impacts on forest communities were immediately contentious.
On the one hand, REDD+ proponents argue it is a win-win solution that can help the environment,
forest-dependent communities, and developed countries seeking lower cost emissions reductions [2,3].
Critics, by contrast, argue that REDD+ is a new form of colonization that strengthens state control over
forests and produces injustice by stripping forest communities of their rights, denying them capabilities
for wellbeing, and rendering forest peoples voiceless in forest governance [4,5]. While debates over
approaches to forest governance are common and often productive, this contentious debate between
REDD+ proponents and critics has persisted with little progress towards resolution, despite efforts
Forests 2016, 7, 300
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on both sides. The growing urgency to conserve forests for people, nature, as well as climate change
mitigation, requires that these conﬂicts over REDD+ are transformed into more productive engagement
before the collective opportunities to conserve forests are lost.
In this article I offer an alternative approach to understanding the justice concerns of forest
peoples (forest peoples are “peoples who live in and have customary rights to their forests, and have
developed ways of life and traditional knowledge that are attuned to their forest environments. Forest
peoples depend primarily and directly on the forest both for subsistence and trade in the form of
ﬁshing, hunting, shifting agriculture, the gathering of wild forest products and other activities” [6]).
I argue that the current REDD+ debate as articulated by REDD+ proponents is too focused on relatively
simple visions of either distributive or procedural justice, and pays too little attention to the related but
distinct idea of recognitional justice. When addressing social impacts, REDD+ architects—those actors
designing REDD+ frameworks, mechanisms, and interventions—emphasize questions of distributive
and procedural justice such as: how will the costs and beneﬁts of REDD+ be distributed, who decides
who are the winners and losers, and to what extent can REDD+ interventions minimize or mitigate
potential negative social impacts [7,8]? Although these are important considerations for REDD+ design,
they neglect the core recognitional justice concerns of REDD+ critics: what values, worldviews, rights,
and identities are privileged or displaced in the emergence, design, and implementation of REDD+
and with what effects (e.g., [9])? By embracing a politics of difference approach to examine current
REDD+ debates, this paper complexiﬁes the concepts of justice deployed in REDD+ and illuminates
the possibilities for a diversity of alternative perspectives that can help generate new institutional
design ideas for REDD+.
To reframe the existing justice debates in REDD+, I draw from two distinct bodies of literature.
Section 2 begins with a justice primer that draws from the growing body of scholarship on
environmental justice to outline this paper’s approach to justice. Through this review, I develop
a politics of difference analytical lens that facilitates exposure of dominant norms of justice that
constrain how policy makers and practitioners think about justice [10]. In Section 3, I review the
scholarly literature on REDD+ to identify four main themes or contentious points in ongoing REDD+
debates. I then apply the politics of difference lens to these common justice concerns to highlight the
nested and correlational nature of those concerns and demonstrate how REDD+ architects narrowly
scope the debate to focus solutions on a predeﬁned understanding of the problem of forest loss and
degradation and advance technocratic, state-centered solutions. I conclude with a discussion that
encourages policy architects to attend to the politics of difference when designing REDD+.
I begin the paper with a ﬁnal introductory note. Policy makers, practitioners, and scholars
searching for speciﬁc solutions to REDD+ justice problems in this paper will likely be disappointed.
Central to this paper’s approach is the implicit understanding that justice in REDD+ demands
a rejection of prescriptive approaches to justice. There is no singular institutional design that will lead to
more just forest carbon interventions. Instead, the approach offered in this paper provides an analytical
lens through which to bring to light new insights in the REDD+ justice debates. My aim is to highlight
how approaching REDD+ through an explicit politics of difference lens can both illuminate critical
recognitional concerns that are embedded in REDD+ institutions while simultaneously uncovering
their relationships with distributive and procedural injustices. By exploring and understanding justice
claims though a lens of difference rather than through a lens of distribution [11], I aim to offer REDD+
constituencies a more productive avenue for engaging in REDD+ debates. Through this recognitional
lens, policy makers and scholars can envision new, and perhaps more effective, possibilities for
alternative institutional designs to address some of those criticisms and move the debates on REDD+
past their current polarized form.
2. The Multiple Dimensions and Meanings of Justice
Environmental justice scholars and practitioners have difﬁculty pinpointing a universal deﬁnition
of justice. Instead, the meaning of environmental justice is primarily known through injustices that
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emerge [12]. In the 1980s, environmental justice cases in the United States began to garner public
attention [13]. Researchers focused on the disproportionate negative environmental health impacts that
communities of color experienced related to toxic dumping [14] and siting of noxious facilities such as
landﬁlls and factories [15]. Similarly, early political ecologists emphasized the unfair cost burdens
that resource-dependent communities shouldered related to natural resource conservation projects,
such as forest preservation [16] and wildlife conservation [17], resulting in reduced access to traditional
livelihood and cultural resources. These early examples of environmental injustice emphasize the
distributive dimensions of justice, where distributive justice refers to an equitable distribution of costs
and beneﬁts, harms, and goods related to environmental governance [18].
Beginning in in the late 1980s and early 1990s, scholars expanded research on environmental justice
to highlight the procedural aspects of environmental injustices, much as early environmental justice
activists had stressed from the outset of the movement [19]. This line of research documented how
communities were not only denied access to resources or disproportionately exposed to environmental
harms, but also excluded from decision-making processes that impact how they interact with their
environment (e.g., [20–22]). Procedural justice refers to the ability of all individuals impacted by
a decision to meaningfully participate in the decision-making process and therewith shape the potential
outcomes of the process [23–25]. Procedural justice has long been a focus of environmental policy
especially in the United States and Europe where public input in decision-making processes is formally
facilitated by various government agencies through open comment periods and grievance mechanisms
(e.g., the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and the Aarhus Convention are two examples
of legal instruments that facilitate procedural justice in environmental policy-making in the US and
Europe, respectively).
In more recent years, scholars aiming to effectively analyze environmental justice have
emphasized the need to move beyond primarily distributive and procedural understandings of
justice. Building upon global justice theorists such as Nancy Fraser, Iris Young, and others,
and through an empirical examination of environmental justice cases, David Schlosberg [18] explicitly
draws attention to the multidimensional nature of environmental justice, ﬁrst through three main
dimensions—distributive, procedural, and recognitional. These dimensions capture the multiple
avenues through which justice can be produced. The third dimension, recognitional, refers to
the ability to participate in and beneﬁt from environmental governance without being required
to assimilate to dominant cultural norms [26]. In other words, recognitional justice, or justice as
recognition, requires that difference in cultures, lifeways, and ways of knowing are recognized,
respected, and appropriately incorporated in environmental policy processes from conception to
design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation. Where distributive and procedural justice and
injustice are often readily and somewhat objectively observed, for example, through an examination
of the actual distribution of beneﬁts and costs related to a project or documentation of a consultation
process, respectively, recognitional justice requires scholars and policy makers to identify and confront
the ways in and pathways through which cultural norms infuse and shape environmental institutions
to perpetuate the dominance of these norms.
Schlosberg [25] later added a fourth dimension, capabilities, reﬂecting inﬂuences from Amartya
Sen and Martha Nussbaum, to identify the importance of possessing the freedoms to realize one’s
aspirations [27]. Thus, even in cases where distributive, procedural, and recognitional justice concerns
are attended to, if the subjects of justice—the rights-holders—do not have the capabilities to beneﬁt
from or participate in environmental governance initiatives, then injustices may persist. A related body
of literature that examines equity similarly advances a multi-dimensional framework that includes
distributive and procedural equity as well as contextual equity to captures both the recognitional and
capabilities dimensions articulated by Schlosberg [28]. This broad consensus on the multidimensional
nature of justice leads to the ﬁrst consideration that scholars examining the justice effects of REDD+
should make explicit: to fully assess and understand environmental justice and more accurately
identify the mechanisms of injustice, scholars have to consider the multiple dimensions of justice [12].
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Three additional considerations should inform how scholars analyze environmental justice.
First, scholars interested in analyzing environmental justice should attend to the nested nature of the
multiple dimensions of justice. For example, studies on environmental justice in water governance
in Australia demonstrate that efforts to promote distributive justice are more likely to succeed when
procedural justice is also facilitated [29]. Other studies demonstrate that any positive beneﬁts from more
just distributive outcomes could be diminished if procedural injustice exists [30,31]. Policy designs
that include Free Prior Informed Consent (FPIC), for example, seek to ensure that communities are
consulted in the design and implementation of projects in order to promote procedural justice and
ensure that communities can more effectively understand the costs and beneﬁts of these projects [32].
The idea is that projects require community buy-in and input in order to most effectively design the
processes and structures for just distribution of costs and beneﬁts related to the project.
Second, scholars should attend to the multivalent nature of justice [33]. This means that
environmental justice scholarship needs to consider the multiple ways that individuals and communities
experience, understand, and conceptualize justice and injustice [9,34]. In other words, what is just
for one individual or community may not be just for another. Although there are multiple justice
principles and theories, often international environmental policy approaches tend to draw on more
liberal notions of justice. Programs and projects that assume universal acceptance of particular justice
principles threaten to undermine the pursuit of justice. Schroeder and Pogge [35], for example, point
out that the Convention on Biological Diversity advances a concept of justice-in-exchange for managing
genetic resources, which may not reﬂect the conceptualization of justice held by the custodians of
genetic resources (e.g., see [24]). Alternative conceptions of justice may invoke diverse principles of
justice, for example, justice-as-needs, egalitarian, or equality or equity [36], all conceptions that draw on
different allocation rules (see also [37]). Attending to the multivalent nature of justice is difﬁcult both
for scholars and policy makers: it suggests that there may be no clear path towards justice. However,
to ignore the multiple meanings of justice is to ensure the perpetuation of injustice for some.
Third, analyses of environmental justice should consider how jurisdictional, geographic,
and temporal scales interact with justice concerns [33,38]. While many REDD+ proponents engage
in debates oriented towards both interstate and intergenerational justice concerns (i.e., questions related to
rights to pollute and rights to develop and questions on impacts on future generations), many REDD+
critics are concerned with intrastate justice concerns that emerge from a transnational context (and include
both inter- and intragenerational concerns). This means that while these justice concerns center on the
relationships between communities and the state within which a community is located (intrastate),
they emerge from a transnational context in which states opt into interstate arrangements to govern
intrastate affairs. Examining these justice tensions within and across scales is important for identifying
the scales at which and by whom justice concerns emerge and need to be addressed. While it may
seem simple to suggest that concerns between states and their communities should be dealt with
domestically, as sometimes asserted by REDD+ proponents, such an approach ultimately ignores the
role that an initiative like REDD+ plays in generating or exacerbating these justice concerns.
To summarize, uncovering the mechanisms that lead to injustice requires studies of environmental
justice to consider: (1) its multiple dimensions (distributive, procedural, and recognitional); (2) the
nested nature of these multiple dimensions; (3) the multivalent nature of justice; and (4) the scalar
interactions of justice concerns. In this paper, I direct attention to justice concerns that manifest at the
community or individual level (intrastate), rather than at the state level, but are transnational in nature.
I also assume that justice requires all three dimensions of justice (distributive, procedural, recognitional)
with the explicit acknowledgement that efforts towards procedural and distributive justice can be
undermined if recognitional dimensions are not ﬁrst addressed [10]. Similarly, efforts to improve
recognitional justice can also have positive procedural or distributive justice outcomes. As I argue
in the next sections of this paper, more explicit attention to recognitional justice in particular can
facilitate and streamline such examinations and help identify opportunities for facilitating justice [39].
This is particularly important in the context of REDD+, which has been a focal point for justice-based
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critiques of environmental governance from global to local scales. In the next sections of this paper
I demonstrate how explicit attention to the recognitional justice dimensions of the most common
social justice critiques of REDD+ can provide pathways for effectively analyzing the multidimensional,
nested, multivalent, and scalar nature of justice in REDD+, thereby providing a useful tool for analyzing
potential policy options and institutional designs for a more just REDD+.
3. Results: Examining REDD+ Through a Politics of Difference Lens
While there is an emerging body of scholarship calling for more explicit consideration of the
recognitional dimensions of justice in environmental governance [27,40], much of the current literature
on justice and REDD+ focuses primarily on distributive and procedural justice [41–51]. Additionally,
there is limited (although growing) engagement among scholars and practitioners on how to practically
engage recognitional justice in institutional designs [52,53]. In what follows, I introduce four common
justice concerns that emerge in popular and scholarly debates on REDD+ (notably, although this paper
focuses on REDD+, the primary themes that emerged from the literature largely reﬂect the justice
concerns in broader global forest governance efforts [34], with some exceptions noted). These are
drawn from an in-depth review of the literature from 2007 to 2015. In the presentation of these issues,
I aim to elucidate the core justice concerns related to REDD+ beyond the dominant soundbites on
burden-sharing and rights to develop and pollute. I discuss these issues through a politics of difference
lens that parses out concerns related to three primary dimensions of justice: distributive, procedural,
and recognitional. Table 1 details such an approach to REDD+ justice critiques. This lens facilitates
a deeper understanding of the complex nature of justice by emphasizing that justice is not simply
a question of the distribution of costs and beneﬁts (distributive justice) or access to decision-making
processes (procedural justice), but also about the extent to which difference is recognized, respected,
and included in institutions such that cultural assimilation is not a precondition for participation in
and receiving beneﬁts from REDD+ initiatives (e.g., an operational deﬁnition of recognitional justice).
This recognitional dimension of REDD+ has been largely absent from the justice debates on REDD+ in
the scholarly literature. Through this discussion I aim to demonstrate how these concerns are often
discussed through distributive and/or procedural lenses, as introduced above, but are fundamentally
recognitional in nature. In other words, I argue here that attention to recognitional justice in the design
of REDD+ could alleviate or mitigate many of these concerns. At a minimum, the recognitional lens
offers new insights into the following four justice critiques of REDD+.
3.1. As Currently Implemented, REDD+ Places Authority for Forest Governance in the Hands of the State and,
to a Lesser Extent, Markets
The main objective of REDD+ is to reduce global carbon emissions, and while the climate beneﬁts
of reduced emissions are accrued globally, the costs of doing so are highly localized: the price of
reducing one ton of carbon in Indonesia may signiﬁcantly diverge from the costs of the same ton
of carbon in Brazil, but the climate beneﬁts are equal. A market-oriented approach could promote
efﬁciency by incentivizing emissions reductions in the places where it is the most cost efﬁcient to do
so. Although its underlying principles seem straightforward, policymakers and REDD+ architects
identiﬁed ﬁve core technical challenges that could undermine its effectiveness: measurement, reporting,
veriﬁcation, permanence, and leakage [54]. Effective REDD+ initiatives need to credibly ensure that the
emissions reductions are accurately measured and veriﬁed in order to be sold as carbon credits, that
these reductions are permanent, and do not simply displace emissions to another forest. To meet these
demands, programmatic requirements are highly technical and complex, and generally not amenable
to purely local or community administration. Instead, some form of coordination with governments is
required. To support the development of the institutional infrastructures and capacity required for
REDD+, multilateral and bilateral donors have invested millions of dollars in “REDD+ Readiness”
activities for target participating countries. Thus, as currently implemented, REDD+ operates more
like traditional overseas development assistance than the market-based approach initially envisioned
and centers states as the core actors for enacting REDD+.
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Who do states represent and how inclusive and
legitimate are states’ claims of representation?
Concern: representation by states requires
assimilation and secession of some
self-determination rights.
Who has access and rights to claim allocations?
What are other ways of thinking about
ownership? Who has authority/delegates
authority/recognizes authority?
Concern: recognition of customary and/or
traditional resource rights that are not codiﬁed or
recognized by state legal authorities.
To what extent and how are diverse values of
forests understood, articulated, and integrated
into forest governance approaches? By whom?
Concern: narrow understandings of forests can lead
to reductionist valuations of forests, exclude diverse
values, and render forest peoples invisible.

What is the process by which resource
tenure rights are allocated and enforced?
Concern: in contexts where formal resource
tenure rights are absent or incomplete, some
rights-holders will be excluded.
What is the process by which decisions
regarding prioritization of values and
determination of worth are made?
Concern: compensation and/or beneﬁts may not
reach the appropriate beneﬁciaries or may be
viewed as insufﬁcient in return for effort.

Do stakeholders have a seat at the table?
Concern: compensation and/or beneﬁts may not
reach the appropriate beneﬁciaries.

Who has authority to determine allocations
of costs/efforts and beneﬁts from
REDD+ activities?
Concern: states will capture the beneﬁts and
communities will bear the costs.

Who should receive payments for reduced
emissions?
Concern: weak tenure arrangements will
prevent some rights-holders from receiving
beneﬁts.

What ecological and environmental values
should be conserved and compensated for?
Concern: compensation and/or beneﬁts may not
be adequate in both aggregate and distributive
terms.

How many seats need to be at the
decision-making table?
Concern: compensation and/or beneﬁts may not
reach the appropriate beneﬁciaries or may be
viewed as insufﬁcient in return for effort.

State-centered

Property Rights

Values

Decision-making

What does the decision-making table look like,
whose values and cultural norms are reﬂected
in the design of the process, and to what extent
is the process inclusive in its structure and
implementation?
Concern: pre-determined agendas and structures for
engagement and decision-making may render some
forest peoples invisible or exclude them from
meaningful engagement.

Recognitional

Procedural
What is the process by which allocation
decisions are made and who has the
authority to make decisions?
Concern: states will make decisions about how
to allocate costs and beneﬁts and fail to
incorporate community concerns and ideas.

Distributive

Table 1. Applying a politics of difference lens to analyze Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation “Plus” (REDD+) justice critiques.
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The REDD+ literature most frequently discusses the justice concerns that result from
a (re)concentration of state power and authority over forest governance in terms of rent-seeking
and democratic deﬁcits (distributive and procedural dimensions of justice). In other words, risks of
injustice emerge through two pathways: (1) if states capture the bulk of the payments from REDD+
activities [55]; and (2) if states do not meaningfully facilitate and integrate community concerns and
ideas [45].
When viewed through a politics of difference lens, however, the recognitional dimensions of
forest peoples’ justice concerns emerge. By placing states at the center of REDD+ decision-making,
REDD+ activities may serve to legitimize state claims of authority over forests and REDD+ activities
and recentralize forest governance, therewith diminishing the power and agency of local communities
to determine their fates and lifeways [5]. The concerns herein are threefold: ﬁrst, while governments
in many developing countries legally (by statute) own the vast majority of forests (for example,
in Indonesia, the government owns 100% of forests, in Brazil 77%: “extrapolated to the global forest
estate of 3.9 billion hectares, these data suggest that approximately 77 percent of the world’s forest
is—according to national laws—owned and administered by governments, at least 4 percent is reserved
for communities, at least 7 percent is owned by local communities, and approximately 12 percent
is owned by individuals” [56], (p. 6)), nearly 1.6 billion people worldwide are dependent on these
forests [6]. In many cases, these forest communities are the de facto managers of these resources,
albeit sometimes with limited to no authority to develop and/or enforce regulations. Indigenous
Peoples, whose population is estimated at up to 550 million globally, govern 65% of the world’s land,
yet only 10% of this authority over land is recognized by states [57]. Thus, the critical question for
understanding justice concerns around state centralization is about who states do and do not represent
and how inclusive and legitimate states’ claims of representation of diverse peoples are.
Second, access to REDD+ beneﬁts mediated by states may exclude populations whose citizenship
and/or territories are not formally recognized by states, therewith promoting continued subordination
of marginalized groups to state dominance and authority. Under such circumstances, while the
impacts may include distributive injustices, they emerge from a recognitional injustice, namely a lack
of recognition of their claims to forestlands by the state.
Third, and related to the second concern, in some cases non- or under-recognized groups may
not seek or desire state recognition because they are ultimately pursuing self-determination and
sovereignty and resist state authority over their communities and territories. Formal state recognition
could require some forms of assimilation as well as require these groups to submit to state authority,
in direct contradiction to their self-determination objectives.
3.2. Related to the First Concern, as Currently Implemented, REDD+ Architects Embrace a Narrow and Formal
Understanding of State-Sanctioned and Largely Unrestricted Resource and Land Tenure Rights
Numerous scholars and policy makers have called for stronger property rights (e.g., transferrable
and legally enforceable) as a prerequisite for REDD+ success [58]. Conventionally, scholars and
policy makers who discuss concerns related to strong, neoliberal private property rights and market
transactions frame them in terms of distributive justice. By creating powerful market incentives,
REDD+ could incentivize unfettered market transactions that economically displace forest peoples
and other resource-dependent communities from their traditional livelihood sources while more
politically and economically powerful capture the ﬁnancial rewards of REDD+. In the most basic terms,
REDD+ proponents frame the underlying justice concern as distributive in nature: those without
secure property rights would lose their forests and beneﬁts to market forces, bearing the costs of
REDD+ without receiving an equitable share of the beneﬁts [59].
To address these concerns, REDD+ architects have promoted the establishment of secure,
transferable, and legally enforceable property rights to forest resources. In practice, because tenure
arrangements in many REDD+ countries are often informal and property rights systems non-existent
or weak, this has largely translated into supporting the development of individual property rights
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systems [60]. Although stronger property rights can be an important precondition for poverty
alleviation [56], and most forest peoples welcome, if not demand, strong and enforceable recognition
of their traditional land and resource rights, the current emphasis on individual, neoliberal property
rights raises important recognitional justice concerns.
First, because most forests in most REDD+ countries are “owned” by governments [56], states can
further legitimize claims for authority over REDD+ forestlands. This failure to recognize traditional,
community, and/or non-state governance results in displacement of these “informal” institutions
and ultimately confers primary beneﬁciary status to states. When beneﬁts are distributed based on
rights and not responsibilities, communities that have traditionally governed certain forest areas may
experience distributive injustices.
Second, as noted above, forest peoples and communities support strong tenure arrangements,
although, as related to concerns in Section 3.1, this does not necessarily require state recognition of
rights. Tenure systems take a variety of forms that may be individual, collective, or hybrid. For example,
among the Makgong people, an ethnic minority in Laos who practice shifting cultivation as part of
their forest-based livelihoods, families rotate among plots based upon length of the required fallow
period for the plot and what crops need to be planted that season [34]. By requiring communities
with traditionally collective or ﬂexible forms of ownership and governance to transition to individual
property, policy makers are redeﬁning peoples’ relationships with land and resources, as well as how
communities organize themselves to meet their needs. Moreover, individual property rights privilege
transferability functions of rights over access functions, the latter being critical for forest peoples’
identities and lifeways.
3.3. As currently Implemented, REDD+ Artiﬁcially Narrows the Deﬁnition, and Therewith Value, of Forests by
Prioritizing One Service (Carbon Sequestration) over other Values, Uses, and Ways of Understanding Forests
In recent years, international attention to climate change mitigation has transformed discussions
on global forest governance to focus on the carbon sequestration services of forests, a value previously
absent from global forest debates. Critics of REDD+ argue that the overemphasis on carbon
services instrumentalizes forests and reduces them to carbon sinks—resources that capture and store
carbon—therewith potentially displacing other values [61–63]. In other words, although managing
forests for carbon does not necessarily require displacing other values, the functional value of forests
embraced in REDD+ becomes reliant upon the capacity and rate with which trees uptake carbon.
Plantation forests become more valuable than old growth forests. Although REDD+ proponents
argue that assigning an economic value for the carbon in forests provides a funding lifeline for
forest conservation characterized by precipitous declines over the last 15 years, and that safeguards
can prevent loss of other important ecosystem services from protected forests, REDD+ critics fear
that the reductionist pressures of REDD+’ underlying market logics displace, devalue, and exclude
forests—and their peoples—beyond carbon [64] (the importance of moving beyond carbon in REDD+
was the central theme of a 2012 conference organized by scholars at Oxford [65]).
The justice concerns that emerge from the ongoing struggles to deﬁne forests are nested and
three-fold: ﬁrst, the process of narrowing the deﬁnition of forests to forests-as-carbon has taken place
in venues and by actors distant from these forests. The embedded exclusion in such processes is not
simply a form of procedural injustice, whereby those communities (e.g., forest peoples) most impacted
by policy decisions are absent in decision-making processes, but is both rooted in and exacerbates
recognitional injustices. The scope of engagement is predetermined and narrow, thereby silencing
alternative visions and understandings of forests.
Second, because REDD+ prioritizes the carbon values of forests over other values, forest peoples
who do engage in REDD+ programs and projects must assent to the vision of forests embedded in those
processes. In other words, these processes presume that the carbon services of forests hold universal value.
To engage in these processes requires that participants accept these hegemonic presumptions in order
to engage in and beneﬁt from REDD+ interventions—the very deﬁnition of recognitional injustice.
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Third, once crystallized, forests-as-carbon forms the foundation of REDD+ beneﬁts-sharing
systems. Forest values are transformed into payments for ecosystem services (here, carbon) and
distributed to recognized beneficiaries. While the resulting justice concerns are difficult to separate,
the potential distributive injustices include insufficient replacement value of forests (i.e., the costs outweigh
the benefits), unfair and/or inequitable distribution of benefits among beneﬁciaries, and insufﬁcient
protection of other ecosystems services and values provided by forests for local communities.
3.4. Current REDD+ Modes of Engagement Are not Aligned with Diverse Models of Decision-Making and
May Exclude a Variety of Voices and Interests
Stakeholder engagement, participation, and community-centered approaches have been staples
in environmental governance initiatives for nearly thirty years. Community engagement has been
mainstreamed to the point where virtually all forest governance initiatives in REDD+ countries require
some degree of participation from local communities. REDD+ has similarly emphasized community
engagement: initiatives funded by the United Nations REDD+ (UN-REDD) program (one of the
largest REDD+ programs), for example, require that impacted communities provide their free, prior,
and informed consent (FPIC). FPIC is an approach increasingly used by development agencies, donors,
and governments to ensure that communities only engage in projects they consent to freely and before
projects have launched. FPIC is intended to protect communities from bearing the costs of projects they
have little or no interest in or that they view as harmful to their communities [66,67]. Under current
REDD+ initiatives, project proponents implement FPIC processes in areas they have identiﬁed as
feasible for REDD+. This usually entails a series of meetings and information sessions informing
a community of what REDD+ is followed by a request for consent by individuals and/or households
within the community.
While in principle FPIC could promote both procedural and recognitional justice, current practices
raise concerns. Although UN-REDD speciﬁes that each country should design contextually relevant
ways of adhering to their safeguards, in practice many REDD+ proponents have adopted a blueprint
approach to FPIC [68]. The process is often highly formalized and dominated by western modes of
engagement that may be unfamiliar, inaccessible, or uncomfortable for different communities [69].
In these cases, the process of community engagement may not facilitate effective voice of diverse
stakeholders. Alternatively, in some contexts free consent is practically infeasible. For example, reports
across Cambodia and Laos suggest that consent may be coerced: attendance at village meetings is
often mandatory, yet attendance conveys consent [70]. Under such circumstances FPIC is impossible.
In this sense, REDD+ may require that communities engage in a prescribed way that may not be
comfortable or appropriate and thus there is actually some harm done or, at a minimum, no real
change in voice in these communities. Whereas procedural justice lets us see the importance of
including impacted communities in decision-making processes, recognitional justice lets us see that
the modes of engagement are critical for communities to have a voice and perhaps even inﬂuence
these decision-making processes.
3.5. Summary
To summarize, there are four important types of justice challenges in the design of REDD+ that
emerge from discussions of recognitional justice principles. First is an overly narrow conception of
property rights as the fundamental institutions in the design and implementation of REDD+ policies.
This tendency to emphasize strong, freely transferable, and relatively unqualiﬁed ownership rights
over stored carbon risks promoting idealized (and unrealistic) visions of unfettered carbon markets
that may favor wealthy, high emitting nations as well as national governments and elites in developing
countries (e.g., [53,71]). This raises the second major concern: that REDD+ gives too much authority to
the nation state, thereby failing to recognize the views and interests of local groups or individuals who
may not be well-represented by their national governments [31,72–74]. More attention to recognitional
justice ideas should suggest alternative arrangements giving more autonomy to local communities in
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REDD+ programs to create enabling environments by helping them to work directly with civil society
groups or international actors. Third, attention to recognitional justice highlights how REDD+ risks
overlooking the diversity of values provided by forests (and indeed the diversity of deﬁnitions of forests)
beyond carbon storage. In this sense, recognizing the legitimacy of other uses and values of forests by
using a recognitional justice lens should help limit the risk of privileging carbon storage over all other
forest values and services. Finally, recognitional justice ideas illustrate the inadequacy of current modes
of engagement with local communities in REDD+ programs, relying on relatively rigid and formalized
meetings and information sessions with local groups that fail to recognize and solicit the full range of
voices and perspectives in a local community.
4. Discussion and Conclusions
The analysis herein highlights the nested and correlational nature of justice concerns and
demonstrates how REDD+ architects narrowly scope the debate to focus solutions on a predeﬁned
understanding of the problem and advance technocratic, state-centered solutions. These solutions fail
to account for the complex and nuanced nature of justice and injustice as experienced, envisioned,
or anticipated by forest peoples across the globe. Similarly, global forest loss and degradation has
serious, compound justice implications that are not fully captured in REDD+ debates. There is a risk
that, unless the current REDD+ conﬂicts are transformed into more productive debates that capture the
multi-scalar, multivalent nature of justice, it will be difﬁcult to channel resources and energy towards
addressing the broader issues in forest loss and degradation [27].
In this paper I have sought to challenge scholars and policymakers engaged in REDD+ debates to
move beyond the dominant sound bites on burden-sharing and rights to develop and pollute. Instead
I argue that the justice implications of REDD+ as currently implemented are much more nuanced and
complex than the current neoliberal framing of the debates suggests. This analysis demonstrates that,
when viewed through a recognitional lens, the justice concerns related to REDD+ are not simply its
distributive and procedural impacts—problems often readily tackled through technocratic solutions.
Instead, the challenges REDD+ faces are centered on the extent to which REDD+ initiatives can account
for, accommodate, and embrace difference. In other words, the central justice questions that REDD+
architects should consider are recognitional in nature: what values, identities, lifeways, and voices
are displaced and what are the most appropriate ways of engaging and preserving these to advance
a global common goal of reduced forest loss and degradation? By shifting the focus to recognitional
justice, this paper opens up new spaces for innovating policy solutions. In particular, I suggest that
by attending to one of more of the criteria outlined in Section 2 of this paper (multidimensional
justice, nested justice, multivalent justice, and scalar dynamics of justice) that policy makers and
practitioners can begin to see why their attempts to address tenure security and participation through
dominant neoliberal frameworks are met with resistance. Despite the best intentions of some REDD+
proponents, when property rights and participation are approached through a narrowly scoped set of
values and rights, many forest peoples may be further marginalized or rendered invisible. Once these
complexities are illuminated, forest governance actors can begin to work towards solutions that attend
to the recognitional justice concerns that must be addressed in order to move REDD+, or any other
forest governance initiative, forward.
Many of the recognitional justice concerns discussed above emerge, in part, because of the weak
institutional contexts of REDD+ participating countries. While REDD+ proponents view its objectives
as primarily a mitigation scheme, REDD+ critics see REDD+ as a state-building enterprise and the
strengthening of the state is a threat to the lifeways and wellbeing of many forest and Indigenous
Peoples. Thus, the challenge for policy makers concerned about the climate implications of forest loss
and degradation is to ﬁrst address the recognitional concerns of forest peoples before addressing both
procedural and distributive justice concerns. In doing so, special attention must be directed to the
challenges of the relationship between REDD+ and the possibilities for rights and representation in the
political economic context of target communities.
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In closing, for those interested in advancing justice in REDD+, future research should consider the
question of voice and choice in REDD+. Greater attention to the interlinked visions of justice, including
recognitional justice, is a useful way to widen the range of possible policy options and principles to
incorporate exciting new developments in other areas of climate change policy (including emissions
trading policy designs) where new limits on private property rights, national government’s discretion,
and protections for local communities and all resource users are being debated and developed.
For example, policy reforms grounded in principles found in the Public Trust Doctrine, a centuries-old
common law limitation on the power of governments and private individuals to limit public uses of or
beneﬁts from many natural resources [75]. Emerging initiatives to advance deliberative democracy in
environmental governance also offer some potential new avenues for recognitional justice in REDD+.
One core feature of deliberative democracy is that decisions are reason-based, which is to say that
demands and views need to be responded to and not simply tabled or ignored [76,77]. Although
there are limited examples of deliberative democracy in practice in global environmental governance,
new initiatives in biodiversity conservation are emerging that provide opportunities for rethinking
institutions. Bio-cultural Community Protocols, for example, are an experimental approach used to
govern access and beneﬁts sharing for genetic resources that seek to strengthen the capacity and agency
of local communities to implement international and national laws [78,79]. They allow communities
to “provide clear terms and conditions to regulate access to their knowledge and resources” [80].
Such innovations provide alternative ways of understanding how REDD+ decisions unfold and
the extent to which institutional designs can be more inclusive and facilitate effective voice and
representation of the diversity within and between forest communities.
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Sikor, T.; Cầm, H. REDD+ on the rocks? Conﬂict over forest and politics of justice in vietnam. Hum. Ecol.
2016, 44, 217–227. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Marion Suiseeya, K.R. Displacing difference and the barriers to environmental justice. Politics Groups Identities
2015, 3, 697–702. [CrossRef]
Young, I.M. Justice and the Politics of Difference; Princeton University Press: Princeton, NJ, USA, 2011.
Walker, G. Environmental Justice: Concepts, Evidence and Politics; Routledge: London, UK, 2012.
Mohai, P.; Pellow, D.; Roberts, J.T. Environmental justice. Annu. Rev. Environ. Resour. 2009, 34, 405–430.
[CrossRef]
161

Forests 2016, 7, 300

14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.

29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.

40.

Bullard, R.D. Dumping in Dixie: Race, Class, and Environmental Quality; Westview Press: Boulder, CO, USA,
1990; p. 262.
Taylor, D.E. Toxic Communities: Environmental Racism, Industrial Pollution, and Residential Mobility; NYU Press:
New York, NY, USA, 2014; p. 356.
Blaikie, P.; Brookﬁeld, H. Land Degradation and Society; Methuen & Co. Ltd.: London, UK, 1987.
Peluso, N.L. Coercing conservation: The politics of state resource control. Glob. Environ. Chang. 1993, 3,
199–217. [CrossRef]
Schlosberg, D. Reconceiving environmental justice: Global movements and political theories. Environ. Politics
2004, 13, 517–540. [CrossRef]
United Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice. In ‘Principles of Environmental Justice’, Proceedings of
the the First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit, Washington, DC, USA, 27 October 1991;
United Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice: New York, NY, USA, 1991.
Smith, P.D.; McDonough, M.H. Beyond public participation: Fairness in natural resource decision making.
Soc. Nat. Resour. 2001, 14, 239–249. [CrossRef]
Shrader-Frechette, K. Environmental Justice: Creating Equality, Reclaiming Democracy; Oxford University Press:
New York, NY, USA, 2002.
Heiman, M.K. Race, waste, and class: New perspectives on environmental justice. Antipode 1996, 28, 111–121.
[CrossRef]
Clayton, S. Preference for macrojustice versus microjustice in environmental decisions. Environ. Behav. 1998,
30, 162–183. [CrossRef]
Marion Suiseeya, K.R. Negotiating the Nagoya Protocol: Indigenous demands for justice. Glob. Environ. Politics
2014, 14, 102–124. [CrossRef]
Schlosberg, D. Deﬁning Environmental Justice: Theories, Movements and Nature; Oxford University Press:
Oxford, UK, 2007.
Martin, A.; Akol, A.; Phillips, J. Just conservation? On the fairness of sharing beneﬁts. In The Justices and
Injustices of Ecosystem Services; Sikor, T., Ed.; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2013.
Martin, A.; Coolsaet, B.; Corbera, E.; Dawson, N.; Fraser, J.A.; Lehman, I.; Rodriguez, I. Justice and
conservation: The need to incorporate recognition. Biol. Conserv. 2016, 197, 254–261. [CrossRef]
McDermott, C.; Schreckenberg, K. Examining Equity: A Multidimensional Framework for Assessing Equity
in the Context of REDD+. In Proceedings of the Oxford Conference 2012 Beyond Carbon: Ensuring Justice
and Equity in REDD+ Across Levels of Governance, Oxford, UK, 23–24 March 2012.
Patrick, M.J. The cycles and spirals of justice in water-allocation decision making. Water Int. 2014, 39, 63–80.
[CrossRef]
Clayton, S. New ways of thinking about environmentalism: Models of justice in the environmental debate.
J. Soc. Issues 2000, 56, 459–474. [CrossRef]
Bolin, A.; Tassa, D.T. Exploring climate justice for forest communities engaging in REDD+: Experiences from
tanzania. Forum Dev. Stud. 2012, 39, 5–29. [CrossRef]
Mahanty, S.; McDermott, C.L. How does ‘free, prior and informed consent’ (FPIC) impact social equity?
Lessons from mining and forestry and their implications for REDD+. Land Use Policy 2013, 35, 406–416.
Walker, G. Beyond distribution and proximity: Exploring the multiple spatialities of environmental justice.
Antipode 2009, 41, 614–636. [CrossRef]
Marion Suiseeya, K.R. The justice gap in global forest governance. Duke University: Durham, NC, USA, 2014.
Schroeder, D.; Pogge, T. Justice and the convention on biological diversity. Ethics Int. Aff. 2009, 23, 267–280.
[CrossRef]
Okereke, C. Equity norms in global environmental governance. Glob. Environ. Politics 2008, 8, 25–50.
[CrossRef]
Elster, J. Local justice. Eur. J. Sociol. 1990, 31, 117–140. [CrossRef]
Walker, G.; Bulkeley, H. Geographies of environmental justice. Geoforum 2006, 37, 655–659. [CrossRef]
Martin, A.; Gross-Camp, N.; Kebede, B.; McGuire, S.; Munyarukaza, J. Whose environmental justice?
Exploring local and global perspectives in a payments for ecosystem services scheme in rwanda. Geoforum
2014, 54, 167–177. [CrossRef]
Schlosberg, D.; Carruthers, D. Indigenous struggles, environmental justice, and community capabilities.
Glob. Environ. Politics 2010, 10, 12–35. [CrossRef]
162

Forests 2016, 7, 300

41.

42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.

51.
52.

53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.

Emuge, A.L. Transcending Challenges of Attaining Distributive Justice in Pro-Poor Activities of REDD-Plus
(REDD+): Justice in Brazil, Vietnam and Tanzania. Ph.D. Thesis, Norwegian University of Life Sciences,
Ås, Norway, 2013.
Putra, J.D. Distributing REDD-Plus Beneﬁts to Indigenous Peoples: Important Role of Distributive Justice in
REDD-Plus Policy. Available online: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2602039 (accessed on 22 April 2015).
Skutsch, M. Slicing the REDD+ pie: Controversies around the distribution of beneﬁts. CAB Rev. 2013, 8, 1–10.
[CrossRef]
Mathur, V.N.; Aﬁonis, S.; Paavola, J.; Dougill, A.J.; Stringer, L.C. Experiences of host communities with
carbon market projects: Towards multi-level climate justice. Clim. Policy 2014, 14, 42–62. [CrossRef]
Marion Suiseeya, K.R.; Caplow, S. In pursuit of procedural justice: Lessons from an analysis of 56 forest
carbon project designs. Glob. Environ. Chang. 2013, 23, 968–979. [CrossRef]
Mohammed, A.J.; Inoue, M. Understanding REDD+ with actor-centered power approach: A review.
J. Biodivers. Manag. For. 2016, 5, 1. [CrossRef]
Roe, S.; Streck, C.; Pritchard, L.; Costenbader, J. Safeguards in REDD+ and Forest Carbon Standards: A Review of
Social, Environmental and Procedural Concepts and Application; Climate Focus: Washington, DC, USA, 2013.
Dunlop, T.; Corbera, E. Incentivizing REDD+: How developing countries are laying the groundwork for
beneﬁt-sharing. Environ. Sci. Policy 2016, 63, 44–54. [CrossRef]
Luttrell, C.; Loft, L.; Gebara, M.F.; Kweka, D.; Brockhaus, M.; Angelsen, A.; Sunderlin, W.D. Who Should
Beneﬁt from REDD+? Rationales and Realities. Ecol. Soc. 2013, 18, 52. [CrossRef]
Jagger, P.; Lawlor, K.; Brockhaus, M.; Fernanda Gebara, M.; Sonwa, D.J.; Resosudarmo, I.A.P. REDD+
safeguards in national policy discourse and pilot projects. In Analysing REDD+: Challenges and Choices;
Angelsen, A., Brockhaus, M., Sunderlin, W.D., Verchot, L., Eds.; CIFOR: Bogor, Indonesia, 2012.
Brown, D.; Seymour, F.; Peskett, L. How do we achieve REDD co-beneﬁts and avoid doing harm? In Moving
ahead with redd: Issues, options and implications; Angelsen, A., Ed.; CIFOR: Bogor, Indonesia, 2008; p. 156.
Pokorny, B.; Scholz, I.; de Jong, W. REDD+ for the poor or the poor for REDD+? About the limitations of
environmental policies in the amazon and the potential of achieving environmental goals through pro-poor
policies. Ecol. Soc. 2013, 18, 3. [CrossRef]
Sikor, T.; Martin, A.; Fisher, J.; He, J. Toward an empirical analysis of justice in ecosystem governance.
Conserv. Lett. 2014, 7, 524–532. [CrossRef]
Angelsen, A.; Brockhaus, M.; Sunderlin, W.D.; Verchot, L.V. Analysing REDD+: Challenges and Choices; Center
for International Forestry Research (CIFOR): Bogor, Indonesia, 2012; p. 456.
Karsenty, A.; Vogel, A.; Castell, F. “Carbon rights”, REDD+ and payments for environmental services.
Environ. Sci. Policy 2014, 35, 20–29. [CrossRef]
White, A.; Martin, A. Who Owns the World’s Forests; Forest Trends: Washington, DC, USA, 2002.
Alden Wily, L. The Tragedy of Public Lands: The Fate of the Commons under Global Commercial Pressure;
International Land Coalition: Rome, Italy, 2011.
Gumbo, D.; Mfune, O. The forest governance challenge in REDD+: Core governance issues that must be
addressed for REDD+ success in zambia. Nat. Faune 2013, 27, 49–53.
Bachram, H. Climate fraud and carbon colonialism: The new trade in greenhouse gases. Capital. Nat. Social.
2004, 15, 5–20. [CrossRef]
Doherty, E.; Schroeder, H. Forest tenure and multi-level governance in avoiding deforestation under REDD+.
Glob. Environ. Politics 2011, 11, 66–88. [CrossRef]
Visseren-Hamakers, I.J.; McDermott, C.; Vijge, M.J.; Cashore, B. Trade-offs, co-beneﬁts and safeguards:
Current debates on the breadth of REDD+. Curr. Opin. Environ. Sustain. 2012, 4, 646–653. [CrossRef]
Phelps, J.; Friess, D.; Webb, E. Win–win REDD+ approaches belie carbon–biodiversity trade-offs. Biol. Conserv.
2012, 154, 53–60. [CrossRef]
Corbera, E.; Estrada, M.; May, P.; Navarro, G.; Pacheco, P. Rights to land, forests and carbon in REDD+:
Insights from mexico, brazil and costa rica. Forests 2011, 2, 301–342. [CrossRef]
Corbera, E.; Schroeder, H. Governing and implementing REDD+. Environ. Sci. Policy 2011, 14, 89–99.
[CrossRef]

163

Forests 2016, 7, 300

65.

66.

67.

68.
69.
70.

71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.

80.

Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research. Proceedings of “Oxford Conference 2012 - ‘Beyond Carbon:
Ensuring Justice and Equity in REDD+ Across Levels of Governance’.” 23–24 March 2012, Oxford,
England. Available online: http://www.tyndall.ac.uk/events/2012/oxford-conference-2012-beyondcarbon-ensuring-justice-and-equity-redd-across-levels (accessed on 15 August 2016).
Carodenuto, S.; Fobissie, K. Special issue: The legal aspects of REDD+ implementation: Translating the
international rules into effective national frameworks · operationalizing free, prior and informed consent
(FPIC) for REDD+: Insights from the national FPIC guidelines of cameroon. Carbon Clim. Law Rev. 2015, 9,
156–167.
Jagger, P.; Brockhaus, M.; Duchelle, A.E.; Gebara, M.F.; Lawlor, K.; Resosudarmo, I.A.P.; Sunderlin, W.D.
Multi-level policy dialogues, processes, and actions: Challenges and opportunities for national REDD+
safeguards measurement, reporting, and veriﬁcation (mrv). Forests 2014, 5, 2136–2162. [CrossRef]
Fontana, L.B.; Grugel, J. The politics of indigenous participation through “free prior informed consent”:
Reﬂections from the bolivian case. World Dev. 2016, 77, 249–261. [CrossRef]
Colchester, M.; Ferrari, M.F. Making FPIC–Free, Prior and Informed Consent–Work: Challenges and Prospects for
Indigenous Peoples; Forest Peoples Programme: Moreton-in-Marsh, UK, 2007.
Milne, S.; Mahanty, S. Between myth, ritual, and market value: The fetishisation of free prior and informed
consent in the production of forest carbon. In Proceedings of the Association of American Geographers 58th
Annual Meeting, Los Angeles, CA, USA, 12 April 2013.
Lounela, A. Climate change disputes and justice in central kalimantan, indonesia. Asia Pac. Viewp. 2015, 56,
62–78. [CrossRef]
Martin, A.; McGuire, S.; Sullivan, S. Global environmental justice and biodiversity conservation. Geogr. J.
2013, 179, 122–131. [CrossRef]
Hiraldo, R.; Tanner, T. Forest voices: Competing narratives over REDD+. IDS Bull. 2011, 42, 42–51. [CrossRef]
Hiraldo, R.; Tanner, T. The Global Political Economy of REDD+: Engaging Social Dimensions in the Emerging
Green Economy; United Nations Research Institute for Social Development: Geneva, Switzerland, 2011.
Raymond, L. Reclaiming the Atmospheric Commons: The Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative and a New Model of
Emissions Trading; MIT Press: Cambridge, MA, USA, 2016.
Dryzek, J.S.; Stevenson, H. Global democracy and earth system governance. Ecol. Econ. 2011, 70, 1865–1874.
[CrossRef]
Bäckstrand, K. Democratizing global environmental governance? Stakeholder democracy after the world
summit on sustainable development. Eur. J. Int. Relat. 2006, 12, 467–498.
Bavikatte, K.; Robinson, D.F. Towards a people’s history of the law: Biocultural jurisprudence and the nagoya
protocol on access and beneﬁt sharing. Law Environ. Dev. J. 2011, 7, 35–51.
Srinivas, K.R. Protecting traditional knowledge holders’ interests and preventing misappropriation—Traditional
knowledge commons and biocultural protocols: Necessary but not sufﬁcient? Int. J. Cult. Prop. 2012, 19,
401–422. [CrossRef]
Bavikatte, K.; Jonas, H. Bio-Cultural Community Protocols: A Community Approach to Ensuring the Integrity of
Environmental Law and Policy; Natural Justice, United Nations Environment Programme: Nairobi, Kenya, 2009.
Available online: http://www.unep.org/communityprotocols/PDF/communityprotocols.pdf (accessed on
20 November 2010).
© 2016 by the author. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

164

Article

Beyond Rewards and Punishments in the Brazilian
Amazon: Practical Implications of the REDD+
Discourse
Maria Fernanda Gebara 1, * and Arun Agrawal 2
1
2

*

Development, Agriculture and Society Institute, Federal Rural University of Rio de Janeiro,
Rio de Janeiro 20.071-003, Brazil
School of Natural Resources and Environment, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI 48109, USA;
arunagra@umich.edu
Correspondence: mfgebara@gmail.com; Tel.: +44-789-456-9543

Academic Editors: Esteve Corbera and Heike Schroeder
Received: 13 November 2016; Accepted: 27 February 2017; Published: 2 March 2017

Abstract: Through different policies and measures reducing emissions from deforestation and
degradation and enhancing conservation (REDD+) has grown into a way to induce behavior change
of forest managers and landowners in tropical countries. We argue that debates around REDD+ in
Brazil have typically highlighted rewards and punishments, obscuring other core interventions and
strategies that are also critically important to reach the goal of reducing deforestation, supporting
livelihoods, and promoting conservation (i.e., technology transfer and capacity building). We adopt
Foucault’s concepts of governmentality and technologies of governance to provide a reading of the
REDD+ discourse in Brazil and to offer an historical genealogy of the rewards and punishments
approach. By analyzing practical elements from REDD+ implementation in the Brazilian Amazon,
our research provides insights on the different dimensions in which smallholders react to rewards
and punishments. In doing so, we add to the debate on governmentality, supplementing its focus
on rationalities of governance with attention to the social practices in which such rationalities are
embedded. Our research also suggests that the techniques of remuneration and coercion on which
a rewards and punishments approach relies are only supporting limited behavioral changes on the
ground, generating negative adaptations of deforestation practices, reducing positive feedbacks and,
perhaps as importantly, producing only short-term outcomes at the expense of positive long-term land
use changes. Furthermore, the approach ignores local heterogeneities and the differences between
the agents engaging in forest clearing in the Amazon. The practical elements of the REDD+ discourse
in Brazil suggest the rewards and punishments approach profoundly limits our understanding of
human behavior by reducing the complex and multi-dimensional to a linear and rational simplicity.
Such simpliﬁcation leads to an underestimation of smallholders’ capacity to play a key role in
climate mitigation and adaptation. We conclude by highlighting the importance of looking at local
heterogeneities and capacities and the need to promote trust, altruism and responsibility towards
others and future generations.
Keywords: REDD+; Amazon; discourse; genealogy; rewards and punishments; behavior change

1. Introduction
During the past decade, the “carrots and sticks” approach has emerged as a combination
of rewards (i.e., ﬁnancial incentives) and punishments (i.e., penalties) to inﬂuence behavioral
change toward reducing emissions from deforestation and degradation and enhancing conservation
(REDD+) [1–7]. By undertaking a discourse analysis and drawing on practical elements of REDD+
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implementation, this article explores how the rewards and punishments approach has been used
to legitimize techniques of governance in the Brazilian Amazon. This analysis builds on Foucault’s
important contributions related to the analysis of power and knowledge [8], and is therefore critical.
But rather than a complete recapitulation and elaboration of the arguments for or against rewards and
punishments as the way to implement REDD+, we focus on what the current debate on REDD+ in
Brazil tends to marginalize and set aside. Little if any of the work on REDD+ is attentive to insights
from Foucault’s work or to the kinds of analytical directions that studies related to governmentality
open and make available. Our contribution, thus, is primarily a theory-building effort and it is
critical in its explicit attempt to turn what is not presently conceived of as being problematic into
something that is necessary to consider [9]. Our main hypothesis is that the REDD+ discourse in Brazil
is making only certain things (rewards and punishments) visible, obscuring the importance of other
core interventions for REDD+, such as measures focused on knowledge sharing, collective resilience,
recognition of rights, technology transfer, and social and technical capacity building and development,
to name a few key issues.
Since 2007, REDD+ has grown into a policy instrument to reduce deforestation in many tropical
countries, with implementation occurring at local to national scales. Even as REDD+ interventions
have evolved along different pathways, with many initiatives largely fulﬁlling roles as pilot projects,
most are struggling to make a transition to sustained larger-scale success [10]. The Brazilian
Amazon, which houses the largest remaining expanse of tropical forests, is a major focus of REDD+
implementation because of the country’s successes in reducing deforestation. These successes can be
attributed mainly to centralized command and control efforts (i.e., monitoring and law enforcement)
but also to changes in relative prices of agricultural commodities [11–13]. However, recent evidence
also shows command and control efforts in the Amazon have had heterogeneous effects, highlighting
the need to adapt forest conservation measures to regional speciﬁcities [14]. Deforestation trends have
also changed; once driven by large-scale clear-cutting, forest clearing in the Amazon now occurs mostly
in small areas [15,16]. These trends have attracted the attention of the Brazilian national government
to the role smallholders play in deforestation. In this paper, we focus on smallholders in particular to
undertake a close reading of the rewards and punishments discourse and practice in Brazil. We also
offer an historical genealogy of the approach to improve our understanding of the direction in which it
is heading.
The study of policy interventions and governance tends to occur in a discursive ﬁeld in
which the exercise of power is “rationalized”. Strategies through which such rationalization of
political underpinnings and motivations occurs include the delineation of concepts, the speciﬁcation
of objects and borders, an emphasis on identifying models of individuals and their behaviors,
and the development of arguments and justiﬁcations that naturalize observed actions and responses.
Such efforts to analyze policy interventions, governance (and responses to governance interventions)
portray inherently political problems as technical, and equally political actions and interventions as
technical, common-sense solution strategies. They structure “a ﬁeld of possibilities in which several
ways of behaving, several reactions and diverse comportments, may be realized” [9]. In this structuring
of the large ﬁeld of possibilities, interventions and responses that do not correspond to dominant
models of policy making and corresponding behavior are rendered as irrational or non-systematic and
the goal of policy analysis shifts into a more normative register where the irrational and non-systematic
can either be ignored or needs to be rationalized. Foucault’s analyses thus provide a useful starting
point and valuable insights into the different dimensions of the arts of government as ways of deﬁning,
knowing, and improving outcomes. His contributions focus on the rationality of government, meaning
a way of thinking about the nature and the practice of government (who can govern; what or who
is governed; how governance happens; why particular modes of governance are necessary or to be
defended; and the like). We build on his work by looking into the different relationships between the
governed and governing and how these relationships unfold.
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Our analysis draws from the experience of six different REDD+ initiatives in Brazil. It aims at
a different—compared to much of the prevailing models of REDD+ and payments for ecosystem
services more generally—way of understanding the implications of categorizing REDD+ interventions
into techniques of remuneration and coercion on which rewards and punishments rely. Important
questions include: (a) What does the rewards and punishments discourse highlight? (b) What does
this same discourse obscure from consideration? (c) What kind of subjects does it assume in practice,
and through its efforts at implementation, also produce? (d) Is the assumed subject sufﬁciently realized
for REDD+ to be effective? And, ﬁnally (e) Is the rewards and punishments discourse justiﬁable
for REDD+? The analysis rests upon an application of Foucault’s genealogical approach to some
of the key underpinnings of the rewards and punishments approach (Section 2). Section 3 consists
of a brief discussion of our methods and the next section hones in on the practical relevance of
a Foucault-inspired approach in relation to REDD+ interventions in the Brazilian Amazon (Section 4).
In Section 5 we discuss the implications of our ﬁndings for REDD+ implementation. Our analysis
suggests that the techniques of remuneration (i.e., rewards) and coercion (i.e., punishments) lead to
heterogeneous and at best only limited behavioral shifts on the ground, often prompting negative
adaptations of deforestation practices, limiting and reducing positive feedbacks and, just as importantly,
possibly producing only short-term changes at the expense of positive longer-term land use changes.
In its search for a global model relevant to deforestation reduction, the approach ignores local
heterogeneities and differences among agents involved in forest clearing. These ﬁndings constitute
evidence that conﬁrms our starting hypothesis: the exclusive attention to conditions conducive to
the success of a rational system of rewards and punishments has led to the neglect of other forms of
REDD+ interventions that may be more effective. These ﬁndings also suggest that a preoccupation
with a rational rewards and punishments arrangement profoundly constrains the understanding
of the multiplicity of human choices and behaviors by reducing a complex and multi-dimensional
set of experiences into a linear and rational simplicity. Moreover, the approach underestimates the
capacities of the very smallholders that are expected to and can play a key role in climate mitigation
and adaptation. We conclude by highlighting the importance of attending to local heterogeneities,
strengthening diverse capacities, and promoting trust, altruism and responsibility towards others and
future generations.
2. Opening up the Rewards and Punishments Discourse
2.1. Foucault’s Genealogy
In an attempt to open up the rewards and punishments discourse, we offer an historical genealogy
of the approach to show how we arrived at this technique of governance to induce new behaviors,
and what its practices conceal. In its ordinary sense, genealogy is synonymous with the study of one’s
ancestors, or in Foucault’s words: “the history of the present” [8]. In a more speciﬁc sense, genealogy
is a Nietzschean expression used for reconstructing a term by establishing genealogical charts of
linked conceptual fragments and relationships. Examining the genealogical nature of the rewards and
punishments discourse is necessary to understand the systematic ways in which colonial countries
such as Brazil manage and control their forests and, in many ways, even create the knowledge and
subjects of their governance in political, economic, sociological and cultural systems. The ensemble
of governance practices includes a whole series of national efforts (often promoted by the discourses
of Western countries and actors that are being set up on a global scale) that constitute one of the
most powerful mechanisms to ensure control over the people living in forested territories. Policy
instruments—such as rewards and punishments—can be viewed here as part of the evolving “set of
techniques by which governmental authorities wield their power in attempting to ensure support and
effect social change” [17]. Practices of government in a Foucauldian sense comprise both technologies
of control and (cor)responding technologies of subject making on the part of those at whom the
technologies of control are directed.
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According to Foucault, the deployment of technologies of control—and subject making—rest on
power which should be viewed not as something that is stratiﬁed or as an object, but as capacities
diffused throughout the social body. One cannot have power; rather, power is manifested in its
exercise; thus, power is everywhere, but unevenly distributed [18]. As Foucault states, “each society
has its regime of truth, its “general politics” of truth: that is, the types of discourse which accepts and
makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false
statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value
in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true” [19].
The relationship between content, expression, power-relations and material practices forms discourses,
which are “systems of thoughts composed of ideas, attitudes, courses of actions, beliefs and practices
that systematically construct the subjects and the worlds of which they speak. He traces the role of
discourses in wider social processes of legitimation and power, emphasizing the constitution of current
truths, how they are maintained and what power relations they carry with them” [20]. We build
on these Foucauldian insights into discursive analysis with a focus on the productive aspects of
discourses, meaning “the practices they (discourses) invoke” [21].This focus on practices is important
to understand what the rewards and punishments discourse is making visible, what it is obscuring,
what subjects it is producing and if these subjects are sufﬁciently realized for REDD+ to be effective.
Two concepts used by Foucault become important in interrogating the rewards and punishments
discourse: the techniques of disciplinary power and governmentality. Discipline is ﬁrst and
foremost a multifaceted and local technique to target the behavior of individuals in speciﬁc settings:
“Discipline may be identiﬁed neither with an institution nor with an apparatus; it is a type of power,
a modality for its exercise, comprising a whole set of instruments, techniques, procedures, levels
of application, targets” [8]. Foucault makes explicit what discipline entails as a practice of shaping
and modifying conducts to impose ends or execute overall strategies. Foucault’s argument is that
discipline creates “docile bodies” [8], ideal for the new economics, politics and warfare of the modern
industrial age—bodies that function in factories, ordered military regiments, and school classrooms.
But, to construct docile bodies, the disciplinary institutions must be able to (a) constantly observe and
record the bodies they control and (b) ensure the internalization of the disciplinary individuality within
the bodies being controlled. That is, discipline must come about without excessive force through
careful observation, and molding of the bodies into the correct form through this observation [8].
Later, in an attempt to study the art of governing, the reasoned way of governing best and, at the
same time, reﬂecting on the best possible ways of governing, Foucault coined a new term to capture the
combination of “government” and “rationality”: “governmentality.” Foucault depicted “governmental
rationality” through his understanding of the term “government” as having both a wide and a narrow
sense. He proposed a deﬁnition of “government” in general as meaning “the conduct of conduct”:
that is to say, a form of activity aiming to shape, guide or affect the conduct of some persons or
agents [22]. Government as an activity could concern the relations between self and self, private
interpersonal relations involving some form of control or guidance, relations within social institutions
and communities and, certainly, relations concerned with the exercise of political sovereignty as well.
Governmentality then is also embodied in routine action and normative orientations, and is about
making rational certain forms of exercise of power in preference to others. Thus, governmentality is
about making things visible, in a certain, governable way; state government is not only a material
structure and a mode of thinking, but also a lived and embodied experience, a mode of existence [23,24].
Smallholders have been left in a pervasive condition of vulnerability. Historically embedded
processes have left lasting legacies in rural governmentality, creating what has been called “green
governmentality” [25] and “environmentality” [26], whereby “the environment” is constructed in
relation to the exercise of power and control. As argued by Fairhead et al. [27], these long-run historical
processes provide a vital set of conditions of possibility—meaning the set of factors and relations that
give discourses a sense—which those seeking to proﬁt from the new commoditization of nature have
been able to inhabit. The authors argue that “such contemporary dynamics of appropriation of nature
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involve new (re)conﬁgurations of actors and relationships; the reinvention of regulatory processes and
the construction of novel justiﬁcatory discourses” [27].
In the Brazilian Amazon, policies historically determined by paternalistic relationships, military
regiments and the substantial presence of local elites [28] strongly limit the ability of smallholders
to successfully develop their own initiatives [29–31]. Forest governance in Brazil is still oriented
by a development model that looks to global commodity markets and well-qualiﬁed entrepreneurs
with the necessary capital for large-scale investments. This orientation continues despite a growing
consensus about its negative ecological consequences, social impacts, and economic risks [32,33].
We draw upon these contextual conditions and ideas to analyze the practical elements from REDD+
implementation and how smallholders respond to rewards and punishments. By doing so, we move
from the conventional focus in debates on governmentality on the rationalities of government to the
social practices in which these rationalities are embedded.
2.2. The Genealogy of Rewards and Punishments
In the rewards and punishments approach, policy instruments might be formulated either in the
positive sense of prescription or encouragement of actions through the creation of positive incentives
(such as cash transfers), or in the negative sense of prohibition of actions through the application of
penalties. These positive or negative strategies can be used to promote behaviors viewed as desirable
by decision makers or inhibit behaviors deemed undesirable [34]. This distinction has its roots in
conventional dual divisions between the rewards and punishments or beneﬁts and costs. Incentives
include a variety of economic and facilitative measures (not just those based on money). Penalties,
on the other hand, are sanctions that involve unpleasant consequences imposed by a legally constituted
authority for violation of the law [35].
However, when following Foucault’s arguments, it is crucial to understand what is justiﬁable.
We thus view both rewards and punishments as active interventions into the social ﬁeld (intended to
structure the ﬁelds of possible actions for determined subjects). In this sense, rewards and punishments
may even be viewed as a false distinction, because both require action. Although interventions,
in principle, are open to many forms of deﬁnitions and interpretations, they all rely on and constitute
a particular conception of state sovereignty. The relationship works both ways. Just as interventions
require sovereignty to be effective, so also sovereignty is afﬁrmed through the implementation of
interventions. This means that when leaders and decision makers justify a given intervention they are
simultaneously (re)producing what is to be understood by state sovereignty. By doing so, they are
granting speciﬁc authorities and competencies, while stripping away others.
2.2.1. Command and Control
The term “command and control” is based on the coercive aspects of regulation. It refers to the
insurance of rules, orders, norms and provisions of an obligatory nature backed by negative sanctions or
threats of negative sanctions (e.g., ﬁnes, imprisonment) by the state. The deﬁning property of command
and control is that the relationship is authoritative and based in a hierarchy system [36], meaning that
the controlled persons or groups are obligated to act in the way stated by the controllers. The origins
of command and control stem from the Machiavellian idea [37] of acquisition and maintenance of
political power. Machiavelli saw a way to maintain monocentric political power through command
and control. His ideas were further supported by Hobbes and his social contract. Both philosophers
believed in the inherent selﬁshness of the individual. It was necessarily this belief that led them to
adopt a strong central power—or the “Leviathan,” in Hobbes words—as the only means of preventing
the disintegration of the social order. Hardin’s version of the tragedy of the commons [38] is a clear
example of this Hobbesian logic playing out in the governance of natural resources.
Until recently, policy instruments for forest conservation around the world have been largely based
in the rationality of command and control policies, meaning the creation of protected areas, restricting,
monitoring and controlling land use and law enforcement, and enforcing compliance. The rise of
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command and control follows the military model of civil defense adopted by the United States after the
Second World as the primary form of disaster response. In recent decades, however, many authors have
pointed out fundamental limits to the regulatory system based on command and control structures.
These limits become even more evident when dealing with the increasing recognition of the complexity
of objects such as forest landscapes, constituted by non-linear processes, heterogeneous subjects, and
inherently difﬁcult to comprehend feedbacks related to social and biophysical interactions [39–43].
Command and control systems implicitly assume their targets to be objects that are relatively simple,
clearly deﬁnable, and generally linear with respect to cause and effect. This approach has been
criticized for being monocentric, authoritative, bureaucratic, unnecessarily intrusive, with high,
uneven administrative costs, as well as outdated, limited innovation fraught with implementation
problems [5,44,45].
Aldisert and Helms emphasize that “the imagination and interests of individuals cannot thrive in
command and control structures.” Instead, they argue that it is necessary to have “an environment
in which all are committed to a common goal” [46]. Holling and Meffe claim that the adoption of
command and control as a forest conservation measure resulted in a pathology that undermines
resilience in the long run [47]. Finally, the effectiveness of command and control structures is normally
associated with its legitimacy. Command and control approaches are effective in changing behavior
as long as there is social consensus around the policy underlying the coercive instrument, and the
capacity of the state to ensure compliance. The majority of tropical countries are still developing this
ability to create consensus among different social actors, but more importantly, are also still improving
their governance capacity.
2.2.2. Economic Instruments
Economic tools, in contrast, leave the subjects of governance a certain space within which to
choose whether to take an action and indeed to determine the level and intensity of action taken.
Or, in Foucault’s words, they assume “a minimally ‘free’ subject” [9]. They neither prescribe nor
prohibit the actions to be taken, but make them less (in the case of incentives) or more (in the case of
disincentives) expensive. Here we concentrate on positive incentives, as they correspond to the ones
linked to REDD+ implementation [48]. In the positive case, a material resource is handed to the agent
(e.g., through cash transfers, grants, subsidies or loans), whereas in the negative case the individual or
organization is deprived of some material resource (e.g., through taxes, charges or fees).
The term ‘incentive’ ﬁrst made its appearance among American engineers in the 1880s and
1890s. It was introduced as a motivational term (or inducement), that had a strong monetary
connotation. Of course, the actual use of this speciﬁc method of remuneration was not born out
of a late nineteenth-century debate. Karl Marx, for one, dated the practice of paying by the piece
back to the fourteenth century, serving the basic purpose of exploiting the power of labor [49].
The emergence of economic science in the eighteenth century, however, marked a turning point in the
history of governmentality. Just like “the state” was central to the project of the reason of state, so “the
market” became a central political and epistemological object in the formation of a distinct, liberal
art of governing. A rational and self-interested individual then emerged from different economists’
discourses (Francois Quesnay, Adam Smith, Robert Malthus and David Ricardo, for example) based
on John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government [50]. It was precisely the “alleged rationality and
self-interestedness of all individuals that made them governable because it made them respond to
changes in their environment in a systematic and predictable way” [22].
This rationalist mode of thought has yielded some interesting insights and results. However,
it also underestimates the context in which “real individuals” come to decisions and the multitude of
factors shaping decision making. It has already been argued that certain modes of valuing things can
be entirely inappropriate. Anderson [51] and Sandel [52], for instance, highlight that “any attempt
to commodify a good may corrupt it” and “can even make its very existence impossible.” Indeed,
research in areas like behavioral economics undermines the idea of a simplistic rational subject,
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pointing to the possibility of motivational crowding whereby material incentives for socially or
environmentally desirable actions may have the effect of undermining and reducing the incidence of
such actions [53]. The use of economic incentives for forest conservation has been supported since the
late 1990s in a number of international and national contexts (e.g., Convention on Biological Diversity;
United Nations Environment Programme; and the Sloping Lands Conservation Program in China).
Since the emergence of the “ecosystem services” concept, notably used in the Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment and the Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity processes between 2005 and 2010,
economic incentives for supporting environmentally positive actions have been seen as innovative
policy tools for biodiversity conservation worldwide [54]. This is part of a common contemporary
shift in both ecological and economic spheres wherein “nature” is being consolidated as “natural
capital” and the functions of natural systems as ecosystem services. Previously distinct domains
(economics and ﬁnance vs. ecology and conservation) are coming together in an emerging “green
economy” that connects actors, institutions and calculative technologies through speciﬁc discourses of
rational action and behavior. These discursive shifts underpin the creation of markets for ecosystem
services, including for carbon, and are critical in constituting and normalizing the logic of REDD+ [55]
(see Figure 1a).

ȱ
(a)

ȱ
(b)

Figure 1. (a) Conceptual model of the rewards and punishments approach for REDD+ (reducing
emissions from deforestation and degradation and enhancing conservation); (b) Conceptual
representation of a governmentality approach for REDD+. Legend: The conventional conceptual model
underpinning REDD+ assumes an individual that remains consistent in his/her subjectivity over time,
responds positively (negatively) to rewards (punishments), and whose behavioral change leads to the
desired outcome of increased forest cover. In contrast, as depicted in Figure 1b, a governmentality
approach directs attention towards shifts in individual subjectivities, inﬂuenced in part by policies and
measures that can include rewards and punishments but not necessarily in the desired direction,
and with substantial uncertainties in outcomes as a result of variations in recognition of rights,
shared knowledge and understandings, technical support, available capacities, and other context
speciﬁc characteristics.

Although rewards can be used to support forest conservation, they come with restrictions that
hinder effectiveness. These include the difﬁculty of measuring and valuing forest assets, institutional
constraints, uncertain, ill-deﬁned, and insecure property rights, ideological resistance, administrative
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complexity, and limited capacity for calculation and implementation [56–65]. The most common
approach for incentives as a type of reward are payments for ecosystems services (PES). Economic
arguments in favor of incentive-based policy instruments have a strong focus on cost-efﬁciency,
normally deﬁned as use of natural resources to optimize the production of ecosystems goods and
services by equating marginal costs and beneﬁts. The rush to confer multi-domain positive valence
on such interventions by focusing on win-win or even win-win-win rhetoric can obscure negative
side effects [66]. Existing research has demonstrated that ﬁnancial rewards can crowd out intrinsic
motivations [67,68]. Gneezy et al., for example, emphasize that the effects of extrinsic incentives
depend on how they are designed, the form in which they are delivered (especially monetary or
non-monetary), who receives them, knowledge about their distribution, and their interactions with
intrinsic motivations [69] (see Figure 1b).
3. Methods
Our methods include the review of writings on REDD+ and forest governance to reconstruct
the discursive ﬁeld around deforestation and forest conservation, and empirical evidence from six
REDD+ initiative sites in the Brazilian Amazon. The empirical methods used to compile this data are
described in Sills et al. [70] in the evaluation of initial impacts of REDD+ that occurred under the Global
Comparative Study (GCS) on REDD+, coordinated by the Center for International Forestry Research
(CIFOR). The six REDD+ initiatives on which this paper focuses are: (i) the Sustainable Settlements
Acre’s State System of Incentives for Environmental Services (SISA); (ii) the Bolsa Floresta Program in
Amazonas; (iii) the Cotriguaçu Sempre Verde in Mato Grosso; (iv) the Jari REDD+ project in Amapá;
(v) the Sustainable Landscapes Pilot Program in São Félix do Xingu and (vi) the Sustainable Settlements
initiative in the Transamazon (Figure 2). This research used a variety of data collection techniques,
including: quantitative surveys to understand land use, measure subsistence, and learn about the
tenure situation, socioeconomic context and the challenges, needs and perceptions (i.e., hopes and
worries in relation to REDD+; deﬁnitions of local wellbeing) of smallholders. We deﬁne property size
using the National Agrarian Institute (INCRA) classiﬁcation, which classiﬁes properties in the Amazon
smaller than 300 hectares (or 1–4 ﬁscal modules) as “small.” We also used the “Proponent Appraisal
Form” to compile data on the initiatives and on the interventions being implemented. A “Survey of
Project Implementation” helped gain insights into the background, history, institutional dynamics and
politics surrounding the development of the initiatives. This also served to understand the challenges
faced by proponents.
These six sites were selected to include a variety of areas (i.e., private and public), scale
(i.e., municipality, state), proponents (i.e., non-governmental organizations (NGOs), public, private)
and local actors (i.e., smallholders, large landholders, settlers). In each site, four communities
were selected according to GCS methods and around 120 households in each community were
randomly selected to be part of the survey. Smallholders’ characteristics vary across sites in terms of
socioeconomic standards, tenure, community organization, access to markets and wellbeing. More
information on methods, proponents, strategies and locations can be found in Sills et al. 2014 [70]
and Sunderlin et al. 2016 [71], along with extensive analysis of how REDD+ implementation affects
different groups of smallholders.
We also used qualitative data collected in three of the six initiatives: SISA (2010, 2014),
Bolsa Floresta Program (2009, 2011, 2015) and the Sustainable Landscapes (2010–2014). In these
sites, we applied additional methods: (i) observation; (ii) open-ended questions; and (iii) focus groups.
Data collection concentrated on understanding how smallholders’ behavior is being shaped by the
different REDD+ measures. Questions focused on smallholders’ perceptions about the initiatives,
including: positive and negative aspects of interventions being implemented, suggestions on how to
improve them, and what would be necessary to change their practices that cause deforestation. We also
conducted open-ended and semi-structured interviews with other relevant stakeholders in the sites
(i.e., government actors and NGOs representatives) to capture diverse views of the initiatives and the
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measures being implemented to reduce deforestation. Results, therefore, are based on perceptions of
REDD+ actors on ground: the recipients of interventions, but also those who were involved in REDD+
implementation (i.e., proponents and public actors). Analytical coding procedures were applied
to produce a coherent analysis focused on the research questions [72]. NVivo Qualitative Content
Analysis Software (QSR International Pty Ltd. Version 10, 2012) was chosen to compile, analyze,
organize and reconﬁgure the data collected. A content analysis was then carried out, involving the
use of analytical codes derived from existing theories and explanations relevant to the research focus.
For a better understanding of the data collected, local perceptions were initially codiﬁed in positive
and negative aspects of REDD+ measures and in challenges and needs for REDD+ implementation on
the ground. After this ﬁrst codiﬁcation, the perceptions were codiﬁed again to understand practical
aspects of governmentality, subjectivity and behavior change. Finally, we reviewed policy, programs
and project documents, including the REDD+ National Strategy.

Figure 2. REDD+ initiatives analyzed.

173

Forests 2017, 8, 66

4. Results: Rewards and Punishments in Practice
4.1. Main REDD+ Strategies in Brazil
Command and control measures have signiﬁcantly curbed deforestation in Brazil in recent years.
Between 2004 and 2016, the annual deforestation rate in the Brazilian Amazon fell by 71% [73]. Brazil
has also taken signiﬁcant steps toward setting targets and developing interventions for REDD+,
including the construction of a National REDD+ Strategy [74]. There are also numerous sub-national
initiatives in the Amazon, ranging from state government programs to private projects [70]. Persistent
concerns, however, have been raised about the potential impacts of REDD+ on local livelihoods and
socioeconomic welfare [75,76]. These impacts depend in part on the particular interventions and
safeguards used to achieve REDD+. At the same time, REDD+ is a dynamic arena of negotiation with
competing discourses, including those surrounding equitable beneﬁt-sharing, ﬁnancing, monitoring,
indigenous peoples, landscape approaches and others (see for example [77]).
The Brazilian REDD+ national strategy has as its main guiding policies the National Policy for
Climate Change and the Forest Code. It also identiﬁes three sectorial plans as the primary channels
for implementing REDD+ in Brazil: the Action Plan to Prevent and Control Deforestation in the
Amazon (PPCDAm); the Action Plan to Prevent and Control Deforestation and Fire in the Brazilian
Cerrado (PPCerrado) and the Plan for Low Carbon Agriculture (ABC). It supplements these plans
with cross-cutting measures, including a ﬁnancial architecture for REDD+ and a set of safeguards
designed to ensure that REDD+ actions do not inﬂict social or environmental harm. Safeguards are
based on social and environmental principles and criteria for REDD+ developed in 2010 by a group
of civil society organizations. The REDD+ national strategy safeguard summary, however, received
much criticism from the civil society and groups involved in the development of safeguards. One of
the main issues is that federal safeguards only cover initiatives ﬁnanced by the Amazon Fund and are
related to PPCDAm implementation [78].
Additionally, the national strategy is still very unclear in terms of the types of measures it will
concentrate on to implement REDD+ and to guarantee that safeguards are in place. Detailed regulation
of these issues was left to the National REDD+ Entity and its Thematic Consultation Chambers,
which are still in the incipient stages of designing speciﬁc measures and principles. Although
participation has been historically recognized as important for strengthening forest governance in
Brazil [79], the participation, consultation and representation of local populations and landowners
have been highly uneven and in some cases absent [80–83].
Following the REDD+ national strategy, we deﬁne REDD+ interventions as those which are
linked to the implementation of the policies and plans that guide the strategy. These involve a mix of
strategies that in theory should go beyond rewards and punishments, including: tenure regularization
(i.e., provision of land titles and tenure clariﬁcation), territorial management (i.e., implementation of
the Rural Environmental Registry (CAR in Portuguese)), monitoring (i.e., surveillance), enforcement
(i.e., application of sanctions and penalties), ﬁnancial incentives for sustainable production
(i.e., sustainable rural credits), PES (i.e., direct cash transfers), improvement of agricultural and
livestock practices (i.e., crop-livestock-forestry integration) and environmental education (i.e., capacity
building) [74]. While reviewing the initiatives, we found that in the readiness phase (between 2008 and
2015), most of them focused on (i) increasing command and control through surveillance and in situ
monitoring and (ii) territorial management through the implementation of the Rural Environmental
Registry (CAR), a tool to increase environmental compliance, and enforced nationally by the Forest
Code. Other main interventions being implemented include: (iii) PES; (iv) promotion of sustainable
production and better practices; and (v) increase access to ﬁnancial incentives (Table 1). In this article,
we concentrate on (i), (ii), (iii) and (v) since there is more evidence on their performance on the ground
compared to (iv), and thus local actors have a clearer sense of their impacts on deforestation.
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Table 1. Interventions of REDD+ initiatives analyzed.
Initiatives (Proponent)

Interventions

Transamazon (Amazon Environmental
Research Institute—IPAM)

Household: PES *; management plans; alternative production
strategies *; capacity building; technical assistance; environmental
compliance; land tenure clariﬁcation through CAR *
Community: deforestation surveillance and in situ land use
monitoring *; strengthen organizations
No plan to sell credits

Sustainable Landscapes
(The Nature Conservancy—TNC)

Household: land tenure clariﬁcation through CAR *; livelihood
alternatives *; capacity building; access to credit
Community: deforestation surveillance and in situ land use
monitoring *, sharing lessons
No plan to sell credits

Cotriguaçu (Centro Vida Institute—ICV)

Household: sustainable forest management (SFM) *; alternative
production strategies; land tenure clariﬁcation through CAR *;
capacity building; structuring municipal environmental
management; technology transfer; access to credit
Community: deforestation surveillance and in situ land
use monitoring *
No plan to sell credits

SISA (State of Acre)

Household: PES *, alternative production strategies *,
SFM, land tenure regularization through CAR *
Community: deforestation surveillance and in situ land
use monitoring *
Selling of credits still incipient

Bolsa Floresta (Amazonas Sustainable
Foundation—FAS)

Household: PES *; income diversiﬁcation *, capacity building
Community: deforestation surveillance and in situ land use
monitoring *, public services *
Selling of credits in some areas

Jari (Biofílica/Jari)

Household: technical assistance, sustainable production, SFM
Community: deforestation surveillance and in situ land
use monitoring *
Aims at selling credits
* interventions already being implemented.

4.1.1. Monitoring and Land Clariﬁcation: Magic or Broken Sticks?
Increasing surveillance and in situ monitoring through command and control measures has been
at the heart of REDD+ interventions on the ground. We recognize the role of command and control
interventions in reducing deforestation rates in the last decade [11,12,84]. However, there is also
evidence that such approaches have social implications related to distributive equity (i.e., increased
social inequalities among diverse local landholders) and social welfare (i.e., unequal distribution
of income losses) that need to be considered in any structure that penalizes deforestation [4,85].
PPCDAm, for example, has been criticized for limiting its implementation to command and control
measures [86–88]. Assunção et al. also show that centralized measures that treat the Brazilian Amazon
as a largely uniform target have heterogeneous and spillover effects (i.e., negative behavioral adaptions
that drive deforestation on the ground) [89]. Command and control does not normally affect large
landowners [90], who are still responsible for the bulk of forest clearance in the Brazilian Amazon [15].
Furthermore, in some cases it has also increased migration to less monitored areas [85,88], which may
cause leakage.
The Brazilian Environmental Protection Agency (IBAMA) is responsible for enforcing command
and control measures. Field operations are based on past deforestation patterns and on satellite
imagery. Coercion measures include the collection of administrative ﬁnes and in situ conﬁscation of
produce and equipment whenever illegality is obvious [91]. IBAMA has received several critiques
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for being ineffective, but especially for corruption scandals involving large landholders [32,91,92].
Several authors have already demonstrated that although IBAMA is responsible for issuing the largest
amount of ﬁnes in Brazil, the agency is known for its inefﬁciency in collecting them [90,91,93,94].
To make things worse, minor offenders (often smallholders), who do not want or cannot hire lawyers
to challenge or disrupt administrative proceedings, are more likely to pay ﬁnes [90].
During the ﬁeld research, we observed that local practices have already been developed to
sabotage satellite monitoring and IBAMA ﬁscalization. An important example emerging from our
qualitative data is the “método quebradão” (or “broken method” in English)—adopted in the state of
Pará—where deforestation occurs without the use of ﬁre and other techniques that can be identiﬁed via
satellites or even in situ [95]. In this method, around 20% of the forest area is kept standing and just part
of the forest is deforested either manually (in the case of smallholders) or with the use of poison sprayed
in the tree canopy allowing them to die in different stages (in the case of large landholders). In this way,
the forest “is broken,” and the forested patches are not fully deforested, making monitoring by satellite
images difﬁcult [88,96]. Another important ﬁnding regards smallholders’ perceptions of IBAMA
ﬁscalization. For them, the national government should have been able to provide environmental
education (i.e., knowledge sharing on climate change and adaptation actions) and capacity building
(i.e., technical assistance on sustainable land use alternatives) before increasing command and control
based enforcement. Historically, they have been actively encouraged to clear the forest as proof
of “productive” activity under land-titling laws and for the acquisition of rural credits. It becomes
almost utopic to expect that they will change their land use practices—mainly focused on growing
food (i.e., cassava, fruits) for subsistence—without any assistance. In their words: “What does the
government expect me to eat? The ball?”, making reference to the 2014 World Cup, year when one of
the ﬁeld visits took place. Many of them responded in other tropes of resistance saying: “We will show
the national government and REDD+ proponents who has the power by burning the forest in the next
season if technical assistance does not come.”
Knowledge about the spatial boundaries of landholdings has been improving since 2006,
when CAR started to be implemented by different states in the Amazon. Due to the Forest Code of 2012,
CAR is mandatory for all rural properties. Smallholders and other landholders, however, were not
consulted or represented during the negotiations over the instrument. When it was initially designed,
CAR aimed at linking forest tenure reform efforts with environmental compliance. In practice, however,
CAR has become a tool to better monitor and control forest cover changes. CAR has a declaratory and
permanent nature and contains speciﬁc information about the property (limits, environmental liability,
land use). It does not per se clarify the ownership status of rural properties, neither does it guarantee
that the landowners will follow the proper steps for environmental compliance. CAR information
is under the responsibility of the declarant and the instrument has already been criticized for not
having the registered data veriﬁed by government agencies [97] and for being unable to guarantee
compliance [88]. Other critiques include: (i) the lack of strategy and coordination of the instrument
with other policies and measures; (ii) an excessive focus on registration rather than the whole process
of compliance; (iii) lack of priority given to CAR by the federal government; it took two years to be
regulated and is far from being comprehensive enough; and (iv) the lack of attention to overarching
strategic aspects such as level of public transparency, degree of overlapping polygons and systems
automation routine [88,89,97–100].
Finally, while analyzing qualitative data on local perceptions about CAR we found that they
changed throughout the years from being a possible solution to the challenges of tenure clariﬁcation to
becoming an undesirable tool that supports command and control measures. In addition, delays in its
regulation at the national level and the recurrent prorogation of the deadline to registry properties has
also meant that many landholders are starting to view CAR as possibly another policy measure that is
not going to be effectively mandatory (or in their words, “is just on paper”).
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4.1.2. Payments for Ecosystems Services (PES) and Access to Financial Incentives: Digestive or
Rotten Carrots?
Although much debated at the federal level, a national PES has not yet been established. The Forest
Code authorizes the use of PES as a ﬁnancial incentive, but it is not yet regulated at national level.
The Bolsa Verde Program is a federal initiative that gives ﬁnancial incentives to communities in
conservation areas, but its main objective is to reduce poverty rather than to pay for environmental
services. Famous for its visionary multi-dimensional aspects, the Bolsa Floresta Program is the
main state-level PES initiative in Brazil. The program has achieved successful outcomes, such as
increasing the wellbeing of households in different conservation units in the state of Amazonas [101].
But it has also suffered criticism for not allowing democratic and interactive processes of local
participation [102,103]; not having different opportunity costs reﬂected in the payment structure [104];
possible lack of additionality [104–106]; and absence of non-compliance monitoring and conﬂict
resolution tools [107]. Since 2010, SISA in the state of Acre has also been paying smallholders an
annual bonus conditioned on the continued cessation of deforestation and burning according to the
property management plan. Early evidence, however, has shown that payments are coming late or
not at all, and farmers in the program areas are not receiving appropriate government support, which
may result in decreased levels of participation [108]. The Transamazon initiative started implementing
conditional payments in 2014, but there is no evidence yet of its outcomes. In the Bolsa Floresta
Program, when asked about the direct payments being implemented, many smallholders afﬁrmed
they did not want money and instead complained: “We are prohibited from growing our own food,
there is no management, authorities are distant and don’t trust us. They can’t just prohibit and pay;
those who live in the communities need to work!”.
Although recognizing that PES may play a key role in forest conservation in Brazil,
Borner et al. [4,5] emphasize that PES implementation will face several limitations related to contract
enforcement and unsecure and unclear tenure. The authors argue that the suspension of payments as
a sanction of non-compliance becomes uncertain under imperfect enforcement. According to them,
PES recipients facing a low enforcement probability may thus prefer to continue forest conversion and
receive PES as an additional rent—and get away with it. It has been already acknowledged that, for
various reasons, legal sanctions are seldom applied and enforcement is largely ignored because of the
resistance such regulations encounter from individuals [98,109]. Indeed, as noted by different authors,
the softening of restrictions on the amount of land that landholders are legally allowed to deforest
under the Forest Code was a clear reﬂection of the lack of law enforcement in Brazil [4,89,93,110–113].
Other criticisms of PES initiatives in the Amazon include its limitations in terms of scope, outcomes
and cost-effectiveness when compared to opportunity costs of actual land uses [103,114–117]. These are
also reasons why some proponents of the initiatives analyzed here, such as the Sustainable Landscapes
Program, opted to not include PES as a strategy for beneﬁt-sharing.
How access to REDD+ ﬁnancial incentives (i.e., ABC Program; local funds) other than PES will
overcome problems of coordination with other opportunities that incentivize deforestation (i.e., rural
credits) is still very unclear. At the local level, the most expressive example of a decentralized ﬁnancial
mechanism is the Surui Fund. Designed with high levels of local participation [118,119], the fund
has been seen as an innovative way of decentralizing REDD+ fundraising and beneﬁt-sharing while
at the same time increasing autonomy [120]. The initiative, however, still presents some problems,
such as absence of timely ﬁnancial ﬂows to meet the needs of the Surui tribe, principally of those who
depend on productive activities, since the only currently accessible economic options in the reserve
are environmentally damaging (i.e., illegal logging and cattle ranching) [121]. Divergences between
members of the tribe and their different interests also generated some conﬂicts in relation to the fund
and the REDD+ initiative as a whole [122].
At the national level, the Amazon Fund is the best example of a national results-based
payment mechanism. The fund focuses on PPCDAm’s main goals, such as monitoring and control,
promotion of sustainable productive activities, land and territorial planning, as well as scientiﬁc
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and technological development. In line with federal conservation strategies, the fund has been
prioritizing CAR implementation in its initiatives. It is hosted by the National Development Bank
(BNDES) and proposals undergo routine procedures with bottlenecks in several stages of the process
(i.e., no deadlines for analysis and disbursements). In addition, institutional characteristics of BNDES,
one of the largest public investment banks funded by the Brazilian National Treasury, have generated
some questions of legitimacy in the management of funds, once the bank is responsible for funding
the main activities that cause the deforestation in the Amazon (i.e., large-scale hydroelectric dams;
livestock and agriculture activities) [123].
Finally, outcomes of the ABC plan and its program are still very incipient. To qualify for a loan,
farmers need to be registered under CAR. However, to date, the registry has faced several problems
that create a barrier to ﬁnancial access. Other limitations include producers’ ignorance of the ABC
plan, the low capacity of technology transfer, and the chronic deﬁciencies of the agricultural extension
system in Brazil [124]. The ability of key actors to access credit is restricted by their lack of capacity
and the uncertainty about the risks of new technologies. Furthermore, until recently, Banco do Brasil
managers had no incentive to offer credits from the ABC plan because the provision of such credits
was not factored into their performance review in the same way as the provision of other ﬁnancial
products, such as loans for livestock and agriculture.
4.2. Subjects and Justiﬁcations: What do Rewards and Punishments Make Possible?
This section asks two key questions: What processes of visibilization and articulation does the
rewards and punishments discourse make possible? Or, in other words, what is hidden by it, what does
it obscure from consideration and what kind of subject does it produce/assume? By answering these
questions, we aim to shed some light on what is justiﬁable when it comes to REDD+ interventions and
if the assumed subject is sufﬁciently realized for REDD+ to be effective.
The main technique of discipline and power used in the Amazon for REDD+ is spatial and,
at the moment, is concentrated on increased monitoring and CAR implementation. The fact that
CAR has been failing to promote environmental compliance and is serving just as another form of
surveillance suggests that it has been transformed, and its old purposes are now obscured or even
obliterated. Its function has become a way of exercising a more coordinated and therefore greater
power that is realized at the expense of innumerable, more distributed forms of smaller powers. CAR
also turns out to be a material technique to govern people on the ground. It seeks and enables control
by creating the conditions for a more continuous and more comprehensive ﬂow of information that
registration under CAR makes possible. Interestingly, it requires an active acquiescence and support
of the governed subjects (landowners). And, in some cases, it may even act as an incentive to increase
deforestation, since registration under CAR facilitates the ﬂow of bank loans, as also of subsidies for
livestock and agriculture [121]. Recent analysis shows that at least two thirds of deforestation in the
Amazon happened in areas that adhered to the CAR [125]. In other cases, CAR requires a relatively
small proportion of the farm area to be maintained under forest cover, encouraging landowners with
higher forest cover to undertake deforestation on their holdings for conversion towards agriculture.
It shows how power works on and through the governed, as they are complicit in their “domination.”
The fact that the collection of administrative ﬁnes imposed by IBAMA is ineffective and may
affect only smallholders is a clear example of how power relations and hierarchies translate into
heterogeneous practices of government. To understand a bit more of what was happening on the
ground, we asked all participants of the qualitative research about the role of IBAMA in reducing
deforestation. The majority (87%) conﬁrmed that command and control measures undertaken by
IBAMA affect more smallholders than they do other actors. Many smallholders mentioned that IBAMA
agents act like “vandals” and have been inspiring a culture of fear among smallholders that in turn
feel constantly threatened. In their words: “The government sent violence before education. As some
parents do with children: Beatings, beatings . . . instead of educating.”
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The implicit power relations that these techniques of coercive power promote is reﬂected in the
fears of smallholders participating in the REDD+ initiatives analyzed here. Besides the fear of IBAMA,
smallholders also fear unfulﬁlled promises (i.e., REDD+ initiative would fail to start or fail to continue;
“REDD+ proponents talk too much and act too little”); displacement (i.e., fear of being reallocated
or needing to migrate to other areas because of REDD+ initiative; “will REDD+ cause smallholders
to lose land?”); and decrease in wellbeing and income (i.e., REDD+ initiative would fail to provide
alternative sources of income; “stopping slash and burn practices had already harmed our incomes
and diets”), to name a few (Table 2). Altogether, these fears have already been shown to restrict the
power of innovation and adaptation of small producers in similar contexts [126].
Table 2. Challenges, hopes and fears of REDD+ initiatives identiﬁed by local actors in the REDD+
initiatives analyzed.
Initiatives (Proponent)

Challenges

Local Perceptions

Transamazon (IPAM)

Delayed government policies that
regulate CAR and REDD+; tenure
regularization; modiﬁcations to
the Forest Code

Fears: fail to start or continue; unfulﬁlled promises;
changes that harm their income and diets; absence of
alternative production strategies; minimal ﬁnancial
resources being allocated to communities
Needs: improving local production; technical assistance;
infrastructure; transparency; local participation;
compensation for deforestation reduction

São Félix do Xingu (TNC)

Coordinating different actors; land
tenure clariﬁcation; lack of policies
to regulate REDD+; corruption;
limited governance capacity

Fears: unfulﬁlled promises; decrease in wellbeing
and income; starvation; dispossession; increased
IBAMA monitoring
Needs: unity; collectivity; innovation; technical assistance;
infrastructure; education; organization; capacity building;
tenure regularization

NW Mato Grosso (ICV)

Conﬂicts of ideologies in the state;
local governance; coordinating
different actors; discontinuity of
policy initiatives

Fears: generation of perverse incentives
Needs: infrastructure; political will

SISA (Acre)

Lack of policies to regulate
REDD+; ﬁnancing; support for
changing BAU; isolation
of communities

Fears: dispossession of smallholders and traditional
peoples; reduction in other beneﬁts and wellbeing;
increased monitoring
Needs: infrastructure; technical assistance

Bolsa Floresta (FAS)

Vastness and diversity of areas;
transaction costs; compliance
monitoring; focus on PES

Fears: decrease in HH income; lack of
proper compensation
Needs: capacity building; increase the value of PES;
integrated development components (health, education
and sustainable livelihoods); conﬂict-resolution tools

Jari (Biofílica/Jari)

Heavy oscillation of carbon
market; adapting global standards
to local level; land tenure

Fears: increased IBAMA and Jari Florestal monitoring
restricts wellbeing; losing autonomy and not having
assistance; beneﬁts for proponents only; losing land
Needs: tenure regularization; improving local production
systems, provision of machinery and inputs, basic
infrastructure, school and health center.

We observed during ﬁeld research that consequences of this culture of fear include the migration of
smallholders to other areas that are less controlled or to urban areas, as well as the disinterest of youth
to remain in rural areas. The main actions that generate this culture reﬂect informal aspects of state
practices that are neither accidental nor unusual, but rather correspond to what Olivier de Sardan calls
“practical norms” of public agents [127]. This means that in practice there is a signiﬁcant discrepancy
between the law (formal rules) and the behavior of political elites and public ofﬁcials (informal rules).
Practical norms are part of the habits and practices of corrupt, bureaucratic and colonialist government
agencies and their employees [128] and are embedded and institutionalized as social techniques of
discipline, such as IBAMA’s in situ monitoring and consequent punishments. REDD+ was supposed
to provide an alternative to command and control measures and thereby overcome the limitations of
such efforts. Instead, our ﬁndings show, REDD+ initiatives are incorporating past disciplinary forms
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of regulation, and reinscribing old practices of forest conservation (see also [31,129]). In smallholders’
words: “increased monitoring just stop the smoke but do not solve the problem.”
Local responses to techniques of governance, such as the “broken method,” also demonstrate
the complexities of behavioral changes in subjects that such techniques target. The fact that Amazon
deforestation has increased in small increments, and most recently at a substantial rate [130], may be
connected to such responses and behavioral adaptations and need to be considered so as to better
understand the local dynamics inﬂuencing deforestation trends. In the case of the “broken method,”
resources, material goods and social hierarchies enabled innovation by forest managers, undermining
the instrumental functionality of command and control measures. This suggests that the subjectivity
and creativity of targeted smallholders and individuals are coming to surface, but with negative effects.
It also shows creativity and innovation in behavioral choices, and the capacities of people to make use
of the discretion that incentivization provides to subjects whose actions are to be regulated. Finding
the right mix of interventions that speak to such intelligence on the ground is important to better
understand the complexities of the relationships among human motivations, agent choices, and forest
conservation. Expectations of strict obedience, for example, are widely recognized as lessening higher
human capacities, such as independence and creativity and the ability to solve problems [131].
Most of the needs raised by local actors in the REDD+ initiatives we analyzed are related to
capacity building, technical assistance and materials for alternative forms of production (Table 2).
This leads to the question as to why policy discourses and practices around REDD+ have tended to
focus more on rewards and punishments. The analysis suggests the discourse is both based on and is
strengthening models of human and human-nature relations that prize cost-efﬁciency, are inattentive
to complexity across targeted communities and individuals, ignore the possibility of changes in how
people respond differently to material incentives, and underemphasize considerations of long-term
outcomes of effectiveness and social justice. In this way, it may distract us from other measures that
are equally or more effective when dealing with individual subjectivities. Table 2 demonstrates there
is a diverse array of measures that address the main needs identiﬁed by smallholders—ignoring
these expressions of needs raises the risks of undermining the long-term viability of REDD+. Indeed,
evidence has already shown that long-term measures have effectively contributed to less damaging
modiﬁcations of forest landscapes [102,132].
It is also important to recognize that PES and other rewards that frame conservation in economic
terms based on techniques of remuneration may create a hierarchy within itself. From a “phatos of
distance,” to use Nietzsche’s term, values are created by a discourse and put in to practice by a few
privileged actors that are looking down on subjects and instruments [133].
This means, as Nietzsche put it, that the “pathos of distance [which] grows out of the ingrained
difference between strata–when the ruling caste constantly looks afar and looks down upon subjects
and instruments and just as constantly practices obedience and command, keeping down and
keeping at a distance” [134]. And it is exactly this distance that reinforces the hierarchical relations
between rulers and subjects. In the REDD+ carrots and sticks approach, smallholders are seen as
“the poor”, “the guilty” or, to better represent the discourse, “the donkey.” As Pokorny et al. [31] argued,
“market-oriented [initiatives] widely ignore local management practices, local ways of organizing
work, and other local capacities and limitations”. These approaches “demand that Amazonian rural
dwellers adopt working routines and commitments which require attitudes that are essentially alien
to their culture”, the authors complement referring to externally deﬁned models of development
and conservation.
It has already been acknowledged that smallholders have the ability to adapt to the scarcity of
natural resources in difﬁcult conditions and without signiﬁcant external support [117,119], as well
as to respond to emerging production options and operate with comparatively low environmental
costs [135–139]. In the rewards and punishments discourse, however, the subject is reduced to a mere
instrument and has no capacity to be more connected and engaged in creative climate mitigation and
adaptation solutions. At the same time, it allows certain actors (i.e., the payers, in the case of PES)
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to be granted an advantaged position by a way of repayment and compensation. It also assumes
a stable and uniform relationship between cause and effect, which leads to an oversimpliﬁcation of the
complexities behind deforestation and may blur the importance of valuing individual capacities for
climate adaptation and mitigation. Indeed, many smallholders in the different initiatives analyzed
afﬁrmed they do not want payments, they want to be trusted by, and work together with, governmental
authorities and REDD+ proponents. In their view, they should not just be punished or rewarded;
those who live in rural areas need to feel part of the process of reducing emissions by working on
new solutions. This can be linked to Hegel’s naturalistic approach to see human beings, in which
he develops his conceptions of desire and recognition where the individual is known to use ways of
intentional collaboration to be able to reach certain success for the collective, for, most of the time,
this collaboration also beneﬁts himself. The human being, in his view and for this reason, is a collective
being [140].
It has already been pointed that the narrow deﬁnition of being (or “what it means to be human”)
as an individual guided only by self-interest and utility maximization is in conﬂict with the need
to promote altruism and responsibility towards others and future generations. It is therefore in
conﬂict with the notions of distributive justice [141,142]. The importance of individual and collective
capacities, cultural attributes, rules and local institutions, as well as the creative and entrepreneurial
capacity of the rural population have been recognized by sociologists [143,144], historians [145,146] and
economists [136,147–149]. Instead of following Machiavellian and Hobbesian philosophies, perhaps is
time to go back to Aristotelian ideas, in which every individual is also political and, as such, has to
take responsibility for a common cause, such as ﬁghting for our species survival.
Following the Aristotelian philosophy, happiness and wellbeing emerge through the performance
of objective human activities. The latter can be seen in connection to the notion of human
functioning developed by Sen and Nussbaum, both of whom stress the connection of this concept to
Aristotle [150–152]. The aim is not the maximization of utility, but rather the training of dispositions that
seek to ﬁnd a middle ground between two extremes. In Aristotelian philosophy, virtue (or excellence)
lies in achieving this middle ground. The emphasis is thus on harmony, rather than on maximization.
The Aristotelian philosophy of human wellbeing points towards a conception of wellbeing in which
a ﬁnite quantity of commodities does not prevent human development, since wellbeing springs from
the harmonious use of existing commodities, rather than from the maximization of commodities
possessed [153].
Foucault’s later work on the “care of the self” constitutes a return to the Greek philosophy as he
points out how one can govern oneself as an agent showing critique to be an important avenue for
self-governance. Critique is then a matter of examining the status quo and maintaining the freedom
to question it [154]. For Foucault, this freedom manifests and perpetuates itself through the Greek
ancient practice called care of the self [155]. This concept remains a central theme in his analysis
of the individual as subject to various power dynamics. Care of the self is lifelong work on one’s
body, mind, and soul, in order to better relate to other people and live an ethically driven life [155].
Foucault then, in his analysis of modes of power and care of the self, condones a full immersion into
the present. In an age of mass consumerism and globalization, technological innovation and ecological
consciousness, what constitutes individual identity has shifted, and discourses of power and truth
have taken on new meanings [156]. Rewards and punishments approaches reﬂect these new meanings
and place emphasis on human behavior being largely determined by incentives and penalties, sending
different individuals in unanticipated directions.
There is also a contradiction in wanting to be perfectly cost-efﬁcient in a situation whose nature
is unpredictable, both because of the inherent dynamics and complexities of heterogeneous natural
communities and assemblages, and related social-ecological interactions but also because of new forces
and drivers such as climate change. The contradiction lies a little deeper than the mere conﬂict between
the desire for ﬁnancial efﬁciency and the outcome of behavior change. If we want to be cost-efﬁcient,
that is, achieving quick results with low costs, then we automatically want to be separated from the
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complexity of changing behavior, meaning that we forget what people are by concentrating on cheap
and quick ﬁxes to complex challenges. Yet, it is the very sense of separateness which makes us question
the viability and justiﬁcation of cost-efﬁcient approaches for REDD+. To be cost-efﬁcient means to
isolate and fortify the ﬁnancial aspects of REDD+, but it is exactly this isolation that distracts us from
the urgent and important reasons of implementing REDD+, such as climate mitigation and adaptation.
The rewards and punishments approach is also in conﬂict with the notions of distributive justice
(i.e., focus on short-term outcomes) and it can be a very blunt and undiscriminating way of changing
behavior—it can easily punish good and reward bad behavior (a critical example is the approval of the
Brazilian Forest Code, which includes an amnesty for landowners who have previously deforested).
From the viewpoint of interviewed decision makers, REDD+ proponents and experts, changing
the focus of interventions would not be difﬁcult, especially under a favorable political scenario.
Many answers indicated the necessity of incorporating measures focused on crop–livestock–forest
integration and agroforestry systems in the REDD+ debate. These and other measures are under ABC
plan goals but are still at the beginning stages of implementation. Other answers emphasized the need
for an approach that engages different actors through an open-ended process, a pre-conditional state
of engagement that can only exist when every actor holds a stake and has a voice and responsibilities.
In this way, it is easier to address core motivations for collective behavior change [157]. A good example
of interventions that encourage this collaborative state of engagement is demand-side measures, such as
zero-deforestation cattle agreements signed by major meatpacking companies in the state of Pará
(see [158]).
Finally, understanding persistence is increasingly important for testing policy measures and
applying interventions on the ground [159,160]. Interventions have been shown “to crowd out intrinsic
motivation if they are perceived as controlling—and to crowd in and thus increase intrinsic motivation
if they are perceived as supportive” [64] (pp. 56–59, 71–72). Fortunately, there is a growing body
of literature looking at what increases intrinsic motivation and how behavior change can be more
persistent [66,161–167]. It is certainly time to strengthen the connections between the REDD+ debate
and this literature.
5. Conclusions
REDD+ initiatives and national strategies can contribute to reducing deforestation and increasing
the wellbeing of local people [168,169], as many of its proponents have suggested. But they can also
foster social inequalities and run headlong into problems of governance and local resistances [170,171].
This article has undertaken a Foucault-inspired, close reading of the rewards and punishments
discourse in relation to which REDD+ is situated to assess the nature and implications for REDD+
implementation in Brazil. We began with the fact that the prevalence of a rewards and punishments
discourse as the context for REDD+ implementation necessarily normalizes and rationalizes some
possibilities and forms of action, and excludes other considerations or ways of seeing and doing.
The discursive dominance of rewards and punishments has real impacts in terms of the kinds
of initiatives attempted, the forms of responses and adaptations to these interventions, and the
outcomes that can be observed. The shortcomings and problems of interventions based on rewards
and punishments approaches are particularly evident in the context of the complex, non-linear
interactions of forests and people, the political dynamics of smallholders’ responses, the heterogeneities
and uncertainties related to targeted actors, and the evolving nature of deforestation trends in the
Brazilian Amazon.
The intertwining of knowledge and power in the rewards and punishments discourse is a complex
ensemble of social processes that can be better understood when broken into two main topics: (i) the
limits of command and control measures for reducing deforestation, and (ii) the place of incentives
as a decentralized and market-driven alternative to involve a broader range of private and public
actors in the quest for low-cost climate mitigation alternatives. Flexibility and cost-efﬁciency are
intertwined storylines articulated in climate negotiations, and the REDD+ frame as an opportunity to
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combine minimal-cost climate mitigation with sustainable forest management, biodiversity protection,
poverty reduction and local socioeconomic development merged as a viable solution to international
political negotiations. However, the local translations of international agreements around REDD+
need to come to better grips with the complexity of human selves and subjectivities at which Sen
has hinted in his early criticisms of utility-maximization [172], and for which widespread evidence is
now available in the work of many behavioral economists and evolutionary theorists who show that
people’s judgments and choices are a complex amalgam of intuitions [173], beliefs, norms, principles,
dispositions, attitudes, emotions, passions and sentiments [66,174–178].
One of the central questions we aimed to answer while exploring the way in which the rewards
and punishments approach has been used to legitimize techniques of governance in Brazil was:
“What kind of subject does the rewards and punishments discourse produce/assume in practice?”
This question is intimately linked to REDD+ because it leads directly to a consideration of the extent
to which the techniques of remuneration and control, upon which rewards and punishments rely,
are justiﬁable for REDD+. Following Foucault’s ideas, it became clear that the rationalizations
of state and other actors contain a particular conception of the subject that is to be governed.
Each governmentality came with circumscribed expectations about the thoughts and behaviors of the
incentivizable and controlled subject. The ﬁnal conception of the human subject that emerges is that
of the individual who acts out of self-interest, whose subjectivity is immutable over time, and whose
behavior is predictably driven by techniques of coercion and remuneration. In such an approach,
the malleability of subjectivity, the adaptive nature of individual and collective intelligence, and the
complexity of mental and social calculations are either underplayed or ignored in favor of a simpliﬁed
and simplistic model of the utility maximizer.
Our analysis provides insights about how the rewards and punishments discourse may be
conditioning people into particular behavioral choices and adaptations, generating negative outcomes
for deforestation, reducing positive feedbacks, and producing short-term unanticipated effects.
Our results corroborate with previous research on rewards and punishments and their limits in
changing behavior (see for example [173–178]). Our main argument is that exclusive attention to the
conditions under which a rational system of rewards and punishments can be implemented to generate
predictable forest protection outcomes in the Brazilian Amazon has led to the neglect of other ways
of supporting smallholders that may in fact also help achieve the objectives of REDD+ interventions
in the longer term. In this sense, one may even say that the recourse to REDD+ after a reliance on
coercive techniques of forest protection is part of a process of trying to make reality match externally
developed models, but its consequence is to distract attention away from trying to work with reality.
Such a move profoundly constrains our understanding of human behavior and, more importantly,
underestimates the capacity of smallholders to play a key role in climate mitigation and adaptation.
The aptitude of smallholders in adopting a variety of practices is extraordinary. By ascribing a selﬁsh
nature to these actors, we move in the opposite direction of their ability to cooperate with each other,
to create different solutions for their everyday problems, and to manage the gaps in conservation
linked to remoteness and complexities of forest systems.
Our analysis and ﬁndings are less an argument in favor of doing away with rewards and
punishments, and more an acknowledgement of the necessity of supplementing and moving beyond
the pure calculus of efﬁciency and control encoded in arguments favoring rewards and punishments.
Prioritizing REDD+ cost-efﬁciency and imposing a model based on such prioritization has the effect
of ignoring the choices, selves and lives of smallholders, under-emphasizing the complexity and
unpredictability of smallholder-forest-policy interactions, and leading to adverse long-term outcomes
that support neither smallholder wellbeing nor climate mitigation.
It is also difﬁcult to imagine how much of the remaining “residual” deforestation can be curbed
through increased command and control and incentive-based approaches. Rather than being based
on and deploying techniques of remuneration and coercion, REDD+ interventions should strive for
a clearer understanding of the fundamental processes and practices that shape and drive deforestation
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vs conservation, such as the growing extra-local demand for forest and agricultural commodities,
subsidies from outside the forest sector that encourage the production of such commodities, and the
multifaceted and evolving nature of the subject targeted by incentives. Little attention focuses on
the consumer, for example, in REDD+ debates. Measures associated with REDD+ interventions
should reﬂect variations and changes in selves, social practices, and contexts. Instead of looking at
smallholders as “donkeys” to be incentivized or controlled by carrots or sticks, we should embrace
the idea that the current targets of forest policies are the ones most capable of creating sustainable
solutions to problems of commodity provision and human survival under changing and challenging
social and ecological conditions.
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Abstract: This paper explores assumptions about the drivers of forest cover change in a Payments for
Environmental Services (PES) and Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD+)
context in the Lam Dong Province in Vietnam. In policy discourses, deforestation is often linked to
‘poor’ and ‘ethnic minority’ households and their unsustainable practices such as the expansion of
coffee production (and other agricultural activities) into forest areas. This paper applies a livelihood
framework to discuss the links between livelihoods and land use amongst small-scale farmers in
two communities. The ﬁndings of the livelihood survey demonstrate no clear linkages between
poverty levels and unsustainable practices. In fact, the poorest segments were found to deforest
the least. The ways in which current PES and REDD+ approaches are designed, do not provide
appropriate solutions to address the underlying dimensions of issues at stake. The paper criticizes
one-dimensional perspectives of the drivers behind deforestation and forest degradation often found
in public policies and discourses. We suggest more comprehensive analyses of underlying factors
encompassing the entire coffee production and land use system in this region. Addressing issues of
land tenure and the scarcity of productive lands, and generating viable off-farm income alternatives
seem to be crucial. Sustainable approaches for reducing deforestation and degradation could be
possible through engaging with multiple stakeholders, including the business-oriented households
in control of the coffee trade and of land transactions.
Keywords: Vietnam; drivers of deforestation; livelihoods; environmental policies; REDD+; PES

1. Introduction
Tropical deforestation has been identiﬁed as one of the main global environmental challenges,
contributing to a major share of the global emissions of greenhouse gasses and to the loss of biodiversity
and ecological integrity worldwide [1]. At the same time, tropical forests are key arenas for livelihoods
and outcomes for indigenous people and forest communities. Over recent years, the process of
establishing a global mechanism for Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD+)
has increased the focus on saving tropical forests. This has prompted a number of tropical forest
countries to develop policies and prepare for reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from forests.
However, the lack of progress in global climate change negotiations and in establishing a global REDD+
mechanism has stalled the process and also led to a diversity of approaches and adaptations of REDD+
in many countries [2].
In this paper, we use a case study from Vietnam to explore assumed and real processes driving
forest cover change, and scrutinize some of the approaches taken for REDD+. In the Central Highlands
of Vietnam, small-scale coffee production has been identiﬁed as a major driver of forest cover loss,
Forests 2017, 8, 39
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and it is also frequently associated with other negative environmental and social consequences,
such as soil erosion, and economic and political marginalization of ethnic minority groups [3–5].
Various policy schemes to decrease environmental degradation and reduce poverty levels have been
developed and implemented. Recently, innovative, results-based policy initiatives such as Payments
for Environmental Services (PES) and REDD+ have been introduced to attempt to alleviate some of the
problems. A predominant argument in forest-related policy discourses is that poverty and general
low knowledge levels among ethnic groups often lead to sub-optimal and unsustainable livelihood
decision making [6]. The poverty-deforestation link is not unique to Vietnam, but can be identiﬁed
in readiness processes of various REDD+ countries, as documented by, for example, Dooley et al. in
their review of Readiness Preparedness Proposals (R-PP) submitted to the World Bank Forest Carbon
Partnership Facility (FCPF) [7].
In Vietnam, dealing with the (perceived) negative linkages between poverty levels and
environmental degradation has frequently been associated with the need for awareness raising and
reducing poverty rates among indigenous groups [4]. Such aims are explicitly expressed in national
forest-related policy documents and discourses, such as the Lam Dong Province Provincial REDD+
Action Plan ([8], p. 8):
‘Ethnic minority people in particular, have been carrying out deforestation and converting forest land
to settlements and agricultural land to support their traditionally very large families. Awareness
raising amongst both male and female members of the community is needed to reduce population
growth and the deforestation associated with it.’
This paper uses an empirical case study of the interrelationships between livelihoods and land
use to investigate policy assumptions about the drivers of land use change. In Vietnam, the coffee
sector, and poor people in particular, are often blamed for deforestation processes, and this sector and
group of households are therefore frequently targets of environmental programs, such as PES and
REDD+. The study demonstrates the shortcomings of one-dimensional analyses of drivers of land use
change in policies that aim to reduce deforestation and degradation. We argue that poor people do not
deforest the most, and that targeting the coffee sector will be a challenging task unless the reforms
are embedded in wider structures of the coffee industry. The focus on linking the direct drivers of
change to small-scale coffee production by poor households seems to mask many of the underlying
factors, such as longer-term ‘control’ and vested interests of state-owned coffee companies and the
more wealthy segments of the population in maintaining a particular mode of production. Therefore,
REDD+ projects are likely to fail in achieving their goals of reducing deforestation and degradation if
they are targeted only at the poor, and omit the structural determinants of the coffee sector at large.
PES has been introduced in the area to cope with smallholder expansion of coffee. Based on the
ﬁndings, we reﬂect upon the magnitude and scale of forest conversion caused by the expansion of
small-scale livelihood-driven coffee production. We also investigate the social and environmental
impacts of the local PES scheme. PES is also likely to become a key component of REDD+ in Lam
Dong, and the paper therefore discusses the implications of the ﬁndings in terms of practical policy
implementation, particularly in view of the ongoing and planned REDD+ pilot activities in the area.
More concretely, the paper explores the following research questions: (1) How do households
manage and diversify assets and resources to generate livelihood outcomes? (2) What are the impacts
of PES policies on livelihoods, environmental awareness, and deforestation? (3) How do the overall
production structures of the coffee economy affect livelihoods and deforestation processes? (4) What
are the potential implications for emerging REDD+ policies?
The paper starts by outlining the conceptual models considered relevant for the study. This is
followed-up by an introduction of the methodology and case study context. Considering the high
degree of market integration and the presence of various policy schemes, analyzing the overall context
and dynamics of the coffee sector and policy schemes is crucial for understanding livelihoods and land
use in the study area. The ﬁnal section discusses the results in view of livelihood outcomes and policy
implications for REDD+ and PES schemes.
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2. Conceptual Framework
This paper investigates households’ livelihoods and the implications for land use and
deforestation in the study area. These ﬁndings are further used to analyze policy assumptions
about ‘poor’ and ‘ethnic’ households and their alleged unsustainable land-use practices that tend to
be prevalent in policy documents and other discourses. Perspectives from livelihood theory, political
ecology, and land-use change theory consequently inspire the conceptual framework for the study.
We applied a livelihood framework (LF) to identify differences in livelihood adaptations, and
the role of small-scale coffee production in local land-use changes and deforestation. According to
the LF, households combine various capitals, such as natural, physical, human, social, and ﬁnancial
capitals, to generate livelihood outcomes in the form of agricultural and forestry outputs, and off-farm
and business oriented income [9,10]. Hence, the determinant relationship between the households’
asset portfolios, livelihood strategies, and outcomes is at the core of the LF. Institutional factors,
such as property regimes, markets, local values, attitudes and norms, skills, and various other social
institutions and decisions taken at multiple scales, also affect access to assets and livelihood decision
making in households [9,11]. The clearing of forests and expansion of agricultural areas are important
components in the livelihood strategies of households [12].
Deﬁning the relevant drivers of deforestation and degradation has been identiﬁed as one of the
main challenges in developing efﬁcient and effective REDD+ strategies and policies, and is a ﬁeld
that requires further research [13,14]. The land-use change literature frequently differentiates between
proximate (direct) and underlying (indirect) causes of environmental change [15–17]. In our case study
area, smallholder coffee production could be viewed as a main proximate driver of deforestation.
In policy discourses, this has often been linked to livelihood and poverty as underlying drivers [8].
Our argument is, however, that there is a need to look beyond the livelihood and poverty dimensions in
order to understand the broader issues surrounding coffee production and land-use change processes
in the region.
The dynamics of the drivers of deforestation have changed over time and space in different
parts of the world. In a meta-analysis of place and time-speciﬁc case studies, Rudel et al. detected
a general trend from small farmers as a main agent of deforestation in the pre-1990 period, towards
more agribusiness related activities in the period after 1990 [18]. In Vietnam the deforestation trends
have often been characterized by large-scale deforestation processes of so-called ‘slash-and-burn’
and state-led deforestation in the 1970s and 1980s, towards more smallholder-oriented expansions of
commercial agriculture in certain areas of the country in the 1990s and 2000s [19].
Nevertheless, making wide generalizations about the drivers of environmental degradation often
masks the complexities of such processes. Tim Forsyth has termed widely accepted assumptions
of the drivers of environmental change as ‘environmental orthodoxies’ ([20], p. 52). Such orthodoxies
have been predominant in Vietnam, frequently obscuring many other underlying factors of
change [21]. Notions about ethnic people’s unsustainable practices in Vietnam were formerly linked to
‘slash-and-burn’ agriculture. However, such perceptions are also found in relation to the expansion of
smallholder coffee production, as demonstrated by the quotation from the Lam Dong REDD+ Action
Plan above. In this sense, the way REDD+ has been conceived in Vietnam risks ignoring important
dimensions and actors involved, particularly in the coffee sector and related land-use change processes.
Deﬁning forest beneﬁts and compensations should not only relate to the ‘indigenous’ and the ‘poor’,
but acknowledge the diversity of concerns about, and beneﬁts generated from, forests [22].
3. Methodology
In order to respond to the research objectives and questions presented above, the study adopted
a case study approach. The data collection instruments included a household survey and in-depth
interviews with farmers, policy makers, researchers, and government ofﬁcials at national, provincial,
and commune levels. The ﬁndings were triangulated against other socio-economic and qualitative
studies carried out in the region, such as Hoang et al. [6], Tran [23], and Ogonowski and Enright [24].
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The following sections describe the case study area and key approaches used in the collection and
analyses of data.
3.1. Case Study Area
The ﬁeldwork was carried out in the Lam Dong Province (Figure 1) which has a population
of 1,259,300 (2014) [25] and covers an area of 9764.8 km2 [26]. The province is landlocked,
and characterized by upland environments. The average elevation is approximately 1500 meters
above sea level. Precipitation is irregular in space and time, ranging from 1600 to about 2700 mm [26].
The variations in landscapes and precipitation contribute to exceptional bio- and ecological
diversity [27].

Figure 1. Study sites of Da Nhim and Da Chais, Lam Dong Province, Vietnam, 2016. Maps generated
from Google Earth and Wikipedia [28].

Historically, the economy of the province has been based on agriculture. General development
trends need to be understood in the light of large-scale immigrations of people in the 1970s and 1980s,
both as a result of government policies to inhabit, develop, and control the Central Highlands [29],
and of people from the region seeking refuge from war and unrest. More recent immigrations have
taken place through people seeking new economic opportunities, mainly related to commercial
agriculture, such as the production of perennial crops (mainly coffee, rubber, and tea), vegetables, and
ﬂowers. Another factor was the resettlement of various ethnic minority groups that had traditionally
practiced shifting agriculture within the region. These were situated in residential areas during the
government’s large-scale ‘ﬁxed agriculture’ schemes of the 1970s and 1980s [21]. The combination of
the displacement of people, voluntary migrations, and government land conﬁscations caused losses of
rights to ancestral lands for various ethnic groups, and increased conﬂict levels over access to land
and natural resources [30]. In the Lam Dong Province, land-use change and deforestation have been
closely associated with the marginalization of ethnic minorities, land conﬁscations, forced resettlement,
migrations of people, and last but not least, the integration of agriculture and local communities into a
market economy [27]. Recent studies have also revealed trends of displacement of shifting cultivation
for annual crops into forest margins, indirectly driven by the expansion of perennial commercial crops
(mainly coffee) on agricultural land, a direct manifestation of the marginalization of ethnic groups in
the Central Highlands [5].
Historically, coffee was not an important agricultural crop in Vietnam. It was initially introduced
by the French colonialists as a plantation crop but during history, small-scale farmers have also widely
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adopted it as a cash crop [31]. During the late 1980s and 1990s, coffee production exploded, and within
a decade or so, Vietnam became the world’s second biggest coffee producer [32]. Key reasons for
this dramatic development related to a large extent to the economic and agricultural transformation
processes of the market liberalization processes (often referred to as the doi moi) that started in the
mid-1980s [33]. The shift also related to conscious government policies of improved credit facilities,
research and development, general extension activities, tenure reforms, and foreign investment [34].
The government policies have been driven by a wish to commercialize and increase the number of
(agricultural) export products in order to stimulate economic growth (Figure 2). Today, coffee is
grown in a variety of locations and types of farmers, ranging from small-scale household producers to
larger plantations [32]. The commercial coffee production has also spurred the emergence of private
businesses locally, linked mainly to coffee trading, fertilizer provision, and resale and general trade in
farm supplies [35]. The great inﬂux of people to the Central Highlands to grow coffee have, however,
caused tensions and conﬂicts over productive land between majority Viet (Kinh) people and various
ethnic minorities.

Figure 2. “Grow coffee to increase the number of products for exportation”—propaganda poster for
promoting coffee production in Vietnam.

The Vietnamese state has also played a very active role in the promotion of the coffee sector in
the country, and continues to have an interest in its development and continued growth. In 1995,
the National Coffee Corporation (VINACAFE) was established by the government under the auspices
of the Ministry of Agriculture, with the mandate to organize trade and develop the coffee sector in
the country [36]. Its mandate has been very diverse, ranging from implementing government policies,
research, extension services, quality control, and acting as a major commercial actor controlling a major
share of the coffee export [31,37].
In the late 1990s, a collapse in global coffee affected the sector negatively, including the coffee
producing households and their livelihoods, demonstrating the potential vulnerability of basing
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livelihoods single-mindedly on producing for a global commodity market. In recent years, ﬂuctuating
global prices, high debt levels, and bankruptcies amongst banks and key investors continue to
negatively impact the sector, including the economy of VINACAFE [38]. Debt levels have reportedly
also increased amongst rural households in coffee-producing zones, including the area in which
this study was undertaken [6]. This indicates that the integration of rural livelihoods into a global
(coffee) commodity market have caused households to become more vulnerable to commodity price
ﬂuctuations. Studies have also revealed big differences between ethnic groups in terms of abilities to
adapt and cope with price ﬂuctuations, with the Kinh demonstrating higher capacities to diversify
livelihoods and income sources as compared to the minority groups [39].
The agricultural system related to coffee production in Lam Dong is characterized by the homeland
production. (‘Homeland production’ here does not refer to home gardens, but rather to agricultural
ﬁelds close to the house. These are normally areas of land that are denominated and certiﬁed for
agricultural use of coffee in combination with persimmon and vegetables), and the hillside production
of coffee, sometimes mixed with persimmon and maize for subsistence. The homeland areas are
certiﬁed agricultural land, while the hillside coffee plots are farther away and are often the result
of illegal clearing of forests. Today, coffee production is considered to be a major driver of land-use
change, causing the loss and degradation of large forest areas [4,5,40]. By reviewing the production
statistics of Lam Dong in the 2002–2011 period, Tan [3] demonstrated that the expansion of coffee
production in Lam Dong do seem to correlate with a rise in the price of coffee.
In order to reduce environmental degradation and enhance social development in the rural areas,
a number of forest policy reforms and plans have been designed and implemented since the early
1990s. These include the ‘327’ and the ‘661’ programs (the 661 program is also known as the Five
Million Hectares Reforestation Program). These programs had the twofold objectives of conserving the
remaining forests and expanding tree cover on the ‘barren’ lands by means of large-scale replanting of
trees [41]. In the Lam Dong area, the extent of forest plantations has increased from about 27,000 ha in
1999 to almost 66,000 ha in 2011 [42]. However, ofﬁcial data records show that in recent years in the
overall region of the Central Highlands, the negative trend of deforestation has continued.
Following the Ministry of Agriculture’s forest land classiﬁcation system, forests are classiﬁed as
special use, conservation, or production forests [41]. A key approach to reducing deforestation has been
to establish national parks categorized as special use forests and large areas categorized as protection
forests. The latter category has the purpose of conserving key environmental functions and services,
such as water provision, energy production, soil protection, and protection against extreme weather
events. Production forests are intended to be plantations that allow the production and sale of timber
and non-timber forest products, in combination with environmental protection practices [43]. In Lam
Dong, the relative proportion of protection and special use forests is quite high compared to production
forests. There are two large national parks in Lam Dong (Cat Tien and Bidoup-Nui Ba), both of
which are categorized as special use forests. The forest classiﬁcation and tenure regimes provide
guidelines for what types of activities are allowed on forest land, representing a rather strict system for
controlling activities and resources. This, in turn, has important implications for access to land, land use,
and livelihood outcomes.
Forest tenure reforms and the distribution of forest land to individual households have been
carried out in Vietnam to varying extents. In Lam Dong, state entities such as the State Forest
Enterprises, Forest Management Boards, and People’s Committees still control most forest land.
Only 1% of forest land is managed by individual households. On the other hand, many households in
the area have agricultural land certiﬁcates (red books) to their homeland areas [4].
3.1.1. PES in Lam Dong
Since 2008, Lam Dong has been a pilot province for the national PES program [44]. Even though
the prospects for successful PES implementation were described as meagre [45], the Vietnam PES
‘experiment’ is today often regarded as a successful case, and frequently used as a showcase for other
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countries in the Mekong Region and Southeast Asia (see, for example, [46]). This is mainly due to its
scale and ability to generate substantial amounts of funds.
The pilot scheme for PES was established in Lam Dong and Son La provinces already in 2008 [47],
and in 2010 it was scaled up as a nation-wide policy [48]. The Vietnam Forest Sector Development
Fund (VNFF) is responsible for channeling, managing, and coordinating the PES funds. During the
piloting phase in Lam Dong, 9870 households were included in the scheme covering nearly 210,000 ha
of forest [49].
The poverty reduction objectives of PES (and REDD+) are emphasized in various policy
documents, and must be understood within the general objectives of the 2006–2020 Vietnam Forestry
Development Strategy [50]. This strategy identiﬁes poverty reduction and socio-economic development
as key objectives of the forest sector. On the other hand, PES in Vietnam has been criticized for
elite capture of ﬁnancial resources and for failing to target the underlying causes of environmental
degradation, such as contested land rights and the general lack of participation and involvement in
resource management [51,52].
The critique of PES also includes a general lack of clear linkages between payments and
performance [4,53]. In Lam Dong, the PES setup implies a forest leaser model in which households,
either individually or collectively, are hired by the state forest owners to look after forest land.
This work is organized in so-called ‘forest protection groups’ that are collectively responsible for
monitoring and controlling forest land. In this sense, the contracts and duties resemble labor contracts
more than anything else, and disbursements are based on participation, rather than performance.
The performance component of PES was reportedly rejected in Lam Dong due to resistance and lack of
understanding as to why some households might receive higher payments than others [53]. With the
implementation of REDD+, however, it is planned that the performance component of forest protection
will be reintroduced in Lam Dong [8].
3.1.2. REDD+ in Lam Dong
Vietnam was approved as a UN REDD Programme country in 2008, and was later granted a
second phase of support. In addition, the country has received readiness support from the World Bank
Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF). During the ﬁrst phase of REDD+, activities were limited to
testing approaches for participatory carbon monitoring, and free, prior and informed consent (FPIC).
In UN REDD Phase II, ﬁve more provinces were added, all of which have developed provincial REDD+
action plans (PRAPs) that detail funding streams and more concrete activities to be tested for relieving
pressure on—and increasing—forest areas in Lam Dong. In total, over the ﬁve years of implementation,
the PRAP has a total budget of 1,749,275 million VND, equivalent to about 83.3 million USD [8].
In anticipation of a global results-based REDD+ mechanism, the REDD+ Action Plan for Lam
Dong is meant to be a coordination mechanism for various potential funding sources that are relevant
in reducing GHG emissions from forests, and increasing forest carbon stocks [8]. Potential funding
sources include Ofﬁcial Development Assistance, PES, REDD+ projects and programs (for example,
by NGOs), and state-funded budgets. REDD+ will largely build on the institutional structures that
were developed through PES [54]. Support for forest protection will continue to be channeled through
the VNFF and carried out through the same system of forest protection groups. The results-based
component that was ‘lost’ in PES will be reintroduced through REDD+. At the outset, the results-based
component was meant to be linked to an extensive participatory carbon monitoring component.
This aspect has, however, over time been toned down, and replaced by a conventional remote sensing
data approach along the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
guidelines. This also forms the basis for Vietnam’s application for support through the FCPF Carbon
Fund [55]. Here the emissions reduction and removal potential for the six pilot provinces over the
2016–2020 period is estimated to be 20.66 MtCO2 , equivalent of more than 100 million USD taking a
price of 5 USD per tCO2 into account.
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The PRAP identiﬁes small-scale agriculture, in part linked to ethnic minorities ‘unsustainable
practices’, as a main driver of deforestation in the Lam Dong province. On the other hand, national
level studies of the drivers of deforestation and degradation tend to put more emphasis on the links
between coffee expansion and the forces and elasticities of the global coffee commodity market [19].
The apparent void here between the national broad sweeping analyses of the drivers of change, and
the provincial and local level approaches of livelihoods improvement and diversiﬁcation is striking.
The PRAP’s REDD+ activities include components of training of farmers in agricultural techniques
(with a focus on intensifying production in the form of more coffee per unit of land), and establishing
village development funds to provide farmers with favorable loans in order to stimulate the
establishment of alternative livelihoods [8]. In addition, it includes components of increasing the
economic value of agriculture, cultivating multipurpose tree species that can contribute to diversifying
income, planting more trees (forest rehabilitation) (similar to the 661 program approaches, except
that tree species should be indigenous), and promoting livestock as a way of diversifying household
economies. [8]. Nevertheless, how—and to what degree—REDD+ aims at targeting the underlying
structures of the coffee sector at large remains unclear in current plans and approaches.
3.2. Study Sample
For the survey, we selected the two communes Da Nhim and Da Chais in the Lac Duong District
of Lam Dong, with 2009 populations of 3347 and 1339, respectively [23]. A total of four villages
were randomly selected from within the communes, and 25 households were interviewed in each
village. This constituted a total sample of 100 households of the 915 households in the two communes.
The ethnic composition of households is similar in the two communes (about 85% K’ho), and thus
the K’ho constituted 85% of our total sample. The remaining households were Kinh (14%) and Tay
(1%). With regard to socio-economic status and land use (in particular agricultural expansion),
the Lac Duong District contains some of the more inaccessible areas in the province, as well as a high
percentage of ethnic minorities [27]. In this sense, the communes are representative of the economically
more marginal—but forest rich—areas of the province. In both of the communes, forest areas are
predominantly of protection type (according to the Ministry of Agriculture forest classiﬁcation system).
In addition, in Da Nhim there are certain areas taken out of the ofﬁcial forest classiﬁcation system that
are categorized as unclassiﬁed forests that potentially could be used for ‘planned deforestation’ activities
(including for hydropower, mining, ecotourism, and agriculture) [56].
The two communes were considered to be representative of the PES household population in
the province, as they form key areas for PES and REDD+ policy implementation within the Da Nhim
watershed. In this context, the Da Nhim hydropower station is the customer, buying environmental
‘services’ (water for energy production) from the forest owners (the Da Nhim Forest Management
Board (DNFMB) and the Bidoup-Nui Ba National Park (BNBNP)) for managing the upstream forests.
The forest owners in turn contract households to conserve and manage forests sustainably in order to
provide water to the hydropower station. Households are trained and paid to carry out community
patrolling of the forests. The approach and implications for the households in terms of training, duties,
and remunerations are similar for the contractual arrangements with the DNFMB and the BNBNP.
According to the information we received at the commune and province levels, households are selected
based on ethnicity (minorities are prioritized) and income (the poor are prioritized). Seventy-nine of
the households in the sample participated in PES, constituting 18% of the 450 households targeted
through PES schemes in the area [6].
The REDD+ pilot activities of the Lam Dong Provincial REDD+ Action Plan started in the area
only after we had conducted our survey. Our reﬂections around REDD+ impacts and implications are
therefore based on reviews of policy documents and in-depth interviews that we carried out before the
REDD+ activities were implemented in the communes and after the survey.
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3.3. Data Analyses
3.3.1. Investigating Livelihoods
We investigated livelihood assets, activities, and different sources of income (including agriculture
and various off-farm activities) from different households. This provided information about differences
in land use. In order to further investigate the factors that determine income, we ran a multiple
regression model of total income against various socio-economic assets [10]. We assumed that income
is dependent on ﬁnancial, physical, social, human, and cultural capitals. Households were also
categorized into three equal-sized income groups (‘poor’, ‘medium’, and ‘better off’) based on yearly
income in order to investigate differences in livelihood income sources, priorities, and decision making
in relation to land use. Here we used pre-PES income levels (that is, total net income without PES)
as the basis for the income categorization. This was done in order to capture the poverty dimensions
predicted in policy documents regarding the manner in which households in the area were selected
for PES (categorizing the households based on total net income, including PES, gave a different
distribution of households as compared to without PES. When running the total income model,
16 households were categorized differently as compared to without PES). The mapping of livelihoods
and land-use practices feeds into the study of impacts of PES and REDD+ policies in the area.
3.3.2. Measuring the Drivers of Changes in Forest Cover
Micro-studies of land use and decision making at the household level tend to be site speciﬁc, and
it is often challenging to extrapolate results in space and over time [16,57]. However, we maintain
that context-speciﬁc studies can introduce nuances in perceptions and orthodoxies about the drivers
of land-use change that are widely accepted and often taken for granted, particularly in policies and
measures that deal with environment and development issues.
In order to avoid potential biases of data, self-reporting on land use and land use change was
consistently avoided in the survey. We did not ask people directly about whether they had cleared
land or not. We calculated land-use changes on the respective households’ land by combining in-ﬁeld
measures and observations. In total, 181 agricultural plots were walked and measured with GPS in
the two communes. The data were stored as gpx-ﬁles and analyzed through various online tools,
including Google Earth Pro and Landsat images developed by Hansen et al. [58] at a resolution
of 30 m. This gave us an overview of changes in each measured land plot over the 2000 to 2014
period. In addition, feeding these data into GIS ArcMap base maps provided by the Lowering
Emissions in Asia’s Forests (LEAF) project gave us information about the types of forest categories in
the various locations.
There are, of course, methodological challenges in combining time series data of this kind, with
cross-sectional household income data, since household socio-economic factors change over time.
We proceeded to use these data, with some caution, but we believe it is valuable in developing an
indicative estimate of the average rate of forest-cover loss due to small-scale livelihood activities related
to coffee production. Combining it with in-depth interview data on the coffee production system helps
to contextualize policy discourses around the drivers of deforestation and environmental degradation.
3.3.3. Investigating Policy Effects and Implications
The study investigated the effects of PES payments on livelihood and land use within various
household categories. We assumed that the poorest households had been prioritized for PES and
that this would have contributed to reducing income inequality in the communes. We used the PES
proportion of total income as a measure of its importance in terms of poverty reduction. In order
to consider to what degree different land use and investment rationales might be attributed to the
social and cultural status of households, we measured areas cultivated, input investments made, and
yields per unit of land, and how these variables relate to income levels. The different ways in which
various households have access to and manage land provided insights into the degree to which links
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between income levels and pressure on forests may be substantiated. This helped us to reﬂect upon
the relevance and prospects of success for ongoing and planned REDD+ activities in the area.
Key strategies of PES and REDD+ are also to improve citizen environmental ‘knowledge’ and
‘awareness’. Measures to accomplish this include information campaigns, stakeholder meetings, and
the use of media (television, radio, newspapers) [23]. For measuring changes in environmental
attitudes, we developed a composite indicator. This indicator combines six different questions
regarding awareness and perceptions of the value of forests and the conservation of forests.
The responses were valued along a Likert type scale, (1–5 scale, 1 implying low awareness,
5 high). The responses were merged into an attitude awareness indicator where the potential score is
between 6 and 30.
3.3.4. Misrepresentations of Coffee Income—A Methodological Challenge
A particular challenge we faced was that about 25% of the households reported net negative
agricultural income. This may be or lead to a source of misrepresentation in the wealth ranking
of households when the estimate of annual income is based on one particular year. In many cases,
households will incur high initial, investment costs in establishing new coffee plantations which do
not yield any crop income for three to ﬁve years [59]. The survey results show that many households
established new plantations in 2010/2011, implying high input costs in terms of fertilizers and
pesticides, combined with very low income (if any), resulting in negative agricultural income in
the survey year (2014). The new plantation efforts in 2010/2011 may be explained by favorable robusta
coffee market price trends, and expansive population trends, especially in Da Chais. Similar results
have been found in other studies carried out in the area, such as the one by Tran [23]. We therefore
believe that the negative income can be attributed to the “decoupled” or “disjointed” nature of costs
and income distribution that accrued differently for various households over the time leading up to
the survey.
In order to adjust this misrepresentation to a ‘smoother’, more longer-term income measure,
we calculated a mean income value per ha, based on the mean gross value of coffee production of the
households that produce coffee on their plots. We found that the mean gross coffee production was
3664 kg per ha (on a total area of 82 ha across the sample). We also found mean net investment to be
just over 17.0 million VND per year, which conforms well with the national cost ﬁgures presented by
Thang et al. [59] of an average of 16.9 million VND per year (approximately 846 USD). Based on this,
we calculated the average net income per ha to be about 4.8 million VND per year.
We used these ﬁgures as an indicator of the net coffee income by household, multiplied by the land
available per individual household. In this paper, we refer to this measure as the ‘coffee index-adjusted
net income’. We then used this measure to categorize households into three, equal-sized income groups.
The income adjustment caused 25 households to change income groups, in most cases moving one
level either upwards or downwards. In order to maintain transparency in the analyses, the descriptive
data (in Table 1) contain both the mean ‘indexed’ and ‘actual’ income values. We retain, however,
the ‘index adjusted income’ in the statistical analyses (involving income groups), because we believe
that it gives a more realistic picture of wealth and income levels amongst households in the communes
in the study area.
Table 1. Socio-economic assets and income sources, Da Nhim and Da Chais communes, Lam Dong
Province, Vietnam, 2014 (N = 100).
Variable
Total net income (1000 VND)
Index-adjusted net income (1000 VND)
Off-farm income (1000 VND)
Indexed-adjusted agricultural income (1000 VND)
Livestock income (1000 VND)

Mean

Std Dev

Min

Max

48,480.72
47,684.75
30,737.50
6594.40
221.60

92,810.94
91,823.96
94,218.92
7232.19
2649.39

−24000
2403.3
0
0
−1000.00

774,000.00
789,004.27
780,000.00
50,388.32
26,400.00
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Table 1. Cont.
Variable
Net income: ﬁsh (1000 VND)
Net income: forests (1000 VND)
PES income (1000 VND)
Other environmental schemes (1000 VND)
Household size
Age of household head
People available to engage in adult labor
Years of education of household head
Total value of assets (1000 VND)
Debt (1000 VND)
Debt:income ratio
Total cultivated area (ha)
Total area of homeland (ha)
Area of coffee production (ha)
Gross coffee production (kg)
Input investments per ha (1000 VND)
Coffee production (kg) per ha
Average distance to land plots (km)
Area of land cleared (ha) (2000–2014)
Area of uncertiﬁed land cleared (2000–2014)

Mean

Std Dev

Min

Max

129.00
1952.97
7432.00
617.28
5.45
43.66
3.23
4.27
144,606.30
34,170.00
1.23
1.14
0.35
0.83
2887.17
15,761.77
3423.30
1.68
0.35
0.28

831.37
3603.71
4966.21
2746.17
2.75
12.71
1.98
4.10
339,807.40
111,399.00
1.25
0.87
0.43
0.74
3911.84
14,734.69
3110.30
2.17
0.43
0.42

0
0
0
0
2
23
1
0
5000.00
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

6500.00
25,948.00
16,400.00
15,600.00
23
76
13
16
3,144,000.00
1,000,000.00
15.26
4.51
1.97
4.22
300,000.00
65,502.18
12,455.52
10.43
2.04
2.04

USD1 = VND 21,000. PES, Payments for Environmental Services.

4. Results and Discussion
The objectives of this paper are threefold. First, we present general household characteristics
and income levels, followed by an analysis of livelihood activities and outcomes per income group.
The results mainly reﬂect the ﬁndings from the household survey, but in-depth interviews and
secondary sources also inform the discussion—particularly in relation to understanding the production
structure of the local coffee economy. The results section feeds into a discussion about how households
manage resources differently in order to generate their livelihoods. Second, we measured the relative
importance of PES income in household livelihoods, and the degree to which PES participation can be
linked to differences between income groups, in terms of income and land use. Third, we explored the
coffee economy and land use by investigating the relative importance of coffee production in household
economies, and the links between household afﬂuence and the expansion of coffee production into
forest land. This discussion also reports on the general organization of the coffee economy in the area.
Finally, this section ends with a discussion of future prospects for REDD+ in view of the ﬁndings of
the study.
4.1. Household Characteristics and Income Levels
The average household size was 5.5 members. The average age of the household head
was 43.7 years, with an average level of education of 4.3 years (see Table 1). The level of poverty in
the area is high. The mean net income for all households was found to be approximately 48 million
VND per annum (Table 1), equaling a mean net income per capita of 8.7 million VND per annum.
This equals about 1.1 USD per person per day, i.e. a very low income level as compared with global
poverty level income standards of 1 USD per person per day. Nevertheless, seen in a national context,
this income level is well above the national poverty rate for rural areas of 4.8 million VND per person
per year [60]. Looking at the deﬁned income groups for the study, the income levels again appear to be
very low. Both the ‘poor’ (2.7 million VND per person per year) and the ‘medium’ (4.4 million VND
per person per year) are below the national poverty rate for rural areas. Nevertheless, the registered
low income levels correspond with other income-related studies from the area, such as Tran [23].
There are also substantial income inequalities within the communes. The variations in net income
levels demonstrate a range from about 1 to 798 million VND per household per year. The estimated
Gini coefﬁcient of the communes (0.56) shows that this is well above the national average of 0.39.
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The main income source in the study area is off-farm activities (64.4%), followed by PES activities
(15.6%), and agriculture (13.8%). Forestry (beyond PES) and livestock-related income are small
(4.1% and 0.4%, respectively). Forest related income sources are subsistence oriented and
predominantly involve collecting fuelwood. The main limiting factor for agricultural production
in the area is the extent of available land [23], which partly explains the high degree of off-farm reliance
amongst the sampled households. The households reported an average of 1.14 ha of cultivable land
each, of which about 0.82 ha (73%) is used for coffee.
We ran an ordinary least squares (OLS) analysis to test the causal relationship between access
to assets and total income (R2 = 0.4932; F = 4.8998; p < 0.0001) (Table 2). We found income to
be positively correlated with the level of education of the household head, distance to land plots in
general (regardless of whether it was ‘homeland’ or ‘hillside’), and the total area of certiﬁed agricultural
land (homeland). We found a negative correlation between net income and the total cultivated area,
indicating that the higher net income the less land households cultivate. On the other hand, and
contrary to policy assumptions about the ‘poor’ and ‘ethnic’, the OLS indicates a positive correlation
between income levels and clearing of land, namely that the households with higher income had
cleared more land in the 2000–2014 period. Household participation in PES also correlated negatively
with income. This is as expected, considering the expressed priority to include poorer households
in PES.
Table 2. Total income by socio-economic assets, Dha Nhim and Da Chais communes, Lam Dong
Province, Vietnam, 2014 (N = 100).
Term
Intercept
Village 1
Village 2
Village 3
Ethnicity (dummy = K’ho ethnicity)
Size of household
Sex of household head (dummy = male)
Age of household head
Adult labor
Years of education of household head
Collective work Y/N (dummy = yes)
Total value of assets (1000 VND)
Debt (1000 VND)
Total cultivated area (ha)
Total area of homeland (ha)
Average distance to land plots (km)
PES participation (Y/N) (dummy = yes)
Area of land cleared (2000–2014)

Correlation Estimate

Std Error

t Ratio

Prob > |t|

3221.43
−24,876.99
−31,809.43
3572.64
8629.39
5657.58
−39,948.57
469.95
−5471.05
6738.28
−6407.06
0.01
−0.05
−39,122.85
72,656.29
9231.01
−28,299.79
91,889.36

40,867.85
17,209.08
14,681.07
13,956.88
16,967.99
5030.02
14,859.90
677.98
7347.30
2456.36
8595.69
0.03
0.08
13,779.20
24,393.56
3211.01
14,632.62
27,096.12

0.08
−1.45
−2.17
0.26
0.51
1.12
−2.69
0.69
−0.74
2.74
−0.75
0.44
−0.64
−2.84
2.98
2.87
−1.93
3.39

0.9374
0.1521
0.0332 **
0.7986
0.6124
0.2640
0.0087 ***
0.4902
0.4586
0.0075 ***
0.4582
0.6631
0.5210
0.0057 ***
0.0038 ***
0.0051 ***
0.0566 *
0.0011 ***

R2 = 0.4979; F = 4.8098; p < 0.0001; p-values estimate signiﬁcance for differences between household assets:
*** is signiﬁcant at p < 0.01; ** is signiﬁcant at p < 0.05; * is signiﬁcant at p < 0.1.

Surprisingly, the OLS indicates that female-headed households generate signiﬁcantly more income
than male-headed ones (Table 2). However, this result is due to an outlier observation in the sample.
The richest household in the sample was female headed, with about 798 million VND in total net
income per annum. Omitting the outlier and re-running the test eliminated the correlation between
gender and income. This also eliminated the correlation between income and location (village) (namely
that location inﬂuences income levels). Since the outlier household was also ethnic minority (K’ho),
the omission yielded a positive correlation between ethnic afﬁliation and income (the Kinh earning on
average more than the K’ho).
In summary, the descriptive data indicate that income levels are low, with substantial differences
between the wealthiest and the poorest households. The agricultural and forest-related income levels
are also low. According to ofﬁcial statistics from 2014, the provincial mean income from agriculture,
forestry, and ﬁshery was 982,000 VND per capita per month [61]. By comparison, the survey data
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demonstrate an average per capita income from the agriculture and forestry of about 130,000 VND
per household.
Breaking the income data down according to income levels—‘poor’, ‘medium’, and ‘better
off’—provides more detailed insights into livelihoods and land-use dynamics for the various income
groups. The results are presented in Table 3. The ‘better off’ households reported signiﬁcantly more
assets and resources than did the ‘poor’ and ‘medium’ ones. The level of education of the household
head is also on average higher for the ‘better off’ than for the other two income groups. The differences
in average household size and the average age of the household heads were statistically insigniﬁcant.
Table 3. Socio-economic characteristics, livelihood activities, and outcomes by income groups (N =
100), Da Nhim and Da Chais Communes, Lam Dong Province, Vietnam, 2014.
Variable

Poor

Medium

Better off

p-Value

Household size
Ethnic minorities (%)
Age of household head
Years of education of household head
Total value of assets (1000 VND)
Debt (1000 VND)
Net income (coffee index-adjusted) (1000 VND)
- Off-farm income (1000 VND)
- Paid work (1000 VND)
- Other business (1000 VND)
- Income transfers (1000 VND)
- Indexed-adjusted agricultural income (1000 VND)
- Indexed-adjusted coffee income (1000 VND)
- Agricultural subsistence income (1000 VND)
- Forest related income
- PES income (1000 VND)
Total cultivated area (ha)
Total area of homeland (ha)
Area coffee production (ha)
Gross coffee production (kg)
Input investments per ha (1000 VND)
Coffee production (kg) per ha
Average distance to land plots (km)
Area cleared for agriculture (2000–2014)
Area of uncertiﬁed land cleared (2000–2014)
PES participation (%)

4.88
91.20
44.00
3.53 b
80,080.88 b
21,617.65
13,081.92 b
333.82 b
108.82 b
11.76 b
213.24
2925.35 b
2294.47 b
630.88 b
1296.27
8529.41 a
0.70 b
0.26
0.48 b
1891.18 b
17,880.20
3836.37
1.21
0.23
0.11 b
88.2 a

5.64
100.00
42.18
3.15 b
77,465.76 b
19,212.12
24,803.05 b
4155.76 b
3422.42 b
0b
733.33
8611.93 a
5090.87 a
3521.06 a
2525.42
9018.18 a
1.47 a
0.35
1.06 a
2757.58 a,b
12,783.43
2859.65
2.41
0.42
0.34 a
100 a

5.85
63.60
44.79
6.15 a
278,227.70 a
62,060.61
106,217.86 a
88,644.24 a
78,352.73 a
10,012.12 a
279.39
8357.09 a
4501.64 a
3855.45 a
2057.13
4715.15 b
1.27 a
0.44
0.94 a
4042.94 a
16,557.50
3561.37
1.83
0.40
0.40 a
63.6 b

0.1276
0.0004
0.8030
0.0066
<0.0001 ***
0.0866 *
<0.0001 ***
<0.0001 ***
<0.0001 ***
<0.0001 ***
0.8954
0.0007 ***
0.0072 ***
0.0153 **
0.3961
0.0011 ***
0.0059 ***
0.0878 *
0.0072 ***
0.0123 **
0.6793
0.7006
0.3202
0.0956 *
0.0033 ***
<0.0001 ***

p-values estimate signiﬁcance for differences between income groups: *** is signiﬁcant at p < 0.01; ** is signiﬁcant at
p < 0.05; * is signiﬁcant at p < 0.1; a–c Bonferroni test; groups with different letters are signiﬁcantly different from
each other (p < 0.05); USD 1 = VND 21,000.

4.2. PES Income and Land Use
There are large variations in the share of income by activity for the different income groups.
The ‘better off’ have on average much higher off-farm income (83.0% of their total income and only
7.0% from agriculture) than the other two groups—the ‘poor’ and the ‘medium’ earn about 2.5% and
16.8%, respectively, off-farm. Off-farm income is derived from paid work, business activities, and
remittances. In relation to ‘paid work’, the types of jobs vary—the ‘poor’ and ‘medium’ tend to be
hired frequently for agricultural work on the land plots of other households’ (such as for commercial
ﬂower and vegetable production, and coffee production), while the ‘better off’ work in the commune
administration, as teachers, or in the tourism sector. Business-oriented activities are carried out almost
exclusively by the ‘better off’ families. All business households in the sample were ethnic Kinh.
PES income are relatively high in the area. The ﬁndings from the survey data regarding linkages
between PES and performance objectives are still mixed. In the surroundings of the Bidoup-Nui
Ba National Park, anecdotal evidence shows that the number of ‘violations’ has decreased since the
start-up of PES [21,23]. The positive correlation between income and land clearing found in the
OLS may also demonstrate a link between the level of PES payments and households’ expansion of
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agriculture into forest land. When we compared PES payments across income groups, we found that
the ‘poor’ and ‘medium’ households receive the highest PES payments. This indicates that in terms
of the poverty reduction objective of PES, PES has contributed to reducing income inequalities in
the area. In other words, PES is relatively speaking more important for the ‘poor’ households than
for the ‘medium’ or the ‘better off’ ones (respectively 65.2%, 38.7%, and 4.4% of total net income).
Nevertheless, the ‘medium’ and the ‘better off’ households cultivate more land for coffee on average,
and in this sense, PES has excluded an important segment of households that are more capable and
more likely to expand coffee production.
A simple binary comparison of households in terms environmental knowledge and awareness
also showed that there were insigniﬁcant differences between the PES (22.8) vs. non-PES beneﬁciaries
(22.3) households (p = 0.5237). This partly also questions the positive effects of the knowledge and
awareness related activities carried out as a part of the PES scheme.
4.3. Livelihoods, Land Use, and Coffee Production
The land-clearing data indicate that the households in Da Nhim cleared more land on average
than in Da Chais in the 2000–2014 period (0.24 ha more on average). Much of the forest land clearing in
Da Nhim is most likely attributable to the commune’s distribution of forest land for coffee plantations.
Here the authorities have deliberately chosen to distribute forest land certiﬁcates for coffee plantations
to relieve the pressure for improved livelihoods, to provide more land, and to encourage the expansion
of coffee production towards areas perceived as less vulnerable in terms of the provision of ecological
services. If we subtract the certiﬁed legal land clearings organized by the authorities, this gives us
an indicative measure of the level of what is ofﬁcially perceived as illegal land clearings in the area
(hereafter referred to as ‘uncertiﬁed land clearing’). The average area per household across the two
communes is 0.28 ha (Table 1), or 0.33 and 0.23 ha in Da Nhim and Da Chais, respectively. This
may indicate that access to land is an even more pertinent political issue in Da Nhim than in Da
Chais. Considering land use in relation to the various income groups, the ‘medium’ and the ‘better
off’ households access and cultivate more land on average than the ‘poor’ (1.47 and 1.27 hectares vs.
0.70 hectares, respectively). On average, 72.8% of the cultivated land is used for coffee production.
The ‘medium’ households cultivate the most land, both in total and for coffee production. The ‘poor’
households have less land than the other income groups. A modest signiﬁcant difference in terms of
land clearing in the 2000–2014 period was also detected between the groups (Table 3); that is, the ‘poor’
clear slightly less land than the other groups. Interestingly, however, if we compare income groups
in terms of the level of uncertiﬁed land clearings in the 2000–2014 period, this is signiﬁcantly lower
for the ‘poor’ and highest for the ‘better off’ (though not signiﬁcantly different from the ‘medium’).
No signiﬁcant differences were found in input investments or in productivity between the groups.
Further, in terms of output per input investment (that is kg of coffee per 1000 VND), there were no big
differences between the groups (i.e., 0.21 for the ‘poor’, 0.22 for the ‘medium’, and 0.22 kg/1000 VND
for the ‘better off’).
The data collected during the in-depth interviews indicate that illegal clearing of forest land and
land transactions are more complex processes than revealed through the survey data. Land clearing
and land transactions often take place in a step-wise process, where the poorer households are paid by
the richer and more business-oriented households to clear new land. Thereafter, the land is sold to the
other coffee producing households. This was also observed in other studies, such as Vu Tien Dien and
Grais [40] and the Netherlands Development Organization (SNV) [62]. Such transactions most likely
represent a substantial (illegal) off-farm income source for some of the ‘business households’ in the
sample, a ﬁnding which was not well captured through the survey data. The numbers may have been
reported as ‘business activities’, but they were not revealed as income from land transactions.
Business activities are carried out almost exclusively by the ‘better off’ households, and all
of them are ethnic Kinh. They frequently own and run small or medium-sized businesses in the
communes, typically shops where they sell food or agricultural articles, sometimes combined with

205

Forests 2017, 8, 39

cafés or restaurants. These households also provide other farmers with key agricultural inputs,
and act as intermediaries for the sale of coffee. In these transactions, inputs are frequently sold on
credit and the debt is then repaid in installments and interest in the form of a supply of coffee beans.
In such cases, the debtors typically receive a lower price for their coffee compared to selling it directly
in the markets (approximately 20% lower than the market price) [6]. This often results in the poorest
households being caught in a vicious circle of debt and payments with inﬂated interest rates.
From a vulnerability point of view, concerns have been raised about the debt situation related to
coffee production in the area [6]. The survey ﬁndings in this study demonstrate that the household
debt levels are indeed high. Households have on average about 34 million VND in debt—some 70.5%
of their total annual income on average (Table 3). Even though the differences in debt levels between
households are statistically insigniﬁcant, the debt-to-income ratios for the ‘poor’ are much worse than
for the ‘medium’ and ‘better off’ households (165% versus 77% and 58%, respectively). The levels of
interest rates on debt repayments are similar between the different groups.
The better-off group hence has a stake in sustaining the current mode of production in the area,
which may represent a major underlying factor for land-use change and forest encroachment in the
area. Coffee production should hence be understood within a broader political, economic, and historic
context, in which small-scale coffee producing farmers are part of a complex coffee economy, inﬂuenced
locally by the business-oriented segment of the population that trades coffee, key inputs, and land. This
system has been traditionally supported by the state, not only through input support and extension
services, but also directly through the state-owned VINACAFE. This is the largest coffee trading and
manufacturing company in Vietnam, accounting for 20% to 25% of the country’s coffee exports.
4.4. Implications and Prospects for REDD+
While we agree in principle with the prominent role of the coffee sector as a driver of land-use
change in the province, we challenge some of the predominant perceptions linked to the underlying
poverty and livelihood-related explanation models found in key policy documents and discourses.
First, the ﬁndings question the role of smallholder coffee production in relation to deforestation
in the study area. Considering the rate of land conversion evidenced through the survey gives reason
to question the relative role of smallholder production in the overall picture of deforestation in the
province. The land-use change data for the household plots in the 2000–2014 period indicate an
increase in agricultural land of 0.35 ha (constituting about 31% of the total amount of agricultural
land) (Table 1). This amounts to about 0.025 ha per household per year over this period. A simple
calculation of the average total annual forest loss due to livelihood activities in the two communes
yields an answer of 22.9 ha. With total forest cover of the two communes of 53,546 ha, the average
loss due to household livelihood activities should be around 0.043% per year, which is well below the
provincial average (about 0.5 ha per annum according to ofﬁcial ﬁgures from the Forest Inventory and
Planning Institute [42]). These results are of course indicative ﬁgures, but considering that they are
based on the current population of the communes, and since the population trend of the province has
been increasing in recent years, the ﬁgures are probably not underestimating deforestation. It should
also be noted that there are most likely differences in land-use practices and needs between locations in
different contexts. The focus in REDD+ should hence also be on contexts where larger-scale plantation
mode of coffee production is taking place.
Second, PES experiences should critically be reviewed and modiﬁed in REDD+. The way REDD+
has evolved is, to a large extent, symptomatic of how domestic REDD+ policies have evolved from
global approaches and ideas, and in this case from an idea about results-based PES to more pragmatic
national and local adaptations of broader policies and measures [2]. REDD+ in Vietnam in general, and
Lam Dong in particular, is by-and-large viewed as a coordination mechanism for ongoing and future
activities that may contribute to the reduction of GHG from forests. Hence, we foresee that the current
PES setup will play a key role as a distribution mechanism for ﬁnancial beneﬁts, particularly in relation
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to forest conservation, thus making the experiences with PES since 2008 in Lam Dong particularly
relevant for future REDD+ prospects.
When comparing PES income with coffee production per unit of land, the opportunity costs of
coffee production very signiﬁcantly outnumber those of PES. The net average income per hectare
per year from PES is about 298,000 VND, while alternative agricultural land use would constitute
about 5.7 million VND. Thus, it seems reasonable to assume that any causal links between the
(low) level of PES payments and environmental performance are highly uncertain. In order for a
performance-based PES or REDD+ mechanisms to succeed sustainably, the opportunity cost levels
of current land uses must be addressed. If PES has had any impact, it is most likely attributable to
increased control and patrolling, and information campaigns that reach all households (for example,
newspapers, television, radio, etc.), rather than participation and performance-based payments (effects
that were also partly questioned by comparing the environmental awareness scores between the
beneﬁciary and the non-beneﬁciary households—see Section 4.3 above).
Third, the ‘poor’ deforest the least. Our ﬁndings demonstrate that the ‘poor’ households are
the ones carrying out the least uncertiﬁed (illegal) land clearings, and are hence not the group of
households causing most deforestation in the study area. The planned REDD+ activities seem to a
larger extent to recognize some of the underlying issues of deforestation in the area than has been
the case with PES. For example, the establishment of the Village Development Funds may have the
potential to stimulate livelihood diversiﬁcation and relieve poor farmers of debt dependency in the
form of high interest rates charged by business households in the communes. Nevertheless, as with
PES, the focus on the ‘poor’ ethnic minorities and their ‘destructive’ activities is also a key component
of REDD+, and the lack of comprehensive analyses of the coffee sector at large is striking in plans and
policies at all levels.
An underlying assumption of current REDD+ activities is also that training and capacity building
for better and improved practices will increase households’ agricultural investment returns, and
in turn reduce the pressure on forests. Our livelihood analyses question the assumption that the
production of ‘poor’ (and ethnic minority) households is economically and agronomically less efﬁcient
than that of wealthier households. Our ﬁndings do not reveal signiﬁcant differences in levels of input
investments, nor production per ha, and the data on the links between income levels and the expansion
of production into forest land point to the higher income segments of the population. The effects of
increasing the productivity of global commodity crops, such as coffee, are also uncertain in terms of
decreasing pressure on more marginal lands, considering the high price elasticity of production levels
and volumes [63].
Fourth, issues of tenure and access to productive land need to be addressed. Our ﬁndings point
towards land being a major limiting factor for increased livelihood income. Issues related to sustainable
access to productive land should be addressed in order to stop or constrain the illegal clearing of forest
land. Improved land-use planning and securing legal and sustainable access to land for the poor and
ethnic minority households should be a key component in all strategies aiming at relieving pressure on
strategically important forest resources. This has been done in Da Nhim, to a certain extent, and could
be a viable approach for directing coffee production strategically towards the less vulnerable areas in
terms of environmental and carbon values. The interests of the business-oriented segment of wealthy
households, who have a major stake in coffee-related businesses and (illegal) land transactions, seems
to be a cementing factor for the current mode of production. These underlying factors need to be
addressed before issues related to the expansion of coffee production into forest land can be solved in
a sustainable way.
5. Concluding Remarks
The study has explored some of the predominant underlying policy ‘orthodoxies’ on the drivers of
land-use change and forest encroachment related to small-scale coffee production amongst ‘poor’ and
‘ethnic’ households in a PES and REDD+ zone in the Lam Dong Province of Vietnam. Such perceptions
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are not endemic to Vietnam, but are frequently found in environmental policy schemes and discourses
globally [20]. The study has explored drivers of land-use change by making use of a livelihood
framework. We found that land is the main limiting factor for agricultural production and livelihoods,
and most households in the study area need to supplement agricultural income with off-farm sources.
Both the ‘medium’ and the ‘better off’ households have access to a more diversiﬁed set of off-farm
income sources compared to the ‘poor’, who depend more upon agriculture for their livelihoods,
both overall and in terms of coffee production. Policy discourses on the drivers of land-use change
in the Central Highlands of Vietnam seem to neglect various underlying factors that drive the coffee
production. The ﬁndings of this study also indicate that the coffee economy and land transactions
related to the expansion of coffee production are controlled largely by the business-oriented households
in the study area.
In terms of links between land-use change and poverty levels, the data showed that in absolute
terms, the ‘medium’ and the ‘better-off’ households cultivate most land, both in total and for coffee
production. The data also indicate that these households have cleared more forest land for agriculture
over the years than the ‘poor’ households. Especially if we take the uncertiﬁed (‘illegal’) clearing
into account, the ‘poor’ deforest the least. Thus, the focus on the linkages between poverty amongst
the ethnic poor and coffee-related forest encroachment seems to be overrated in PES and REDD+
policies and discourses. The main argument of this paper is therefore that, in order to enable a more
comprehensive understanding of land-use change and its management, the focus should be expanded
beyond the poverty-environment nexus.
The expansion and development of the coffee sector in Vietnam must be seen in the historic and
political context of marginalization of, and control over, land, resources, and people [21,30]. Historically,
the general deforestation in the Lam Dong province has often been related to the large migrations of
people from the north who came to populate and develop the province [27]. They represent a group of
households that over the years have been encouraged by the Government of Vietnam to migrate, settle,
and ‘develop’ the region. This study has demonstrated that business-oriented households, together
with the state-owned coffee corporation (VINACAFE), are in control of the coffee sector in the region.
Consequently, the current focus of PES and REDD+ on payments to ‘poor’ and ‘ethnic’ households,
combined with education, information campaigns, and increased levels of forest patrolling, do not
seem to be sufﬁcient in trying to solve the underlying issues at stake.
Coffee production requires a long-term investment, and reverting to subsistence production is not
a viable option for most households, considering their integration into a market and ‘cash’ economy.
Solutions for attaining sustainable livelihoods need to address the critical lack of productive land in
the area. Improved land rights and land-use planning seem to be warranted. The current development
and infrastructure plans, for example, of larger-scale plantations of rubber in the Central Highlands
also require more attention [64]. A focus on creating realistic and viable off-farm livelihood alternatives,
other than being involved in the very dominant coffee sector, is most likely an important ingredient in
any policy scheme that aims to reduce pressures on forests.
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Abstract: This paper presents the results of two national-level studies of REDD+ governance values
in Nepal and Papua New Guinea (PNG), using a hierarchical framework of principles, criteria, and
indicators (PC&I), with evaluation at the indicator level. The research was conducted by means of
an online survey to determine general perspectives on the governance quality of REDD+, as well as
stakeholder workshops, in which participants were asked to rank indicators on the basis of perceived
national signiﬁcance. In the online survey, respondents in both countries identiﬁed inclusiveness
and resources as the highest and lowest scoring governance values, while inclusiveness, resources,
accountability, and transparency, were given priority, although their relative importance differed
between countries given national circumstances. The reasons for the commonalities and differences
of perceptions between these countries are discussed. The ﬁndings suggest that while a generic set of
governance values may be usefully applied for determining the institutional legitimacy of REDD+,
their relative importance is different. This leads to the conclusion that it may not be appropriate to
use a simpliﬁed approach to REDD+ governance, focusing for example on safeguards, given different
national priorities and contexts.
Keywords: governance values; legitimacy; principles, criteria, and indicators (PC&I); inclusiveness;
resources; accountability; transparency; REDD+

1. Introduction: Governance Challenges Confronting REDD+
The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) mechanism ‘reducing
emissions from deforestation and forest degradation and the role of conservation, sustainable
management of forests and enhancement of forest carbon stocks in developing countries’, referred
to as REDD+, has been the subject of intense academic scrutiny in recent years, notably concerning
the initiative’s governance at the national level. A search on Proquest using the term “reducing
emissions from deforestation and forest degradation” yielded 663 peer-reviewed scholarly articles
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between 2008 and May 2016. Adding the term “national” generated 537 results, while inclusion of
the term “governance” produced 307. This article focuses on the types of values that might be used
to determine the institutional legitimacy of REDD+, and what governance priorities national-level
stakeholders place on the mechanism. ‘Governance’ refers to the structures and processes used to
steer and coordinate interactions [1]. It is a more useful term than ‘government’ for understanding
the political and social relations that occur in the intergovernmental realm, and the related contexts
of state, society, and the market, encompassing both state and non-state actors’ relationships within
contemporary systems of global policy-making, and the structures and processes which underpin
them [2].
REDD+ typiﬁes such policy-making, and is an institutional complex, made up of various
inter-governmental and national elements—with varying degrees of collaboration [3] (pp. 41–47).
The mechanism is still evolving, reﬂecting the policy machinations of the UNFCCC out of which it
emerged, and is made up of a mixture of intergovernmental and national governance practices [4]
(pp. 59–78). There is also a recognition that the effectiveness of REDD+ governance needs closer
scrutiny, especially in relation to interest representation, accountability and transparency, and
decision-making and implementation, as these all contribute to its legitimacy [5] (p. 94). This is because
the mechanism is not without risks, as its governance arrangements have the potential to increase
conﬂict between the global North and South, and marginalise local communities [6] (pp. 624–625).
The current market emphasis also has implications for the types of actors involved and the degree to
which the resulting structures facilitate or hinder interaction, with further implications concerning
governance legitimacy [7] (p. 423).
Previous experiences with REDD+ have been largely based on ‘nested’ (i.e., sub-national)
demonstration or pilot projects, with involvement of NGOs and other non-state actors. The trend
now appears to be one of increasing centralisation and government control, with the danger that any
ﬁnancial beneﬁts arising from emissions reduction payments will not ﬂow to local actors, thereby
reducing compliance. These issues, combined with inconsistent institutional approaches, as well as a
high level of policy uncertainty in the wake of the Paris Agreement, are all contributing to a lack of
clarity around what governance arrangements will ultimately be used to implement REDD+ on the
ground [8].
At the intergovernmental policy level, there has been some recognition of the challenges
confronted by national REDD+ initiatives. The Cancún Agreements of the Conference of Parties (COP)
16 in 2010 refer speciﬁcally to the need for “guidance and safeguards” including “transparent and
effective national forest governance” and the “full and effective participation of relevant stakeholders,
in particular indigenous peoples and local communities”, but they do not stipulate how these should be
implemented, referring only to “national legislation and sovereignty” [9] (p. 26). In Article 72 there is
an acknowledgement of the importance of “land tenure issues, forest governance issues, [and] gender
considerations”, but again there is no further elaboration [9] (p. 13). Nevertheless, the recognition of
the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) in the Cancun Agreements means
that there is an implied requirement for the free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) of Indigenous
people in REDD+ activities [10] (p. 2407). Under the Cancún Agreements, tropical forest countries
involved in the various stages of REDD+ (readiness, pilot studies, and implementation) are expected
to ensure that national activities do not impact negatively on the environment or people, whilst also
contributing positively to governance and generating environmental and social beneﬁts. Each country
is required to demonstrate compliance by developing its own national safeguard system. Compliance
is informed by domestic policies, laws, and regulations, and reporting occurs via what is referred to
as a safeguard information system. UNFCCC itself does not stipulate what form safeguard systems
should take, only that safeguards should be addressed [11].
The effectiveness of REDD+ has been questioned especially as national practices and related power
dynamics have had a signiﬁcant impact on the efﬁcacy of REDD+ governance on the ground, notably
regarding the mechanism’s inability to protect biodiversity [12]. Indeed, some NGO studies have
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gone so far as to argue that deforestation and forest degradation are “still being compounded by poor
governance, including corruption, conﬂicts between national and local authorities, and insufﬁcient
resources and institutional capacity” [13] (p. 2). Concerns that REDD+ might increase deforestation
led to calls from the NGO community in the lead-up to COP 16 for the initiative to make sure that the
safeguards it adopted were ‘strong’ [14].
In the wake of the Cancún Agreements, the REDD+ policy community responded by adopting a
range of measures, notably around beneﬁt sharing arrangements. The World Bank’s Forest Carbon
Partnership Facility (WB, FCPF) has played a signiﬁcant role, which requires that allocations from its
Carbon Fund occur in the context of a national beneﬁt-sharing plan, but exact arrangements are not
speciﬁed [15]. In an effort to create a broader approach to managing safeguards, the FCPF released
its own Common Approach to Environmental and Social Safeguards for Multiple Delivery Partners
in 2011 including guidelines as to how partners were to prepare Strategic Environmental and Social
Assessment (SESA), a WB requirement for funding [16,17]. The WB revisited its policies in July 2015,
and in the case of FPIC, the revisions required that consent must be demonstrated and where it could
not, those project aspects relevant to Indigenous peoples could not proceed. In the case of stakeholder
management, the revision required increased and ongoing levels of engagement, as well as providing
new standards for international ﬁnancial institutions (IFIs), leading the Bank to claim it was at the
‘forefront’ of safeguard policies [18].
A number of voluntary standards have arisen around beneﬁt sharing arrangements and other
safeguards, including the Climate Community and Biodiversity (CCB standards), a largely NGO-driven
initiative, which requires FPIC, and the REDD+ Social and Environmental Standards, which contain
provisions for the transparent, participatory, inclusive, effective, and equitable distribution of
beneﬁts [15] (pp. 271–272). It should be noted here that there are institutional linkages between
the two, with the Climate, Community and Biodiversity Alliance (CARE International, Conservation
International, The Nature Conservancy, Rainforest Alliance, Wildlife Conservation Society) and Care
International also being involved in REDD SES. The CCB covers ‘site based projects’, while REDD
SES covers ‘government led programmes’ [19]. Other organisations, including the United Nations’
own Collaborative Programme on Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation
in Developing Countries (UN-REDD), and research organisations, such as the International Union of
Forestry Research Organisations (IUFRO) and the Centre for International Tropical Forestry Research
(CIFOR) and the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) have also developed their
own “guiding principles”, but in the absence of formal rules, countries ultimately determine their
arrangements [15] (p. 271).
In the light of these issues, this article explores the country-level expressions of REDD+ governance
in two countries, Nepal and Papua New Guinea (PNG). REDD+ activities started in Nepal and PNG in
2008. In Nepal they focused largely on capacity building around carbon accounting and arrangements
for sharing the beneﬁts arising from carbon payments. Various pilot projects were conducted by a
range of international NGOs and local partners in Nepal’s well-developed system of community
forests, which are managed by community forest user groups (CFUGs), while remaining under state
control [20]. The experience of REDD+ on the ground to date has been both positive and negative.
On the one hand the ﬁnancial and social capacity of the CFUG network has improved, but this has
been at the expense of autonomous decision-making and customary rights to forest access [21] (p. 39).
Despite Nepal’s history of inclusive forest management, the technical orientation of REDD+, it has been
suggested, has contributed to inhibiting local participation [8] (p. 66). In PNG, the implementation
of pilot projects has been somewhat sporadic, due in part to an unstable political climate and forest
governance issues. Although land tenure resides with customary landowners, projects have been
largely directed by government agencies with only a secondary role for NGOs [22]. Local communities
have had no formally speciﬁed role in either REDD+ design, or monitoring reporting and veriﬁcation
(MRV) [8]. As a result, REDD+ projects have been largely unable to secure social license for their
activities in PNG (particularly in relation to FPIC), not the least because of the difﬁculties of registering

214

Forests 2016, 7, 212

landowner groups—and thereby demonstrating formal land tenure—which is a precondition for
participation in REDD+ projects [23] (p. 152).
Scholarly analysis suggests that while safeguards have the potential to balance the
over-simpliﬁcation of social-ecological systems that such globally driven and technically oriented
initiatives as REDD+ can lead to, this is dependent on the design of standards under which safeguards
operate. The standards that have arisen in the context of REDD+ safeguards recognise FPIC,
but interpretation can vary, understanding ‘consent’ as ‘consultation’ and leaving the ultimate
determination in the hands of auditors, and can be largely procedural, merely ensuring that duties
and responsibilities are fulﬁlled when rights are ignored [24] (pp. 3350–3354). This can be due to
political sensitivities in developing countries around issues of democracy and human rights, resulting
in the application of national approaches, rather than international norms [25] (p. 2406). This has led
to contestation around issues of legitimacy, notably regarding which approach to environmental
governance should be adopted. As a result, non-state actors have begun to develop standards
themselves, based on their own conceptual frameworks [24] (p. 3355). Consequently, in the world of
REDD+ (as in other market-based instruments) there are inconsistencies between standards and the
values that inform them [26] (pp. 3–4).
In order to determine REDD+ legitimacy and effectiveness in these countries, and draw some
broader conclusions, the article uses a comprehensive framework of governance values, which
bear directly on the question of how the initiative is steered and its collective action coordinated.
The ﬁndings suggest that a generic set of governance values may be usefully applied for determining
the institutional legitimacy of REDD+, but the emphasis placed on values is different across the two
case study countries, with implications for national REDD+ initiatives more broadly.
2. Materials and Methods: Identifying and Assessing REDD+ Governance Values
Before outlining the methods adopted in this study, a few preparatory comments regarding the
approach towards governance and legitimacy is required. It is beyond the scope of an article of this
length to go into any great detail, as both subjects have been submitted to exhaustive exploration
in recent years, especially amongst scholars of international relations and public policy. There was
something of a turn in regime theory in the 1990s and early 2000s, which emphasized a shift away
from the notion of ‘government’ to ‘governance’, as the latter more accurately described the nature of
the structures and processes underlying social-political interactions between state and non-state actors
within institutions of global governance [2,27–29].
A parallel debate centered upon the notion of institutional legitimacy. The orthodox view was that
the state was the sole repository of political power [30] (p. 187) [31] (pp. 3–4). But the view emerged
that legitimacy resided within institutions, state or non-state. Two distinct schools of thought emerged:
one emphasizing the importance of democratic processes and rules of procedure, referred to as input
legitimacy (the means justify the ends); the other focusing on results, referred to as output legitimacy
(the ends justify the means) [32] (pp. 152–155), [33] (p. 12), [34] (p. 45). This approach to understanding
legitimacy has been subsequently expanded to encompass ‘throughput legitimacy’, which focuses on
the institution’s internal organizational arrangements—both in terms of who is represented, and how
deliberation occurs [35] (pp. 2–5).
Given the institutional emphasis in this discussion, governance can therefore be understood
as a value-neutral term, referring to the way in which an institution engages with its stakeholders,
makes decisions, and accounts for itself to its constituents and the public at large [36]. ‘Governance
arrangements’ refer to the structures and processes an institution uses to facilitate steering and
coordination [37] (footnote 13, p. 24). Governance values in turn, as explained below, delineate the
speciﬁc attributes necessary to inform a global public standard for the normative legitimacy of global
governance institutions [38] (p. 405).
In order to critically interrogate the governance underpinning REDD+, it is necessary to make
some methodological decisions about what types of values will or will not be included in the
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analysis. The method includes consideration and analysis of eleven different governance values
(at the level of ‘indicators’, which can be grouped into the larger categories of ‘criteria’ and ‘principles’):
accountability; transparency; inclusiveness; resources; equality; democracy; agreement; dispute
settlement; behavioural change; problem solving; and durability. While these governance values exist
in many explorations of governance and legitimacy in the literature [39] (pp. 12–15), the use of this
speciﬁc list nevertheless requires justiﬁcation in two directions. On the one hand, it must be shown
why the research method limited itself to these, rather than including further potentially attractive
values. On the other hand, it must be shown why the use of all these eleven values was required,
rather than just considering a narrower focus on, for example, transparency and accountability. First,
these are of course not the only values that could conceivably bear on an institution’s legitimacy.
Buchanan and Keohane’s analysis of the legitimacy of global governance institutions also includes
substantive values, such as respect for human rights [38] (p. 419). A similar list by Sampford also
includes human rights, and adds the substantive values of fraternity and environmental value [40].
The term ‘substantive values’ connotes speciﬁc goals the institution should seek to further, or moral
constraints it should recognize. As such, rather than evaluating who was involved, and how the process
occurred, substantive values make up considerations that should inform the institution’s executive
decision-makers. While these substantive values are no doubt crucial to an all-things-considered
appraisal of an institution’s legitimacy, the research method here takes a more focused approach by
considering only the values that bear on the nature of the structures and processes of governance
themselves. Leo Huberts marks this distinction by separating the ethics of governance from the results
of its process [41]. In other words, because ‘governance’ refers to the structures and processes used to
steer and coordinate interactions, ‘governance values’ should refer to the qualities and characteristics of
these structures and processes—rather than more substantive moral goals and purposes an institution
might pursue.
This research project employs this exclusive focus on qualities of governance (rather than wider
substantive values) for several reasons. First, as seen earlier in Section 1, a consistent charge laid
against REDD+ has been on the basis of its quality of governance, in particular in the form of local
stakeholder input. This particular instance follows a larger pattern of local communities challenging
the legitimacy of global governance [42]. Without prejudicing the validity of other moral concerns, this
speciﬁc charge about governance failures warrants a dedicated treatment, which this research aims to
provide—at least as it applies to the two case-study areas analyzed. Second, REDD+ already has its
substantive values laid down by the UNFCCC, and as expressed institutionally via UN-REDD, FCPF,
national level agencies, and so forth (reducing emissions, conservation and sustainable management,
and enhancement carbon stocks, and so forth). Achieving these will be captured by the aforementioned
governance values of behavioural change, problem solving, and durability. To include in the analysis
additional substantive values outside the program’s mandated goals would court controversy that
a strict focus on structures and processes may avoid. Third, and perhaps most important, a strong
performance on the governance values presented here will tend to facilitate the types of substantive
goals lauded by Buchanan, Keohane, and Sampford. For example, improved inclusiveness and
equality, as well as deliberation and democracy will necessarily further the human rights requirement
of giving subjects (including local stakeholders) involvement in decision-making, and input into the
decisions of the political authorities that affect them, as well as helping ensure the respect of their other
human rights (such as their property or cultural rights pertaining to local environments). Improving
these governance values therefore advances the human right to take part in government enshrined in
Article 21 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights [43], UNDRIP [10], and the social safeguards
laid down in Cancun [9], and helps facilitate the speciﬁc rights of property and culture pursuant to
Articles 17, 22, and 27 of the Universal Declaration.
What then of the second concern, which in coming from an opposite direction queries why
so many governance values are employed, rather than just cleaving to a narrow focus on usual
suspects like transparency and accountability? Again, there are several reasons for this methodological
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choice. Centrally, it is plausible to think that transparency and accountability are not valuable in
themselves: they are valuable insofar as they contribute positively to an institution’s performance and
legitimacy [44]. If an institution has transparency, but stakeholders possess no way to impact upon
its working or decision-making, then the transparency will fail to improve the institution’s quality
or its legitimacy. Similarly, accountability itself does not guarantee good outcomes—it just ensures
that someone can be held responsible for rule-breaches that lead to bad outcomes, which is a much
narrower quality [45]. These two points hint at the deeper reason why it is necessary to employ a
comprehensive array of governance values, namely, governance values inter-link with each other.
Each governance value’s full worth remains dependent on the presence and quality of the others.
For example, the beneﬁts of having inclusive practices of allowing many stakeholders a seat at the
decision-making table are lost if there is no equality in power relations (or at least efforts made to
address imbalances), or access to resources, so that poor, local stakeholders can afford to take the seats
allocated to them. A deliberately comprehensive array of governance values can therefore identify
an institution’s weaknesses that prevent it from achieving its goals and responding to stakeholders.
Finally, considering a wide array of governance values allows the project to test which methods the
stakeholders prioritize themselves. This helps the institution to respond to the concerns of speciﬁc
cultural groups, and helps ensure that the research remains sensitive to the priorities of local and
national stakeholders. As Section 4 shows, the cultures in the two case-study areas did indeed prioritize
different qualities of the governance system differently, suggesting the merit of the methodological
approach employed.
In order to evaluate REDD+ institutional expression at the national level, a conceptual continuum
of values is presented here. The tripartite typology of governance value sets presented here moves from
‘thin’ to ‘thickish’ to ‘thick’. Each set differs from the others in terms of the richness of the governance
values it includes, with ‘thick’ governance values incorporating all of the qualities earmarked under
the ‘thickish’ category—and both of these including the sparse requirements laid down by ‘thin’
governance values.
Thick governance values capture the full gamut of social and moral qualities that can be demanded
of an institution’s mechanisms of steering and coordinating. If an institution possesses all of these
qualities, then (while this may not cover everything that morality might demand of the institution)
the institution will possess legitimacy in the ways it goes about making, authorizing, implementing,
and appraising its decisions. Thick governance values thus constitute a plausible answer to the
question of what sorts of internal organizational arrangements would legitimize institutions and
institutional complexes [38].
Institutions and networks gain in legitimacy the more that their actions are transparent and
accountable, the more they employ constructive deliberation, the more they provide affected
stakeholders with the capacity to provide input into their workings, and the more they produce
effective results [39] (pp. 15–18). Legitimacy in an institutional context is therefore closely linked to
governance quality and also applies to the structures and processes that steer an institution, in the
theoretical terms of input-, throughput- and output legitimacy, as discussed above. Figure 1 below is
an integrated model that captures these three previously discrete theories [32,33,35].
In order to evaluate the case studies selected, Table 1 below contains a comprehensive set of
governance values using a hierarchical framework of principles, criteria, and indicators (PC&I), derived
from a review of contemporary governance literature [12] (pp. 12–18).
PC&I have become a common method of assessment for sustainability, and sustainable forest
management (SFM) in particular, popularised as a consequence of the 1992 ‘Rio’ Earth Summit, and
reﬂected in its foundational document Agenda 21 [46] (p. 61). Frameworks such as these have
been developed to ensure the consistency of evaluation, by placing each element in its appropriate
location, from principle to criterion and thence to the relevant indicator, to avoid duplication or
overlap. A principle represents a fundamental rule or value to be determined, and which is categorised
into criteria, which in turn are broken down into indicators, or parameters, for assessment purposes.
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Assessment itself occurs at the indicator level, as both principles and criteria are ideational in nature,
and not directly measurable [47] (pp. 5–35).

ȱ
Figure 1. Theoretical model for the evaluation of contemporary global governance [39] (p. 5, adapted;
courtesy of Palgrave Macmillan).
Table 1. Hierarchical framework of governance values.
Principle

Criterion

“Meaningful participation”

Organisational responsibility
Interest representation

“Productive deliberation”

Decision making
Implementation

1

1

Indicator

Thickness

Accountability
Transparency
Inclusiveness
Resources
Equality
Democracy
Agreement
Dispute settlement
Behavioural change
Problem solving
Durability

Thin
Thin
Thickish
Thickish
Thick
Thickish
Thickish
Thick
Thick
Thick
Thick

Reproduced by courtesy of Palgrave Macmillan (adapted).

In terms of governance, ‘values’ refer to speciﬁc aspects of the structures and processes that
determine how things are done within an institution. ‘Thin’ values tend to be the focus of staple
governance mechanisms around ensuring organisational responsibility to other participants and
the public at large, such as accountability and transparency. ‘Thickish’ values add more elements
beyond the ‘usual suspects’ of accountability and transparency, incorporating qualities around interest
representation, notably the degree of inclusiveness of stakeholders (access), and the extent to which an
institution resources those who would otherwise not be able to participate meaningfully. They also
contain some recognition of the need for democratic practices for reaching agreement (such as
consensus or voting). However, viewed from the perspective of assessing legitimacy, thickish values
remain incomplete. By contrast, ‘thick’ governance encompasses the existing suite of values, but
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is concerned with ensuring equality of relations between stakeholder interests as well as ‘deeper’
procedural values around how disputes arising from decisions are settled, and how decisions are
implemented. Implementation in this thick context looks beyond outputs, such as rules of procedure,
or standards, etc., to see if these products result in substantive outcomes that all stakeholders can
claim ownership of and support, and which result in lasting behavioural change and solutions to the
problem that the institution was established to address (in the case of REDD+, greenhouse gasses
arising as a consequence of deforestation and forest degradation) [48].
The two studies were conducted in Nepal over the period from July–December 2011, and in PNG
from April–May 2015, following the methodology developed by López-Casero et al. [49] (pp. 12–13).
The research design was intended to foster collaboration with REDD+ participants in country, using
action research methods, whereby an atmosphere is created that allows stakeholders to develop their
own solutions to the problems they are tackling, and solve them through their own efforts [50].
At the commencement of the research, participants were invited to express their opinions
regarding the structures and processes of governance relevant to forest management and REDD+, and
were enlisted from the economic, social, and environmental sectors. A purposive sampling method was
used for the selection of participants for the survey because only a subset of the national population
was familiar with REDD+ [51–53]. Their contact details were sourced from publically available online
documents using the search terms ‘REDD+’, ‘participants’ list’, ‘Nepal’ and ‘Papua New Guinea’,
as appropriate. In the case of PNG, these contacts were supplemented by a further database of
stakeholders provided by the research project’s national contacts. They included non-state actors active
in the forest sector, i.e., non-governmental organisations/civil society organisation (NGOs/CSOs),
as well as state interests, i.e., governmental agencies.
Given the speciﬁc national context of each country, it should be noted that the relevant stakeholder
sectors included in the survey varied slightly: in Nepal, Indigenous people play a role in REDD+ as a
speciﬁc interest grouping; in PNG, the entire national citizenry sees itself as indigenous, making such
a designation less relevant. Care was therefore taken in ensuring the relevant stakeholder sectors were
included in each country survey.
The views of stakeholders were collected by use of on online survey tool. The survey was
in English, and translated into one of each country’s national language (Nepali and Tok Pisin).
Participants were contacted by email, while the survey itself was conducted anonymously to encourage
participation. Respondents were asked to identify their sector, as well as country status (national
citizens or international) and to provide a rating for their perceptions regarding the governance
of REDD+ using a Likert scale of 1–5 (‘very low’ to ‘very high’) using the indicators of Table 1
above (resulting in a possible minimum and maximum total score for the 11 indicators of 11 and 55,
respectively). Opportunity for comment was provided under each of the indicators. A selection of
relevant comments is included in the analysis below.
Some caveats to the research must be made here. The surveys were deployed in Nepal in July 2011
and in PNG in April 2015, and represent perceptions regarding REDD+ prior to any direct interaction
with the researchers. While this reduced the impacts of researcher-subject inﬂuence, the surveys were
conducted in the two countries over different time periods. Comparison is therefore not entirely
like-for-like, and respondents’ perceptions were probably inﬂuenced by developments at the point
in time in which the surveys were conducted. Furthermore, the mechanism is also still undergoing
development, and it is likely that perceptions will continue to change as REDD+ processes further
evolve in the two countries.
Table 2 below breaks down the survey respondents by country, stakeholder sectors, nationality,
and number of surveys commenced and completed.
The survey was followed by a two-day national workshop in each country; in Nepal forty-three
multi-stakeholders were present, in PNG thirty-three. Emphasis was again placed on ensuring a
diverse representation of interests, targeting those groups least represented in the survey (e.g., women,
minority groups). This led to a mixed group of participants in both workshops: some were recruited
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from the online survey, while others were identiﬁed over the course of the research. During the course
of a two day workshop. Participants were provided with further information on the indicators and
survey on the basis of the results in their respective countries. This provided them with more detailed
knowledge to assist in the ranking of the indicators. At the conclusion of the workshop, participants
were asked to rank all indicators on a 1–10 scale on the basis of their importance in their respective
countries (1 being the least important and 10 being the most important). In the case of the workshops
it should be noted that the prioritisation exercise happened after interaction with the researchers, and
after the online survey (December 2011 in Nepal, and May 2015 in PNG). While the survey may have
inﬂuenced some (but not all) of the workshop participants, the objective was to identify national-level
priorities amongst the workshop participants in countries. Unlike the survey, the prioritisation exercise
reﬂected future aspirations (i.e., what workshop participants thought was signiﬁcant for REDD+
moving forward). In both countries, the total number of participants in the workshops was over
30 and the respondents were completely different from each other in each workshop. On that basis
and in order to determine whether the mean perceptions of Nepalese and PNG stakeholders for the
11 indicators were signiﬁcantly different statistically, the independent t-test (or student-t test) was
applied [54] (p. 158). Given the variations in the size of each sample, the limitations of such a test
should be recognised, but it should also be acknowledged that the overall sample size is large enough
to warrant such an approach [55].
Table 2. Summary of REDD+ survey participants in Nepal and PNG.
Participants

Nepal 2011

Initial cohort

Stakeholder sectors

300
Aid programme

PNG 2015
7

Community forest
users

11

Dalit

2

Finance
Forest-based industry
Government

3
3
23

Indigenous peoples’
organisation

3

Madhesi
NGO
Womens’ organisation
Other
National citizen
International
Attempted surveys
Completed surveys

3
49
1
26

121
6
131
66

380
Aid programme
Community Based Organisation
(CBO)

7
2

Community forest users

1

Cooperative Societies

2

Faith Based Organisation (FBO)
Finance
Forest-based industry
Government
Incorporated Land Group (ILG)

1
0
3
24
1

International NGO
Landowner group
Local NGO

7
0
11

Womens’ organisation
Other

1
14

59
15
74
45

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Online Survey
The results of the online survey are reproduced in Table 3 below.
The overall survey scores for REDD+ governance in both countries were relatively similar (34.85
out of 55 in Nepal cf. 32.73 in PNG) (see Table 3 above). These equate to what the researchers refer to
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as a ‘legitimacy rating’ of 63% and 60%, respectively (with rounding up)—satisfactory performances,
but not overwhelming. Secondly, the highest and lowest performing indicators at the national level
were inclusiveness (3.83 out of 5 for Nepal cf. 3.49 for PNG), and resources (2.3 and 2.42). In the case of
resources, the ratings provided by respondents were below the threshold ‘pass’ of 2.5 out of 5. In both
Nepal and PNG, accountability and transparency were the second and fourth lowest indicators in both
countries (in Nepal 3.01 and 3.08 respectively, while democracy was the third lowest indicator at 3.02;
in PNG 2.71 and 2.78, with dispute settlement as the third lowest indicator at 2.64).
Table 3. Nepalese (2011) and PNG (2015) respondents’ online survey rating of REDD+.
Indicator

Thickness

Nepal (66)

PNG (45)

Signiﬁcance

Accountability
Transparency
Inclusiveness
Resources
Equality
Democracy
Agreement
Dispute settlement
Behavioural change
Problem solving
Durability
Total (out of 55)

Thin
Thin
Thickish
Thickish
Thick
Thickish
Thickish
Thick
Thick
Thick
Thick

3.01
3.08
3.83
2.3
3.15
3.02
3.31
3.17
3.62
3.23
3.13
34.85

2.71
2.78
3.49
2.42
2.84
3.04
2.84
2.64
3.36
3.27
3.33
32.73

t = 1.56, p = 0.12
t = 1.40, p = 0.16
t = 1.61, p = 0.11
t = −0.44, p = 0.66
t = 1.55, p = 0.22
t = −0.07, p = 0.95
t = 2.20, p = 0.03
t = 2.54, p = 0.01
t = 1.14, p = 0.26
t = −0.24, p = 0.81
t = −0.97, p = 0.34
N/A

Despite the differences in sample size, the similarity of the results in both countries led the
researchers to conclude that they could be interrogated by means of an independent t-test to determine
if there were any statistically signiﬁcant differences between the two sets of results at the indicator level.
The analysis of the online surveys revealed that the perceptions of Nepalese and PNG stakeholders for
nine of the 11 indicators were not signiﬁcantly different statistically (i.e., that they rated them equally,
at least statistically). In the case of the two statistically signiﬁcant indicators (p-value ≤ 0.05), the mean
value of perceptions for respondents from PNG was lower for agreement (2.84 in PNG and 3.31 in
Nepal) and dispute settlement (2.64 in PNG and 3.17 in PNG) than for those from Nepal.
It should be noted here that adding or subtracting ordinal values is not common when using
Likert scales to determine respondent perceptions. However, it is not uncommon in political science
for indicator-based assessments to convert verbal values (low, medium, high) to numerical scores,
although ordinal scales are usually applied to measure the extent of variability rather than quantiﬁable
levels of difference [56] (p. 373; footnote 7). Certiﬁcation bodies routinely apply numerical values
to verbal assessments. For example, in the case of Forest Stewardship Council-accredited certiﬁer,
Smartwood, compliance is evaluated at the criterion level using a ﬁve-point score (extremely weak,
weak, satisfactory, favourable, outstanding), based on the averaging of related indicators, which in turn
are assessed using a high-to-low scale [57] (p. 33). The point being made here is that the quantiﬁcation
of indicators is not a precise science, and a range of methods for aggregating verbal assessments and
determining pass/fail thresholds are used in the ﬁeld of SFM [58].
3.2. Prioritisation Execrcise
The results of the prioritisation exercise are presented in Figure 2 below.
The four most signiﬁcant governance values at the indicator level for both countries were
inclusiveness, resources, accountability, and transparency, but in different orders of priority.
In Nepal, stakeholders ranked them in the order of transparency (8.6 out of 10), inclusiveness (8.4),
accountability (7.8), and resources (7) (TIAR), and in PNG, inclusiveness (7.4), accountability (7.3),
resources (7.2) and transparency (7.1) (IART). The lowest prioritised indicators were also the same for
both countries—agreement, dispute settlement, and problem solving, but again in different orders;
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in Nepal, problem solving (3), dispute settlement (3.3), and agreement (3.6), while in PNG they were
dispute settlement (3.3), problem solving (4.6), and agreement (5).

ȱ
Figure 2. Prioritisation at the indicator level of 11 different governance values in Nepal and PNG.

The analysis of ranking by Nepalese and PNG stakeholders reveals that for eight of the
11 indicators there was no signiﬁcant difference statistically. In the case of the three statistically
signiﬁcant indicators (at a 95% conﬁdence level), the mean value of rankings for respondents from
PNG was higher for agreement (5 in PNG and 3.6 in Nepal) and problem solving (4.6 in PNG and 3 in
Nepal) than for those from Nepal, but the mean value of ranking for respondents from PNG for
transparency was lower than that of Nepal (7.1 in PNG and 8.6 in Nepal).
4. Discussion and Comments
The results of the two governance surveys reveal more than just which indicators were the
best and worst performers. While it is commendable that both countries’ participating stakeholders
thought REDD+ was inclusive, the low score for resources is a cause for some concern, as organisations
lacking the capacity (technical, ﬁnancial, institutional) to represent their interests cannot participate
meaningfully in making and implementing decisions. A review of the comments of the survey
participants reveals why resources may have been rated so low. In the Nepal survey one respondent
(‘other’ who identiﬁed as a PhD student) commented that: “The resources available for the participation
of different interest groups is currently limited to certain elite groups who are misleading the
representation of that particular group”. Another respondent (also ‘other’, with experience in a
donor agency) observed that resources tended to stay within the REDD+ working group, while
“outside access is rare”. An ‘NGO’ respondent made the case that “resources should be transparent
and shared among the stakeholders”. In PNG, one local NGO was of the view that it was “absolutely
important that communities in our areas are assisted to be proactive”, while another international
NGO (INGO) indicated that they had been able to “meet local communities, local landowner group
representatives and district as well as provincial authorities” in pursuit of their own REDD+ activities,
but stressed that: “more resources should be out into building their capacity on what roles they play
in reducing emissions, in whatever development activities taking place in their areas”. A further
INGO noted that while the PNG authorities had been “doing a lot in the REDD domain”, “more of
what they have done” needed to be “in the public domain”. Seeing a relationship between resources
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and transparency, another government respondent also agreed, that “prior information on REDD+
resource provision [would] be appreciated”. One community forest user saw a “need to consult more
land owners and take their options” regarding resources, while a third INGO was concerned that
“information provided” was not compatible “to the Resource owners’ understanding” of REDD+.
Comments relating to inclusiveness were also revealing. In both countries, respondents were keen
to ensure that in addition to government, donors, and implementing agencies, that local communities
were included in REDD+ project activities. In Nepal, emphasis was given to Dalit, Indigenous people,
and—in the words of one student, who had previously worked with an international NGO—“different
interest groups based on gender, caste, class, ethnicity and geographic origin”. In PNG, it was not
surprising to see several respondents stress the importance of including local landowner groups, given
their signiﬁcance in relation to forest management. In the words of one government respondent it was
important because:
The people own the land, where REDD+ Projects would most likely be implemented (not
government). Therefore we have to put more focus on the landowners and how the practical
beneﬁts (not in monetary terms) will help the local people on the ground.
Respondents also made linkages between inclusiveness and transparency. In PNG, one
community based organisation representative who lived in a village within a REDD+ project area
was of the view that “we should be updated on the progress of this project”. Another national
respondent who identiﬁed as being with a “global NGO/CSO” made the point that “implementing
agencies need more transparency, and to involve all stakeholders within the scope of REDD+”. As one
‘research-based’ NGO from Nepal explained, inclusiveness could only happen:
By engaging the diverse stakeholders in REDD decision forums; existing forums are dominated
by government ofﬁcials and very few, elite, members from indigenous communities and
community networks.
Respondents made a range of pertinent observations regarding accountability. In Nepal, one
respondent who identiﬁed as ‘NGO’ felt that “the powerful can inﬂuence and the powerless may lose”.
They saw a connection between accountability and implementation, and wanted to see measures
that would lead to “accountable service providers”. In PNG, one ‘government’ respondent believed
that there were “no transparency or governance mechanisms in place to account for such projects”.
They thought that “until such measures” were in place that it could not be said that REDD+ projects
were “acting in the accountable manner”. Another PNG national who identiﬁed as ‘INGO’ pointed to
“the irresponsible nature of the process as it is happening in PNG”, putting this down to “the regulatory
system, complex landowners issues, and the inability of those responsible to be held accountable”.
This meant that the “REDD+ process is bound to be entangled in all this”. This led one Women’s
organisation respondent to conclude that: “some systems need to be put in place in order to clearly see
that it is accountable”.
Problem solving and agreement were rated comparatively lower in PNG than Nepal. In relation
problem solving, one PNG academic/government respondent was of the view that “OCCD [Ofﬁce
of Climate Change Development; now the Climate Change Development Authority] lacks technical
leadership”. Another local NGO thought that: “we need political will and commitment from the
government of the day to address governance issues and corruption in the country’s forestry sector”.
Concerning agreement, one INGO respondent noted that landowners were not really involved,
observing that: “most time it is only the policy makers, and the very owners of the forest are not
included.” The academic/government respondent commented further that:
The Agreements in REDD+ are not that effective because nationals with technical expertise are not
often involved while most technical expertise [is] from outside (overseas) to cover up for those at
OCCD. There should be a core team of technical expertise including foreigners to be involved in any
agreements related to REDD+ in the country.
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Both agreement and dispute settlement were perceived not to be such signiﬁcant issues in
Nepal as in PNG. This may be because REDD+ in Nepal has focused exclusively on the country’s
well-established community forestry programme, which has its own policies, rules, and legislation [59],
even if social and environmental tensions exist with REDD+ [60]. In PNG, REDD+ is occurring in a
larger and more complex forest governance environment as discussed above. Notably, there are likely
to be interactions between the reaching of agreements and resolution of conﬂicts (or failure to do so).
As the local NGO respondent who previously commented on agreement noted, “it is often difﬁcult
to resolve conﬂicts over natural resources in PNG”. Another INGO respondent explained that it was
hard for local stakeholders to meet with those responsible for managing REDD+, as they were based
in the urban centres, which meant that:
People don’t have access to them in discussions to address any issues related to REDD+. It would
be better to have ofﬁces dealing with these kinds of things placed in the Districts or Provinces so
people have access to them, and discuss and settle issues. Sometimes people just discuss amongst
themselves knowing that issues will never get resolved because no one is listening and taking their
concerns in, so they are just wasting their time.
Clearly given the low score for resources, it is not especially surprising that in both workshops,
it was a priority for stakeholders. In the case of inclusiveness, it is possible that despite the high score in
the survey, stakeholders were concerned to make REDD+ more inclusive, or to make sure it remained
so. In the case of transparency, and in the light of comments from the survey respondents, workshop
participants may also have made a link between resources and their allocation in an open and visible
manner. In this case, transparency was perceived as a bigger issue in Nepal than that of PNG. This may
be on account of the fact that at the time of the ranking exercise, Nepal was fully engaged in a series of
REDD+ pilot projects, and research participants may have been concerned about fund details, and the
allocation of project resources to the different levels of government (national, sub-national, and local).
5. Conclusions
In view of the complex relations between the different governance values discussed above,
the researchers observe that the legitimacy of governance systems employing only thin values may be
limited. The variations between the two cases are also noteworthy, such as the different perceptions of
governance quality regarding dispute settlement. The relationship between different governance values
is also interesting—for example, the linkages identiﬁed by respondents between accountability and
implementation. An analysis measuring only transparency and accountability for example would have
awarded REDD+ a ‘pass’, remarking only on the mild difference between the two countries. However,
in drilling down to a more granular level, and by including a broader suite of governance values,
it is possible to identify areas of shared satisfaction and dissatisfaction. In this regard, the researchers
especially note the scores for inclusiveness and resources, as these national level results accord with a
range of global surveys of REDD+ governance they have undertaken over the past ﬁve years [26,61–65].
It might be easy to dismiss the low score for resources as being a reﬂection that there is never
enough money, or capacity building, to satisfy stakeholders’ needs. However, the comments made
by respondents, and the linkages they made to issues around accountability and transparency of
resource allocation, lead to a further conclusion that this may be a systemic problem throughout the
REDD+ programme. This may be further reﬂected by the prioritisation of inclusiveness, resources,
accountability, and transparency amongst research participants at the national level in Nepal and
PNG. This might demonstrate that these governance values are important to REDD+ stakeholders
in developing countries regardless of their location and socio-political circumstances. In measuring
the impacts and effectiveness of REDD+ policies, an emphasis on broader governance values may be
merited. This leads to the conclusion that a ‘safeguards’ based approach, which stresses only a limited
set of values, may not be sufﬁcient to carry the whole burden of responsibility for ensuring the ‘good’
governance of REDD+ at the national level.
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Abstract: Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) offers developing
countries an opportunity to engage in global climate change mitigation through the sale of carbon
credits for reforestation, avoided deforestation and forest conservation projects. Funding for REDD+
projects has increased in recent years and REDD+ projects have proliferated, but relatively few
studies have, as yet, examined their implementation. Here, we present a synthesis of the challenges
and lessons learned while implementing a REDD+ project in an Emberá community in Panama.
Our case study, documented in four cycles of collaborative action research over 11 years, examines
how local communities sought to reduce emissions from deforestation and beneﬁt from carbon offset
trading while improving local livelihoods. Through semi-structured interviews and participatory
methods, we found that success with REDD+ hinges on broader issues than those widely discussed
in the literature and in policy circles. Though economic incentives for participants and the equitable
distribution of beneﬁts remain important to project participants, our study ﬁnds that, in adapting
REDD+ strategies to best suit community needs, the role of a support system for implementation
(“bridging institutions”) and REDD+’s potential as a conﬂict resolution mechanism for tenure issues
deserve more attention as key factors that contribute to meaningful participation in REDD+.
Keywords: REDD+; community REDD+; carbon-offset projects; land tenure; deforestation; climate
change mitigation

1. Introduction
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) is now an accepted
climate change mechanism under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC). It allows developing countries to contribute to mitigation by undertaking one or more
of ﬁve activities: reducing emissions from deforestation, reducing emissions from degradation,
conserving carbon stocks, managing forest sustainably and enhancing forest carbon stocks [1].
REDD+ is mobilizing signiﬁcant ﬁnancial resources from the international community as well as
the private sector [2]. To date, funding from public sources dominates contributions, including
bilateral agreements (i.e., the Norway–Indonesia REDD+, US$1 billion), and multilateral funds such
as the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF, US$385 million) [3] and the United Nations REDD
Programme (UN-REDD, US$227.28 million) [4]. Much of such funding is aimed at REDD+ readiness,
assisting countries in preparing to develop and implement carbon mitigation measures. In contrast,
funding for early pilot initiatives comes mostly from the private sector through voluntary carbon
Forests 2017, 8, 67
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funds [5,6]. Investment in REDD+ greatly exceeds historical spending in conservation. The total budget
for protected areas in developing countries during the 1990s was estimated at US$ 0.70 billion [7],
a fraction of REDD+ investment. Such high levels of investment have raised hopes for enhanced forest
conservation in parallel with effective carbon management [8].
REDD+ provides an opportunity for developing countries to engage in a process of change
regarding forest resources, to address the causes of deforestation [6] and to create incentives for
farmers and communities that inﬂuence local land use [9]. Many countries are currently hosting
REDD+ pilot projects and their numbers are growing rapidly. In 2013, 300 REDD+ pilot projects
were reported around the world [10], most of which were in the development phase and for which
experience with implementation was relatively limited [11]. In 2012, we found information on only
20 REDD+ projects under implementation in Latin America [12], while Panﬁl and Harvey [13] in 2013
analysed 80 Project Design Documents for REDD+ projects worldwide under the Climate Community
Biodiversity Alliance (CCBA) standards, only 15 of which ﬁled an Interim progress report. The CCBA
data however currently report 142 veriﬁed projects for Latin America [14].
REDD+ faces both opportunities and challenges that are contingent on local contexts and
actors [12,15,16]. CIFOR’s Global Comparative Study on REDD+ [17] recently yielded a number
of important analyses of early REDD+ implementation in Brazil, Cameroon, Tanzania, Indonesia
and Vietnam [18,19], recognizing that challenges were rooted deep in history and likely to require
landscape-wide reforms. Their conclusion was echoed by Corbera et al. [20], who analysed tenure
rights in Brazil, Mexico and Costa Rica, highlighting different ‘bundles of rights’ amongst countries.
The authors stressed the importance of effective, equitable and legitimate policies and measures
addressing not only tenure insecurity but also the ability of communities to exercise their rights to
manage the forests. In fact, Chhatre et al. [21] identiﬁed tenure security and effective participation as the
principal safeguards for REDD+ implementation. In Latin America, community forest management
is particularly advanced, emerging as a solution from grassroots pressures to retain control over
forests [22]. If REDD+ is implemented centrally, however, some authors fear a reversal of the
“democratization” of forest governance that evolved over the last 20 years [23]. Although nested
approaches to REDD+ implementation offer, in theory, the possibility for jurisdictional- or project-level
REDD+ initiatives to inform national policy, a review of multilevel governance in Brazil, Peru,
Indonesia, Tanzania, Cameroon and Vietnam suggest that positive feedback between levels is the
exception rather than the norm [18].
The literature on early REDD+ implementation suggests that strategies for implementation of
community-based REDD+ projects tend to be similar around the globe as rural and indigenous
communities try to address common challenges they face [24,25]. For example, the majority (91%) of
the projects reviewed in the literature address small-scale drivers of land-use change mostly related to
agriculture and cropping systems [24,25]. Most of the projects (80%) include afforestation/reforestation
strategies with both timber and agroforestry. As noted by Lawlor [24], the incentives most commonly
used in projects are payments for ecosystem services (39%) and integrated conservation and
development (29%). Securing land tenure is also an important motivation for community participation;
Sills et al. [25] found that most projects support communities in their claims to secure tenure. The need
to obtain land tenure also holds true for a project with 14 communities in Colombia [26]. Several projects
have focused on land invasions and supporting communities in enforcing their land demarcations [27].
The present study contributes to this growing literature by providing empirical insights from
a long-term REDD+ participatory action research initiative in an indigenous Emberá community in
eastern Panama. The initiative, which spanned 11 years (2002–2013), was originally conceived in
the context of the voluntary carbon market that developed in parallel with the Clean Development
Mechanism. The initiative evolved to include avoided deforestation, livelihood enhancement and
conﬂict resolution as part of a voluntary REDD+ pilot project. We present here the lessons learned from
the project, identifying successes and barriers, and providing recommendations for future REDD+
implementation, while adopting a people-centred approach. We position the villagers’ reality as
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a starting point and examine the options offered by REDD+ for capability, equity and sustainability as
necessary conditions to enhance livelihoods.
2. Methods
2.1. Introducing the Case Study
The long-term participatory action research initiative reported here took place in an indigenous
Emberá community of eastern Panama. The region receives an annual average of 2500 mm of rainfall,
with a marked dry season between December and April; the mean annual temperature is 26 ◦ C [28]
and the primary vegetation is tropical moist forest (Holdridge Life Zones system). Migration and
settlement patterns of the Emberá population in eastern Panama’s Bayano region are well-described
in the literature [29,30]. The Emberá people ﬁrst settled in the area during the 1950s when they
migrated from the Darien, Panama’s easternmost province. In the mid-1970s, a hydroelectric dam was
constructed in the Bayano River, creating Lake Bayano and displacing some 400 Emberá, 1500 Guna
and 2500 colonist farmers [30]. The Majecito Agreement signed between President Omar Torrijos
and the Emberá community in 1975 entitled the Emberá to new land without granting full legal land
rights. Forty years after the resettlement, in 2015, the Panamanian government ofﬁcially recognized the
territory as a Collective Land under Law 72 following ruling of the Inter-American Court of Human
Rights in favor of the Indigenous groups of the Bayano watershed [31].
The community is governed by a political body, the dirigencia, led by a community chief
(noko) chosen by a community assembly. The community is also home to a community-based
non-governmental organization (NGO) established in 1998. Its mission is to promote conservation
and sustainable development as well as to preserve the culture and traditions of the Emberá people.
In 2004, when interest in a carbon project ﬁrst emerged, the community consisted of 550 people with
most of the 71 families residing in a nucleated settlement [32]. The community’s territory encompasses
3145 ha, with the land divided into plots ranging in size from 1 ha to 100 ha. Plots are allocated by the
chief to individual households and decisions on land-use management are made at the household level.
Community regulations prohibit households from selling their plots. Land cover in 2004 included forest
(46%), pasture (18%), tall fallow fields (19%), short fallow fields (8%) and cropland (9%) [33]. Households
rely, for their livelihoods, on subsistence cultivation, cattle ranching, day labour and handicraft production.
Timber, beef and manioc (Manihot esculenta Crantz) are the principal market goods.
The community initiated a long-term collaboration with the Neotropical Ecology Laboratory
of McGill University in 1996. Since the onset, an action research approach was employed, in which
research is conducted jointly between researchers and local participants to empower villagers in
identifying issues that affect their lives and promote social change [34]. Action research is undertaken
in cycles initiated by implementing an action and reﬂecting upon the experience to develop a new
research cycle, enabling both participants and researchers to “learn by doing” [34]. Lessons from
the earlier phase allow the formulation of new research questions and actions for the next cycle, in
a progressive learning path [35,36]. Multiple methods are used in action research, and the participatory
nature and full involvement of local participants are of central importance.
The ﬁrst studies in the community, in the late 1990s, examined the conservation status of traditional
plant resources [37,38]. Research showed that about a third of the studied species were considered by
villagers to be threatened or potentially threatened [38]. These results stimulated community interest
in exploring land-use alternatives that would allow for forest restoration and conservation, particularly
reforestation. A former community chief mentioned that: “Through this study, we realized that if we
continued cutting trees we were going to end up with no forest; we needed to do something about it.” (Former
community chief in the 1990s, interview conducted in 2009).
In 2002, the community began exploring the feasibility of implementing a reforestation/afforestation
initiative for carbon storage, species conservation and enhancing local livelihoods [33]. Earlier studies
suggested that carbon stocks in the community were likely to decline by more than 50% between 2004
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and 2024 (from 301,859 t C to 155,730 t C) due to a projected increase in pasture area and an expected
reduction in fallow cycle duration on established croplands [33]. This led the community to engage,
in 2008, in a voluntary carbon-offset project with a Panama-based research institute (hereafter the
client) that engaged to purchase a total of 6900 t CO2 e over 25 years. The contract aimed at enhancing
forest carbon stocks through reforestation (3600 t CO2 e equivalent to 10 ha) and avoiding deforestation
(3300 t CO2 e equivalent to 24 ha in three years, 8 ha per year). The client committed to providing the
seedlings for the ﬁrst planting season (2008) and to assisting the community-based NGO in establishing
a local nursery for future plantations. In this paper, we describe the research cycles that unfolded
during this carbon-offset project implementation and draw the lessons learned from the community’s
experience with REDD+.
The overarching research question that guided the participatory action research between 2009
and 2013 was “How can forest carbon offset initiatives beneﬁt local communities, reconciling emission
reduction and local livelihoods?” To answer this question, the project engaged in three cycles of
research action. The ﬁrst research cycle documented here addresses climate change mitigation,
focusing on the carbon contract’s participatory design, including the internal process undertaken
by community leaders to engage local villagers, ﬁnd a carbon buyer and negotiate the carbon price.
The speciﬁc question asked during this research cycle was “From participants’ viewpoints, what are
the best combinations of land-use alternatives to increase carbon stocks and what is an appropriate
beneﬁt-sharing design?” The second research cycle focused on early implementation of the carbon
contract, asking “What barriers were faced during implementation on the ground?”; “How were
they overcome?”; and “What is the participants’ perception of the project?” The third research
cycle broadened the scope of analysis, aiming to understand interactions with other stakeholders,
in particular colonos (non-indigenous farmers of Latino origin) living adjacent to Emberá land.
This research cycle explored possible ways forward.
2.2. Participatory Design and Implementation of a Carbon Project
In 2004, villagers developed a participatory map of current land uses on their territory that served
as a basis to determine a carbon baseline [33]. Members of the community then began discussing
what future high-carbon landscapes could look like. They crystallized their desire to implement
a carbon project by developing a Project Design Document (PDD) for submission to ANAM, Panama’s
National Authority for the Environment, which was acting then as the clearing-house for carbon
projects in Panama. Interviews conducted in 2005 with 60 of the 70 community landowners helped
them determine (1) how much land could be allocated to a carbon project; and (2) which new land
uses would be preferred [33].
Between 2009 and 2013, 108 semi-structured interviews were conducted with community leaders,
project participants and other stakeholders (Table 1). Interviews were designed to answer questions
from each research cycle and to shed light on diverse aspects of project design and implementation.
Interviews were conducted with the help of McGill’s Panama Field Study Semester (PFSS) students
and community research assistants; the latter ensured full comprehension of questions and answers
and translated between Spanish and Emberá as needed. The semi-structured interviews were
coded qualitatively and key concepts were identiﬁed and categorized into interview themes [39].
Multiple coding was used to cross-check the data and interpretation by different members of the
research team [40]. For example, data gathered and analyzed by students were always validated in
supervisory meetings with I.H. and C.P. Further, member checking—a qualitative validation method
for verifying research ﬁndings with participants [41]—was used to validate and modify preliminary
interpretations as needed. Participant observation, using ﬁeld notes, was used throughout the research
cycles to record community meetings [42,43]. The study followed McGill University’s Policy on the
Ethical Conduct of Research Involving Human Subjects, the Neotropical Environment Option Protocol
for conducting research with Indigenous Peoples in Panama as well as the agreement and rules set
forth in Resolution 2 of 16 March 2008 by the Congreso Local de la Comunidad. For more details about
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interviews, including type of interviewees and interview guides and initial coding and analysis of
interviews, see [44–47].
Table 1. Total number of interviews conducted throughout the research cycles (2008–2012).
Interviewee

2008

2009

Former community chiefs
Local NGO * representative
National NGO representative
Representative of the client
ANAM ** representatives
Project participants
Participants in avoided deforestation ***
Participants in reforestation ***
Interested potential participants
Total

1
1

1
1
1
1
1

1

3

3

8

2010

2011

2012

1

2

2

3
7

8

11

10

20
54
76

Total
2
7
1
2
1
6
35
54
108

* Non-Government Organization (NGO); ** National Authority for the Environment (ANAM); *** Some participants
were interviewed in multiple years; total participants in avoided deforestation 3 and in reforestation 22.

2.3. Land Invasion and REDD+ Implementation
One year into implementation, in 2009, participants reported that the land set aside for REDD+ was
invaded by colonos. To document what was happening and determine the rate of deforestation in this
area due to colono invasion, the area dedicated to REDD+ was visited on three separate occasions—4–14
February and 28 March 2009 (see details in [47]). During each visit, GPS coordinates were systematically
taken at points of interest and at minimum intervals of every 200 m (using both Garmin GPS III Plus™
and Legend HCx to improve the precision of locations). At each point, the land use type was noted and
points of interests, including houses and working huts, were recorded. The land uses noted followed
those used in the 2004 map that served to develop the carbon baseline [33]: pasture, short fallow
(1–4 year), tall fallow (>5 year), primary forest, secondary forest and new deforestation. The latter
category included freshly cut trees, burned ﬁelds and sites in which the understory was entirely
cut. As necessary, 360-degree pictures were taken to give a sense of surroundings. Sketches relying
on estimating relative distances walked and orientation with a compass were drawn in the ﬁeld to
help subsequent mapping. GPS coordinates and ﬁeld notes were imported into ArcGIS. A satellite
image from Google Earth was then overlaid in ArcGIS using landmarks, such as rivers, mountain
ridges and roads. After developing the map, notes for each GPS point were reviewed along with
its corresponding photographs to delineate the current land-use areas on the map. Polygons were
created to represent the distribution of each land use in the area. The exact extent of the polygons
relied heavily on photographs and ﬁeld sketches. Pictures from different ﬁeld days from the same area
were also compared to verify accuracy; however, distances were often estimated in the ﬁeld or from
photographs. ArcGIS was used to determine polygon areas using geographic coordinates [47].
3. Results
3.1. Research Cycle 1: Participatory Design of a Forest-Carbon Project: What Are the Best Combinations of
Land-Use Alternatives to Increase Carbon Stocks and What Is an Appropriate Beneﬁt-Sharing Design?
As the community began to discuss a carbon-offset initiative, there was much interest expressed
by local leadership and households. Coffee plantation under forest trees, silvopastoral systems and
living fences were identiﬁed as attractive novel land uses to increase carbon stocks. Only eight of
the 60 land owners initially interviewed in 2005 were not interested in investing part of their land in
a carbon project. The vast majority of landowners proposed to convert half of their lands into tree
plantations, due to the high market value of timber, while the other half showed interest in fruit tree
plantations for their market and subsistence value. In addition, some villagers showed interest in
silvipastoral practices (the combination of livestock and trees in the same land); others were interested
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in putting living fences around their land. The 2005 Project Design Document indicated that 52 owners
would participate, dedicating 180 ha of pasture, 66 ha of low fallow, 268 ha of tall fallow and 65 ha of
mechanized rice for a total of 579 ha of land. The novel land uses would consist of 290 ha of native
timber plantations, 155 ha of agroforestry, 140 ha of silvopastoral and ~7500 m of living fences.
Despite initial enthusiasm, it took four years for community members to initiate the carbon
project. In 2006, a working group established by the cacique (regional chief) assessed options to go
forward with the project and decided to begin the project as a pilot initiative. Recruiting community
members to participate in the carbon project took considerable time. The project started in 2008
with seven participants. After three years of implementation, there were 22 participating households.
During a community meeting undertaken in 2012, four years after project implementation, 54 people
expressed an interest in engaging in a second carbon-offset project, suggesting that they were less
reticent to participate after seeing results of others that engaged ﬁrst. Still, the 22 participating
households were more cautious when it came to project establishment then they had been in the PDD
development. Their initial pledge in 2005 during the PDD development was on average 30% of their
total land. In reality, participants allocated an aggregate of 19 ha to the carbon project, representing
1.3% of their total land. Allocation to novel land uses was consistent with their initial intentions but at a
much-reduced scale, and participants’ interest shifted over time from timber to agroforestry (Figure 1).

ȱ
Figure 1. Initial projection and actual land (in hectares) allocated by participants to the carbon-offset
project in 2004 and in 2012.

Interviews with both local leaders and participants revealed tensions within the community
regarding the notion and design of a beneﬁt-sharing mechanism, suggesting that this tension might
have been holding back participation. There was friction particularly over whether the revenues
should be for community development or for participating households. The former cacique mentioned
that, in her view, a carbon project should aim towards the collective development of the community,
an opinion shared by the President of the community-based NGO. The local authority wanted to
establish a community development fund for improving local infrastructure and access to services
such as education and health.
Families who wanted to participate sought to receive the entire portion of the carbon funds; while
our vision (as leaders) was that part of the money should be for a collective fund to beneﬁt the
entire community—for us, this is development—and another portion to families so they could
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buy their personal stuff. This internal difference blocked the idea of a carbon project until 2007.
(Former community chief between 2002 and 2004, interview conducted in 2008)
This view, however, was not shared among interested community members and
potential participants.
I am the one that works all day under the sun weeding my plot, so why should the carbon project
renovate and buy seats for the communal meeting house? I prefer that this money is in my pocket.
(Project participant (male), reforestation with agroforestry, interview conducted in 2012)
In the end, 80% of payments were to be made directly to participants and 20% pooled into
a community development fund managed by the community-based organization [45]. Per the contract,
direct payments would be made bi-annually to participants if they complied with their contract obligation.
These commitments included ensuring the preservation of standing forest (avoiding deforestation) and,
for the reforestation component of the carbon project, weeding and replacing dead trees.
Results of semi-structured interviews, carried out in 2012, revealed different views as to how
ﬁnancial incentives for participation in a carbon project should be calculated [46]. Some landowners
thought the project should compensate participants for the potential gains they would have made in
the various land uses that they instead chose to allocate to the project; to this end, villagers estimated
land use opportunity costs. Others were comfortable with evidence-based payments, i.e., payments
based on carbon sequestered. Finally, some felt that the project should ensure participants’ costs
of living, providing them with desired social beneﬁts in exchange for their role in maintaining an
important ecosystem service. The proponents of this “quality of life approach” estimated that a family
income of US$700 per ha per year per family was needed to ensure access to education and community
development. Ultimately, the carbon contract used both reforestation and avoided deforestation.
The contract allocated US$4500/ha (US$10.22/t CO2 e) for reforestation, with funds to be disbursed
over the ﬁrst eight years. For avoiding deforestation, the client agreed to pay US$100/ha per year
based on estimated net returns for cattle ranching over a 25-year period [48].
Interviews held in 2012 with 54 potential new participants revealed that receiving monetary
compensation was the main attraction for participating in REDD+ (72% of interviewees) [46].
Thirteen percent of interviewees stated a better quality of life as a reason for participating in a
future REDD+ project. Facilitating access to education was the second most common reason (61% of
interviewees), with 42.6% of interviewees specifying that they wanted money to send their children
to school. Community development was cited by 39% of interviewees. Of these, 57% mentioned
improving community infrastructure, while 28.5% speciﬁed community development through
capacity-building. Further, 26% of interviewees listed improving the environment—in particular, forest
preservation and climate change mitigation—as their reason for wanting to participate. Insufﬁcient
monetary incentive was a concern for 24% of interviewees. Price volatility and the general increase in
cost of living were emphasized, leading interviewees to stress the need for monetary incentives being
ﬂexible over time and adjustable according to the rising cost of living [46].
3.2. Research Cycle 2: Early Implementation of the Forest-Carbon Contract: What Barriers Were Faced during
Implementation on the Ground? How Were These Overcome? What Is the Participants’ Perception of the
Project Strategy?
The initial carbon-offset contract included reforestation of existing pasture and short fallow areas.
Although reforestation was initially planned with native timber species only (on 10 ha), in 2009, project
participants explained that they did not have enough land to devote exclusively to timber and asked
to include agroforestry systems that combine fruit and native timber trees as a reforestation option.
Project participants argued that exclusive allocation of land to timber could compromise household
food security and livelihoods, and they were concerned about the long maturation time and lag for
receiving beneﬁts from timber. An interviewee noted that:
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“It is important to have options so reforestation could ensure that I could continue using my
land to grow cassava, plantains and the products I need to feed my family”. (Project participant,
reforestation with agroforestry, interview conducted in 2009)
The client agreed to adjust the reforestation strategy, and agroforestry became a reforestation
option in 2009. This change was accepted because the client’s interest lay in the total amount of carbon
sequestered, regardless of the manner by which it was achieved. The client’s representative mentioned
that: “This is not different from buying pineapples; you buy a number of them and want to have them in
hand when you pay”. Agroforestry systems were chosen as the reforestation strategy by 55% of project
participants (12 households), and only one new project participant chose to reforest exclusively with
timber species [45].
Interviews conducted with project participants in 2012 reveal concern regarding the disbursement
mechanism of the project. Participants and community leaders alike expressed reservations, speciﬁcally
regarding the Communal Fund. The idea behind the Communal Fund was to support community
development initiatives so project beneﬁts could be broadly shared. However, there was a lack of
agreement on the fund’s objectives as most project participants (62.5%) did not agree that they should
“donate” money for community development from the money they generate through individual efforts
on the carbon project. Project participants and community leaders so far have been unable to agree on
how the money should be disbursed. Consequently, the Communal Fund has accumulated as clarity
on how it should be spent is pending [46].
The interviews in 2012 highlight another concern about the disbursement mechanism, namely lack
of cash ﬂow. In all participating families, men—who are mostly in charge of agricultural work—receive
daily or monthly payment for daily labour (i.e., as agricultural worker-peons, loggers, teak plantation
workers, security guards, etc.). Seventy-ﬁve percent (15/20) of participants mentioned hiring
agricultural workers (peones) for weeding and planting on their reforestation plots [45]. These project
participants asked the client to pay them a bi-annual upfront payment rather than paying them after
plantations were cleaned, to allow them to hire labour. This, however, has not been accepted by the
client, who indicated that such a payment method would entail an investment risk (Field notes from
meeting, December 2010).
The initial interviews held in 2010 to inform project design revealed leadership and fund
management as an a priori concern for 24% of interviewees, who noted the lack of transparency
in fund management by existing leaders [44]. This concern emerged as a central theme in the
interviews carried out in 2012 after years of implementation [46]. Project participants (reforestation)
overwhelmingly (88%) felt that the project lacked the leadership needed to support, motivate and
galvanize the project. A key factor that might explain the lack of strong local leadership throughout
the project life is that, in 2008, a generational change of leaders occurred and the capacities of elder
leaders were not passed on to the new generation. For the new, young leaders of the community
who faced the demands of having young children and of building an economic future for their
families, time committed to project coordinating activities without compensation was costly and
sometimes counterproductive. The carbon-offset contract contemplated the need to support project
implementation and develop leadership capacity. A national NGO was invited by the client to
monitor the reforestation plots (veriﬁcation) and assist participants and the community-based NGO
in building project implementation capacity. The national NGO initially played a very positive
role in the community, bringing additional corporate social responsibility funds from a national
enterprise. In the end, the national NGO could not fulﬁl its role because of lack of funding to support
its continued engagement. Its lack of experience in supporting carbon sequestration projects in
indigenous communities might have also played a role, since the project was the ﬁrst of its kind in
Panama. “This is the ﬁrst experience we have [as organization] with projects related to carbon sequestration and
so far we are ﬁnding the implementation process slower than expected” (National NGO representative, interview
conducted in 2009).
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3.3. Research Cycle 3: Unresolved Foreseen Complications
Land tenure was a concern voiced by 16.7% of interviewees during the project design phase in
2008. Community members feared that colonos might invade areas dedicated to the carbon project,
threatening the success of REDD+. Furthermore, some mentioned that Panama’s Constitution indicates
that if land is not used, it is not considered as being owned. They were thus concerned that the
Panamanian Government could take back their land if they were to “stop using” it in order to conserve
the forest under REDD+. At the project onset, only three landowners chose to engage in the avoided
deforestation component of the project. These landowners held parcels far away from the village
and without direct access by road. As the project unfolded, it became evident that these parcels
had historically faced intense land conﬂicts between the community and local colonos, and that the
landowners saw in REDD+ an opportunity to resolve the situation. Since 1992, colono families that
lived on land near the community began clearing forest for agriculture on Emberá community land.
To enforce REDD+ on their land, the participants’ action plan included: (i) posting signs to delineate
the avoided deforestation parcels; (ii) training a community-based patrol to ensure compliance; and
(iii) establishing a reforestation border in the conﬂict area.
Within six months of action plan implementation, it became clear that the land conﬂict between
colonos and the community was deeper and more complex than originally feared. Despite sign postage,
colonists continued to invade community land. Site visits showed that 36 ha of community land had
been cleared by colonists between February and March 2009, including short fallow ﬁelds (31 ha),
tall fallow ﬁelds (4 ha) and primary forest (1 ha) [47]. Tensions increased as clearing continued and
threats of violence by colonists rose. Mapping revealed the presence of colono houses established for
over a decade both along the river and deep inside the Emberá territory. We also documented the
presence of pastures used either by colono farmers living outside of or colonos established within the
Emberá land [49].
Interviews with a representative from ANAM indicated that, in theory, colono farmers could be
forced to pay a ﬁne between $1000 and $1500, and cease any “environmentally detrimental” activities.
The ofﬁcial, however, noted that this would not be easy as the colono farmers have lived in the area for
some time, and it is therefore unclear whether the Emberá have legal title to their land [49]. To do this
investigation, they would need to review laws and legal documents to verify that the land is indeed
Emberá-owned. ANAM’s representative also noted that ANAM alone cannot solve this problem, as
other authorities—such as those responsible for ownership rights or the agricultural sector—also must
be involved in inherently complex cases of land invasions [49].
Community leaders decided to initiate political actions aimed at resolving the land conﬂict
through dialogue and state representation. Their complaints, however, were lost in the bureaucracy;
none of the formal notes sent were acknowledged nor could they be found in the government record
or archives. Interviews held in 2009 with representatives of two key agencies—ANAM and Política
Indigenista—suggest that the unresolved land tenure status of the community prevented the agencies
from enforcing any action on the ground to resolve the land conﬂict. Further, the agencies lacked clarity
in their mandate to address land and land-use conﬂicts where tenure status was unclear; interviewees
argued that their agencies had no legal mandate per se to resolve conﬂicts.
To support dialogue between local stakeholders with competing interests for the land and
the government and identify possible ways forward, researchers from the Neotropical Ecology
Laboratory invited local and national stakeholders to form a working group, The Advisory Council
on Conﬂict Resolution and REDD+ (hereafter The Council). Between May and December 2011,
The Council brought together 68 participants representing 34 organizations including representatives
from government agencies (14), indigenous peoples (5), colonists (5) and NGOs (4) to establish
a successful intercultural collaborative dialogue on the contentious issue of territorial conﬂicts among
different sectors [50].
The Council developed a series of recommendations shedding light on the considerable confusion
about the roles and responsibilities of government agencies in land tenure and invasion law
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enforcement (Table 2) [50]. Nonetheless, despite the efforts to build capacity for land conﬂict resolution
and new government laws since The Council meetings, much confusion remains about the roles and
responsibilities of government agencies in land law enforcement.
Table 2. Recomendations issued by The Advisory Council on Conﬂict Resolution and REDD+ to
the National Land Council Panamanian Government [50]. ANATI: National Authority for Land, the
government agency responsible for land titling.
1.

The National Land Council should lead territorial conﬂict resolution following ANATI’s advice.

2.

It is essential to precisely deﬁne territorial limits as proof of judicial processes that will determine
relocation and/or eviction decisions. The national Geographic Institute should be responsible for ﬁeld
analyses relying on geographical information, in coordination with the national Limits Commission.

3.

Where they do not exist, Municipal Courts should be created to manage territorial conﬂicts and mandate
executions in coordination with responsible authorities.

4.

It is imperative to harmonize the work of different government entities and clarify the legal context.
Legal gaps and overlapping/conﬂicting legislation need to be identiﬁed and corrected; clear rules
deﬁning institutional responsibilities that apply to land conﬂicts are a must.

5.

ANATI should implement an extensive and in-depth divulgation campaign to present and clearly
explain hierarchical order and institutional Government mandates pertaining to territorial conﬂict
resolution, as well as the corresponding processes to be followed.

6.

The National Land Council should create a Follow-up Agreement Commission.

7.

The Advisory Council offers that its members be integrated into the Follow-up Agreement Commission
as they are personally acquainted with territorial conﬂicts, have received training and tools for their
resolution through dialogue and have demonstrated genuine interest in reaching consensual and
beneﬁcial solutions for all parties involved.

4. Discussion
The socio-economic and cultural features of communities in which REDD+ is being implemented
vary widely around the world. Lawlor et al. [24] reviewed 41 projects across 22 countries—from
Latin America, Asia and Africa—and Sills et al. [25] reviewed another 23 projects in six countries.
These projects take place in a variety of ecosystems, from drylands to tropical rainforests, with project
size ranging from 42 to 642,184 ha and local populations varying from 1025 to 250,000 people [24,25].
The Panamanian project analyzed here, with 19 ha of reforestation and 22 participants, is smaller
than most other REDD+ case studies reviewed. However, it began in 2002 when the community
sought ﬁnancial support to estimate the carbon stocks of its territory and is therefore one of the longest
ongoing such initiatives in Latin America, together with Noel Kempf Mercado in Bolivia and Scolel-Té
in Mexico, initiated in 1996 and 1997, respectively.
Overall, the community’s efforts to engage in REDD+ documented here show that implementing
REDD+ may be particularly challenging for poor communities. REDD+ was initially proposed as a
“cost-effective strategy” for climate change mitigation [51]. Attention has since been drawn to the fact
that cost-effectiveness is context-dependent and conditional on the remoteness of areas, the nature of
social, cultural and environmental landscapes, governance and tenure regimes, and more [52]. Indeed,
the general claim of cost-effectiveness has been called into question [9,53]. In addition, REDD+, as an
initial “carbon-market” vision, was conceived as a ﬁnancial rather than governance mechanism [54]
but implementation of a people-centred approach requires that REDD+ be understood as a new
environmental governance structure [55].
Our long-term study showed that, to embrace livelihood enhancement in rural communities,
REDD+ design and implementation must consider the underpinning complex of social, cultural,
political and economic factors operating at different levels (Figure 2). The journey we described
in this article is rich in lessons learned and we use them to guide the discussion of key observed
implementation barriers and attempts to overcome them.
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Figure 2. Concept map showing REDD+ implementation considering a landscape approach and
summary of observed barriers to REDD+ implementation and emerging solutions.

4.1. Lesson 1: REDD+ Participation Entails a Slow Process of Engagement
A key lesson learned is that engagement in REDD+, in the context of poor communities, is a slow
process. The concept of carbon credits or selling carbon is apparently not easily understood by local
communities and there is considerable uncertainty about how REDD+ will affect existing tenure and
use rights (i.e., changes in carbon tenure) [52]. For REDD+ to be fully appreciated by communities,
sufﬁcient time must be available to negotiate conditions under which communities will feel motivated
to participate [52,56]. Consent must be understood as a process and negotiated between affected
parties throughout all stages of a project, which inevitably takes time [57]. Three years into project
implementation, we felt that residents were still risk-averse but willing to take a chance after seeing
the beneﬁt/risk ratio of early participants. This “demonstration effect” is consistent with reports that
pilot initiatives can act as a catalyst for others to engage and scale up [15,58]. Local willingness to
participate and engage in new strategies can require long timeframes which need to be considered
in the project design phase [59]. Cronkleton et al. [22] forewarned REDD+ planners that they should
expect a long period of learning and adaptations and therefore ﬁnd “patient” investors.
Previous studies have emphasized the need to provide a suite of activities from which
participants can choose to ensure broad participation and shape the project strategy to local livelihood
needs [8,33,60]. A review of 40 Payment for Ecosystem Service projects noted that initiatives that
improved livelihoods and community development were more successful than those that did not [61].
In the present case study, the ﬂexibility of the client who accepted a modiﬁcation in the original
plantation design to allow the establishment of agroforestry systems played a key role. The tangible
livelihood beneﬁts incurred by establishing agroforestry plots facilitated adoption by reducing the
perceived risk of engaging in REDD+. We therefore call for adaptive implementation allowing to
reorganize project activities during implementation to align with the evolving needs and constraints
of participants.
4.2. Lesson 2: Strong Sustained Local Leadership and Nested Bridging Institutions Are Critical for Successful
REDD+ Implementation
A second lesson drawn from the community’s journey is that the “willingness” to manage
the forest sustainably is insufﬁcient, alone, to ensure success. REDD+ is a complex mechanism
and implementation in indigenous and small rural communities poses particular challenges.
The effectiveness of REDD+ projects rests largely on the ability and interest of local communities to
manage their forests sustainably while enhancing forest carbon stocks [55]. Participants in the project
identiﬁed project leadership as a major barrier in implementation. Evaluating the use of payment
for ecosystem services to foster community development and forest conservation in Latin America,
Couto Pereira [62] noted that discussions around capability, equity and sustainability were often absent
from ongoing dialogues.
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The framework developed by Cerbu et al. [5] to understand the capacity barriers of communities
seeking to implement REDD+ is highly useful. The authors considered four categories of capacity:
(1) technical; (2) managerial; (3) organizational; and (4) related to dealing with risk and potential
REDD+/livelihood development conﬂicts. In the Panama project, we noted strong capacity for both
the technical and managerial aspects of resource use [33,45]. The leadership issues noted as a major
impediment were organizational in nature.
We propose that, for small communities, REDD+ projects should be considered as emerging
sustainable social-ecological systems, sensu Ostrom [63]. In such a context, bridging institutions
could assist communities in building their capacity for successful REDD+ implementation [12].
Bridging institutions, a key element in Ostrom’s [63] framework, as Berkes ([64], p. 1692) notes,
“bridging organizations provide a forum for the interaction of these different kinds of knowledge,
and the coordination of other tasks that enable co-operation: accessing resources, bringing together
different actors, building trust, resolving conﬂict, and networking”. Recognition of the need
for capacity-building and the role of bridging institutions should be considered in designing
payments. Payment designed to foster stewardship or to compensate for lost opportunities might
be more appropriate for grassroots communities than payments targeting ecosystem services [55].
The Juma Sustainable Development Reserve in Brazil, with its four components of supporting
families—sustainable income generation, local organization strengthening and participation and
social development—provides an interesting example of payments to support forest stewardship [65].
4.3. Lesson 3: Multi-Actor Land Conﬂicts Can Undermine REDD+
A third lesson is that inability to engage with multiple agents responsible for deforestation can
imperil communities’ efforts to implement REDD+. This study was carried out in an intercultural
context where interest groups collide forcefully over the fate of the forest. Land allocation policies
in developing countries often consider intact forests as “unproductive” resources [66]. One way of
“improving” land is through deforestation [66,67] as cleared land is more valuable than standing
forest [68,69] and, in countries such as Panama, the Constitution and Agrarian Code indicate that
deforestation signals land ownership. As pressure on land resources becomes more acute, pressure
on forests can mount and excluding outsiders becomes even more challenging [19]. It has long been
recognized that uncertain tenure can facilitate deforestation [67,70]. Corbera et al. [20], however,
cautioned against using REDD+ as an instrument for gaining land title and tenure security over their
lands, suggesting that income would be insufﬁcient to enable the full enforcement of forest rights.
Recently, a landscape approach that integrates agriculture, conservation and other land uses is
gaining momentum in REDD+ implementation [71]. This approach acknowledges the decisions made
by multiple actors and cultures at the landscape level [72] and enables the search for solutions that
broadly address conservation and development challenges [71]. Undertaking REDD+ implementation
based on a landscape approach would allow us to look beyond the forest, acknowledging competing
land uses as well as the complete array of actors and institutions that shape land use beyond local
communities [21].
In the Panama project, the community chose to engage in a process involving conflict resolution
methods such as mediation [73] to try to find a way forward. The Council that served as a multi-stakeholder
platform for discussing the challenges of REDD+ implementation was successful in that its analysis
shed clarity on the responsibilities of the many institutions involved in land tenure and management.
However, The Council failed to attract the attention of higher levels of government, despite being
composed of representatives from ﬁve governmental agencies.
4.4. Lesson 4: The Self-Interest of the State
Possibly the greatest impediment faced during the Panama carbon project’s development was
the lack of support from the State. This was ﬁrst evident in 2005 when the community sent their
PDD to ANAM. Despite numerous efforts to follow-up, the community never heard back from the
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government. This absence of interest prevented the community from garnering support to identify
potential carbon buyers internationally. A similar failure to support the community was observed when
government authorities were presented with both the evidence of colono invasion of the communal
land and The Council’s proposal for mediation. The lack of cooperation and assistance from the State is
consistent with reports of poor communication between the government and indigenous peoples [74].
Policy options that could allow for reducing deforestation in Latin America include the need to
stop illegal expansion of the agricultural frontier [75]. An essential question therefore is “Why would
this be in the interest of the State?” Forests have long been perceived as a supply of land in Latin
America [23]. In this context, “predatory forest exploitation” is often ﬁnancially more attractive than
careful management [75]. As noted by Chhatre et al. [21], some of the most forested regions in the
world are characterized by weak rule of law and a low level of public accountability. In a comparison of
REDD+ policies in Brazil, Cameroon, Tanzania, Indonesia and Vietnam, Ravikumar et al. [18] pointed
to the absence of harmonization between national and local jurisdictional policies. Brazil is apparently
the only country in which land tenure regularization by proponents is more closely aligned with
national policies and in which a series of measures adopted by the State have allowed successful
reduction of deforestation in the Amazon [19,23].
In a review of 23 REDD+ projects at the jurisdiction and project level, Nasi et al. [75] trace the
willingness of States to manage forest as emerging from social and political values inﬂuenced by
the positioning of extractive industries and society. Scholars have emphasized the need to trigger a
values shift in response to climate change—a task that requires action on the part of governments,
private sector leaders, and civil society—and to create a vision of the future that is both desirable and
feasible [76]. Imaginative, novel values could possibly emerge from a national REDD+ agenda that
proposes another way to “improve” land, such as partnering with conservation organizations [77].
As noted by Sjaastad and Bromley ([78], p. 553) “although insecurity of tenure is a disincentive to invest,
it is—paradoxically—often also an incentive because investment will itself increase security”. REDD+
could therefore offer a way for local communities to prove that the land is being used “productively”
(i.e., with respect to carbon), showing investment in and improvements to their land and increasing
the value of standing forests.
At the time of our case study, combating deforestation has not been a national priority for Panama.
Indeed, current as well as past priorities centered around poverty elimination, security and health [79].
At the Conference of Parties of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change in Paris in 2015,
Panama’s President launched a national reforestation campaign pledging to reforest one million
hectares over 20 years [80]. It will be interesting to see if this new initiative will ﬁnally provide the
community with the support needed to advance their goal to maintain forest cover in their territory.
5. Conclusions
Whether the Panama project was a success or failure depends on which objectives are taken as
paramount. From the strict viewpoint of carbon sequestration, the Panama project could be interpreted
as a failure. Project participants were unable to implement the avoided deforestation component of
the original carbon contract, equivalent to 3300 t CO2 e, and the reforestation component fell short
of reaching its carbon sequestration objective. It was estimated that agroforestry systems would
sequester 71 ± 2.5 t C ha−1 but projections showed that, due to tree mortality, carbon sequestration
would reach only 59 (± 16) t C ha−1 [45]. This outcome contrasts strongly with the trajectory of the
Scolel-Té project of Chiapas Mexico [81], a project that started with 43 participants who reforested
77.5 ha and 10 years later, in 2015, reached 2437 participants for 9645 ha. A possible explanation for the
marked difference in trajectory between the two projects is that, while both were initiated as “ways
to advance community development and provide environmental services” [82], Scolel-Té evolved in
response to new possibilities offered by the carbon market whereas the Emberá project remained a
community-development strategy.
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From the perspective of community development, the Panama project was a success. Three years
following project implementation, half of the project participants were receiving income from sales
of early-maturing fruit, and project participant interviews indicated that they felt their livelihoods
had improved [45]. Furthermore, indigenous authorities and villagers from nearby Emberá territories
strive to emulate the community in which the carbon project took place, perceiving it as successful in
avoiding environmental degradation [83]. Thus, from a people-centered approach or from a community
development viewpoint, the Panama carbon project did achieve favorable outcomes.
We propose that successful implementation of REDD+ projects in small rural or indigenous
communities demands a shift in paradigm, away from “evidence-based payment” and towards an
integrated development approach. The key lesson we learned is that REDD+ takes much time to
implement because it involves redeﬁning livelihood strategies. It is indeed unlikely that, at the
current market price for carbon, evidence-based payments could support the transformative change
that is required at the community level, e.g., development of enhanced leadership capacity of local
organizations or of bridging institutions. Alternate models of support for community-based REDD+
initiatives are needed, such as the Juma project in Brazil [65] or the N'hambita community carbon
project in Mozambique [15] that are combining evidence-based payments with development and
poverty reduction, and apparently are better suited to support community development needs and
challenges in the context of REDD+.
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Abstract: Climate Change policies are playing an ever-increasing role in global development
strategies and their implementation gives rise to often-unforeseen social conﬂicts and environmental
degradations. A landscape approach to analyzing forest-based Climate Change Mitigation policies
(CCM) and land grabs in the Prey Lang Forest landscape, Cambodia revealed two Korea-Cambodia
partnership projects designed to increase forest cover that are juxtaposed in this paper. Case study
data revealed a REDD+ project with little negative impact or social conﬂict in the project area
and an Afforestation/Reforestation (A/R) project that created both social and ecological conﬂicts.
The study concludes that forest-based CCM policies can reduce conﬂict through efforts at minimal
transformation of local livelihoods, maximal attention to the tenure rights, responsibilities, and
authority of citizens, and by improving, not degrading, the project landscapes. The paper presents
the circumstances under which these guidelines are sidestepped by the A/R project, and importantly
reveals that dramatic forest and livelihood transformation had already affected the community and
environment in the REDD+ project site. There are deep contradictions at the heart of climate change
policies toward which attention must be given, lest we leave our future generations with nothing but
forest islands and castaway communities.
Keywords: Cambodia; climate change; landscape; REDD+

1. Introduction
On opposite sides of Prey Lang forest in central Cambodia are two Korea-Cambodia partnership
projects that are part of a larger Memorandum of Understanding between Cambodia’s Forest
Administration and the Korean Forest Service to invest in Cambodia’s forests and provide
administrative assistance toward reducing climate change (Interview “NGO Forum” 15 February 2015;
Interview Think Biotech 11 January 2016). The most recent is the Korea-Cambodia Tumring REDD+
Project (T-REDD), established in July 2015 between Cambodia’s Forest Administration (FA) and the
Korean Forest Service (KFS). The second is an afforestation/reforestation (A/R) project in Kratie
Province, established in December 2010, between the Forest Administration and the Think Biotech
Cambodia, co. ltd. Phnom Penh, Cambodia (TB), a subsidiary of Korea’s Hanwha Corporation.
Their juxtaposition as forest-based climate change mitigation (CCM) projects enacted in the same
landscape highlights some of the contradictions through which such policies are enacted.
This paper engages in the emerging global discourse in forest-based CCM initiatives that
facilitate international claims to forests in Cambodia. The green grabs described in this paper are
an unapologetic initiative in “securing overseas forest resources” by the Korean government [1].
Issues explored through this investigation speak to a growing body of literature concerned with the
structures of governance that control exclusion and access [2,3] in the wake of land grabs in both their
conservation-oriented green varieties and their more traditional economically-oriented earth toned
versions [4,5]. This study situates conﬂict at the level of political, economic, and ecological policies
Forests 2017, 8, 47
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and practices that privilege one type of land use over another and divest certain communities of their
use rights.
A landscape approach to analyzing CCM and land grabs revealed the productive juxtaposition
of two case studies enacted on opposite sides of the same vital protected area, which may have
been analyzed in isolation using a project-based approach. Data were collected using a method that
co-produced knowledge with citizen researchers, revealing the forest as a common pool resource that
was and could continue to be sustainably managed by communities interconnected through it. Further,
this research method supports actions for change, which generated alternative scenarios for project
implementation discussed at the end of the paper. I argue that new tools are necessary for grappling
with the profound contradictions of our coming green economy and that the three-part method of
landscape perspective, local collaborations, and actions for change applied in this research can make
space for fresh perspectives.
The data presented here contributes to critiques of market-based approaches to climate change
policies [6,7] and discourses of sustainable forestry [8,9]. The forest restoration project is enacted as a
for-proﬁt business venture that can be green-washed because it claims to enhance forest carbon
sequestration to mitigate global climate change [10]. The carbon utility of plantation forests is
under debate [11], and TB has negative effects on the communities and natural resources in its area.
The T-REDD project circumvents some of the pitfalls encountered by other REDD+ projects [12,13] for
two reasons. The ﬁrst is timing. The project area was already transformed and people already divested
of their access to forest resources before the enactment of the project. The second is market orientation.
T-REDD is a publicly funded project not directed toward supplying carbon credits for sale on the open
market; it is designed to provide direct offsets for carbon-intensive Korean business practices inside
Cambodia (Interview FA 5 September 2016).
I will demonstrate in this paper two distinct discourses engendered by climate change policies.
The ﬁrst involves the cynical green-washing of intensive extraction and the second shows measured
attempts to grapple with the shortcomings of REDD+ governance structures in order to retain
threatened forest areas. The TB project explicitly devalues traditional, sustainable livelihoods and
citizen authority over land use in favor of planned reforestation and biodiversity conservation with
corporate authority over land use. The discourse of the T-REDD project explicitly values citizen
authority, sustainable livelihoods, and forest retention within the project boundaries. What is
provocative about this juxtaposition, is that the landscape of the T-REDD project is the least conducive
for meeting many of the project’s objectives, it is already very degraded, is easily accessible by roads,
and is under great pressure from a densely populated area. The landscape of the TB project, on the
other hand, retains a great deal of biodiversity, has limited pressure for land conversion, and is in a
very remote part of the forest. Both areas have a strong community, engaged in sustainable forest use,
but in Kampong Thom they are pressured by incoming migrants. The evidence I will present suggests
that switching project landscapes, or re-adjusting boundaries, could reach the full potential of each
project’s objectives with maximum beneﬁt for the social and ecological communities in each location.
To support this claim, I ﬁrst introduce the project landscape and the particular methodology
deployed for this study. A brief review of the relevant literature on forest plantations and on REDD+,
as carbon-reducing enterprises is followed by a discussion of those initiatives in Cambodia and
descriptions of both projects from the ground, informed by the work of citizen researchers. The policy
documents for each project are then evaluated considering Cambodia’s national policies and the social
and environmental objectives for each. The closing discussion describes the altered landscape possible
through ﬂexible planning that attempts maximum beneﬁt for local communities.
2. The Landscape: Prey Lang
Prey Lang remains one of the largest contiguous lowland forests in Southeast Asia, ranging from
300,000 to 600,000 ha, depending on who reports the ﬁgures. The newly designated Prey Lang Wildlife

248

Forests 2017, 8, 47

Sanctuary (PLWS), is 431,683 hectares and captures most, but not all, of the forest recognized by
long-term residents of the area (Figure 1).

Figure 1. LICADHO (Cambodian League for the promotion and defense of human rights) forest cover
map with Economic Land Concession (ELC) and protected area (PA) boundaries, 2016. Forest cover is
green, deforestation is red. Green outlines are Protected Areas and white outlines are ELC [14].

The boundaries of the forest intersect four provinces: Preah Vihear, Steung Treng, Kampong
Thom, and Kratie and sit between the Mekong and the Sen Rivers (Figure 2). Prey Lang is an important
watershed for the Mekong and the Tonle Sap lake and the region is the site of a drawn-out struggle for
forest resources that began with Cambodia’s transition to a market economy in the early 1990s [15,16].
The degrading effects of this market transition on the landscape and lives of the people in Prey Lang
makes the forest a target area for forest-based CCM policies [6]. The projects highlighted here, T-REDD
and TB, are located in Kampong Thom and Kratie/Steung Treng, respectively (Figure 3) and each will
be discussed in their affected areas and in relation to the larger landscape.
T-REDD is located at the south-western edge of Prey Lang forest in Kampong Thom province. It is
an easy to access area of intense land conversion that began in the early 1990s with Forest Concessions
(FCs) for industrial logging and continued through Economic Land Concessions (ELCs), a land titling
campaign conducted by Prime Minister Hun Sen in 2012, and a Social Land Concession (SLC) in
2013. After Forest Concessions were cancelled in 2001 and before the land titling project in 2012,
the national government awarded 16 ELCs (outlined in white) and 23 community forests (CFs) in
Sandan District, Tumring, and Mien Rith communes (for more on the CF initiatives in Cambodia,
please see [17–19]). Today, some stand as islands, cut off from Prey Lang forest by clear-cutting and
ELCs, while others reach out from Prey Lang forest like archipelagos in a sea of cassava and rubber
plantations visible inside the circle of Figure 3. They testify to the dense forest that once stood in this
place and to the strength of the community that fought for them and protects them today. The T-REDD
project encompasses 14 of these CFs in an 88,444 ha carbon offset initiative (Figure 4).
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Figure 2. Prey Lang Wildlife Sanctuary (PLWS) in relation to provincial boundaries. Map from
GoPhnomPenh http://gophnompenh.com/phnom-penh-overview/.

ȱ
Figure 3. Tumring REDD+ Project (T-REDD) circled (project area is green); Think Biotech Cambodia,
co. ltd. (TB, Phnom Penh, Cambodia) squared.

The TB project site is at the eastern boundary of Prey Lang forest, which ends at the Mekong River
in Kratie and Steung Treng provinces. This is an isolated area, only accessible by boat or by crossing the
forest. The area was also affected by FC, but the customary livelihood strategies of wet rice agriculture,
shifting cultivation, forest product collection, resin tapping, and ﬁshing remained strong. After FCs
were curtailed in 2001, logging still continued illegally in the area, but ELCs did not immediately
follow. In this case, livelihoods were altered, but customary practices remained the primary source
of livelihoods. After the FCs, people also planted plantation crops and engaged in freelance logging
(I use the term freelance logging to refer to for-proﬁt logging done by local villagers. There are middle
men who hire locals to work for them. It is a well-paying job and often the only job available. This is
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especially poignant in areas where companies impacted traditional livelihoods and left few avenues
for people to buy what they used to gather from the forest. When villagers do contract logging for
outsiders I argue that this is not illegal logging. It is freelance work. This is distinctly different from
clearing land for market crops, which is also often an outcropping of plantation encroachment but
cannot be considered freelance). Five CFs were established between 2010 and 2012 and people report
an abundant lifestyle until 2012, when two companies began clearing the forest (Group Discussion
13–14 February 2016). One of these was TB, the 34,007 hectare forest restoration project that began
operations in inhabited areas and encompassing four of the CFs in the areas of Kampong Cham and
Beung Char commune, Sambor district, Kratie province (Figure 5), the omitted company, the Chhun
Hong Rubber Better, Co. ltd. (Phnom Penh, Cambodia), will not be discussed here.
These two CCM projects involve the same governing bodies and are part of the same
Memorandum of Understanding between the Korean Forest Service (KFS) and Cambodia’s FA,
designed to enhance forest resources, increase biodiversity, and enhance livelihoods. REDD+ does
this by controlling cutting in natural forest; TB does this by removing natural forest and replacing
it with, controlled plantation forest that will decrease reliance on the natural forest. The TB project
is clear-cutting natural forest for a tree plantation on the most isolated edge of Prey Lang where
customary cultivation practices were the norm and pressure on the forest was light. The company’s
dramatic land conversions have caused both environmental and social conﬂicts within and without
its project boundaries. The T-REDD project, on the other hand, encompassed existing CFs along with
remaining forested areas of state land. It was implemented on the most vulnerable boundary of Prey
Lang in an area where customary livelihoods were already transformed and the forest was heavily
degraded. This project has created few reported conﬂicts with local communities.

Figure 4. T-REDD project map #1 community forests (CFs) are outlined in dark green (left). Project
area on deforestation map (right).
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Figure 5. Think Biotech (TB) forest cover map (left). Think Biotech project map with four CFs
labeled (right).

3. Methods
This paper is part of a broader research project, called “Mosaic: Climate change mitigation policies,
land grabbing and conﬂict in fragile states: understanding intersections, exploring transformations
in Myanmar and Cambodia”. Mosaic develops a new research agenda that explicitly studies the
interactions between climate change mitigation initiatives, land grabs, and resulting patterns of
conﬂict [10]. The methodological approach has three parts. The ﬁrst is to take a landscape perspective,
the second is to co-produce knowledge between academic researchers and affected communities,
and the third is to support actions for change. The landscape approach is outlined in the framework
paper for this project [8], where the authors “conceptualize landscape as a ‘place’ where physical
and socio-cultural elements occur in localized, spatially speciﬁc combinations and where human
actors dynamically interact. Thus, a landscape is both ecologically and socially ﬂuid and changeable,
but also holds continuities . . . . A landscape is thus a space larger than a farm but smaller than a
region, in which physical, ecological, and human dimensions co-exist as a product of socio-ecological
and cultural co-evolution . . . . There is no single formula for determining where a landscape ‘ends’.”
For this project, the landscape is based on the interconnected ecosystems of the large forest, and on the
social relationships among the Prey Lang Community Network (PLCN), collective forest activists from
all four provinces since the early days of exploitation [9].
In this research project, the co-production of knowledge emerges through three main activities:
training, research, and information sharing. First, Mosaic researchers trained the PLCN in research
methods and forest-based climate change mitigation policies. Second, Mosaic researchers and the
PLCN conduct research related to Mosaic objectives together. The PLCN also conducts research in their
areas according to their needs, for example, researching the activities of new mining operations, elite
capture of forest land, or the exploitation of CFs. Data and insights from this research overlaps with
Mosaic concerns and are shared and discussed with Mosaic researchers. Third, the PLCN shares data
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with Mosaic about forest crimes and the activities of companies, government ofﬁcials, and conservation
organizations. In turn, Mosaic researchers share information from their desk and urban research by
translating and explaining new policy and land use initiatives that may affect the PLCN and by sharing
new information learned through interviews with donors or companies. Community and academic
researchers are in regular contact and alert each other to emerging concerns.
The third part of the Mosaic research initiative, supporting action for change, entails bringing
what academics know about the concerns and situations of affected communities to other stakeholders
informing and inﬂuencing policy and projects. It also involves helping to bridge the divide between
local authorities and the PLCN.
This method brings to light the spillover effects of climate change policies like REDD+ or A/R,
which include the disjuncture between project documents and project activities, the privileging of
monitory beneﬁts over biodiversity or other beneﬁts, and the leakage of deforestation outside the
project area. These policies and projects also spillover and intersect through social and ecological
feedbacks that shape each other within a given landscape. When that landscape lacks strong
governance and is being rapidly converted toward commercial purposes, the dynamics of land
use, conﬂict, and cooperation are instructive for understanding the political-institutional conditions in
which just and inclusive solutions might be created.
Research was conducted between January 2015 and September 2016 (with the assistance of
RONG Vannrith, THUON Ratha, SONG, Danik, and SEAKCHHY Monyrath, each connected with
Mosaic partner organizations in Cambodia: Equitable Cambodia and the Cambodian Peace Building
Network—data was importantly supplemented with reports from the PLCN), combining participant
observation methods with formal and informal interviews, group discussions, and secondary literature
reviews. All interviews were conducted in Khmer or English. Grassroots-level data were collected
in cooperation with local research teams. Mosaic researchers conducted research during four forest
patrol activities, each consisting of ﬁve days and four nights in the forest with PLCN members and in
18 meetings with government ofﬁcials, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and international
non-governmental organizations (INGOs) and community representatives related to forest governance,
climate change, and conservation initiatives. These activities provide important context for the
interview data collected from the four communes affected by the two projects of this paper: eight
interviews with local authorities, focus group discussions with 11 of the 14 CFs in the REDD+ project
(researchers were unable to reach the last three CFs and since the data received from all the others
was remarkably similar and corroborated with that of other participants during forest patrol and
meetings this was not pursued further), focus group discussions with seven villages affected by
TB, and individual interviews with seven key informants at the community level. Additionally,
interviews were conducted with eight NGOs working in the area, and six interviews with national
Forest Administration ofﬁcials, two interviews with TB company representatives, and one with the
company that performed the Environmental Impact Assessment for TB. National authorities and
company voices are underrepresented in this study, despite efforts to reach them. Especially missing
are the voices of the Korean Forest Service, with whom every attempt at contact failed. Nonetheless,
I feel conﬁdent that the data presented supports the claims of this paper.
The beneﬁts of gathering data using the approach here described is that it situates two CCM
projects, REDD+ and A/R, together in the same social and physical landscape where research can
draw out the historical, bureaucratic, and socio-economic intersections of each project. The input
from citizen researchers brings important information to bear on the land-uses and use potentials
of the respective project sites, as well as understandings of community capacity for conservation
initiatives. This information was instrumental in considering how changes to project implementation
and governance strategies could decrease conﬂicts while achieving project goals. Analyzed separately,
these two projects show the characteristics of conﬂict-light or conﬂict-heavy implementations of CCM
policies. Thinking about them together in the same physical, social, historical, and policy landscape,
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however, provides space to move beyond the silos of activities within individual projects and begin to
address the implications of the system as a whole.
4. Forest-Centered CCM: REDD+ and Forest Plantations
REDD+ is an international instrument designed to preserve forest resources by creating a market
for the carbon that they store. The mechanisms through which carbon is captured, measured, bought,
and sold vary considerably, but the use of REDD+ to offset other carbon-intensive activities continues
to create inequitable outcomes by privileging forest management programs under international
frameworks over more traditional methods of sustainable forest management [10]. Globally, REDD+
exhibits multiple types of implementation “running ahead of policy processes and state-driven
decisions” [12] and also ahead of any internationally agreed upon process [13]. The discourse and
practice is increasingly dominated by donor-driven policy narratives and technological interventions
that depoliticize climate mitigation, maintaining current structures [20] and obscuring the discourses
and values that underlie them. By focusing on the value of carbon and future funds from
donor organizations or rich countries, the issue of deforestation and forest protection becomes
“a mere footnote” [21]; diminishing the value of biodiversity [22], and the value of healthy human
communities in forests [23]. Additionally, situating shifting cultivation or charcoal production as the
main drivers of deforestation in REDD+ project areas, devalues the beneﬁts of shifting cultivation, and
leaves the industrial drivers of forest loss unmentioned, unquestioned, and unaffected by REDD+ [24].
As forest-based processes, the main difference between REDD+ and A/R is their approach:
REDD+ is designed to keep forests standing, while A/R creates plantation forests where there are no
trees. A/R projects attempt to increase industrial forest conversion through the Clean Development
Mechanisms that promote managed forest cultivation and increase leafy green canopy above the bare
earth for carbon capture [25,26]. In doing so, tree plantation developers that are able to invest in
large-scale forestry can provide sustainable forest management and climate change mitigation [27].
In many cases, however, A/R projects are implemented in forested areas and follow the patterns
of the global land grab crisis [5,28], in which small holders and indigenous people are violently
dispossessed of their lands and livelihoods [29]. Case studies suggest that industrial forest plantations
are neither more proﬁtable [30], nor sequester more carbon than REDD+ or business as usual timber
harvesting [31].
Both REDD+ and A/R projects settle in landscapes with existing political and economic
activities [32,33] and are affected differently by various tenure and documentation issues. Communal
tenure in a Cambodian REDD+ site resulted in restricted access to forest resources and resin trees [34],
while this case study shows how clarifying CF tenure made protecting forests easier (cf. [35]),
but issuing individual land titles for market crops in the same landscape put signiﬁcant pressure on the
forest (cf. [36]). REDD+ is continually confronted by its dual focus at once enhancing forest protection
and increasing commercial activities [37,38]. Forest plantations tend to have less varied and more
destructive effects on the social and ecological environments of their enactment [39].
The TB project documents state that the project will “stop forest clearance . . . and reduce the
utilization of natural forest” [40] (translation by author from original Khmer). This effectively excludes
forest dependent people from using the natural forest for subsistence, and increases timber exploitation
outside project boundaries because there is legal timber exported from the region (Interview community
rep 15 February 2016). Additionally, it opens the region with roads and infrastructure that facilitates
cutting high-value timber for elite markets [41], makes space for local elites to proﬁt from the timber
trade and also convert land to grow market crops, and it pushes marginal villagers to clear forest
to replace land lost to the company and to replace subsistence economies with market-based crops.
Plantation jobs are limited and the salary is incomparable to traditional livelihoods (cf. [42]). What is
available is freelance logging and plantation crops, both of which put pressure on forest land and
increase market-based economies.
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REDD+, on the other hand, is not market based due to the limited market for carbon [13].
The process of offsetting was designed to function under free market principals, but after many years
of attempts, REDD+ looks more like direct patronage. For example, a in transaction orchestrated
by the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS), Disney corporation purchased 14 million metric tons
of carbon dioxide equivalent emissions for $2.6 million. Funds from this deal are “earmarked to
help the government protect the Keo Seima Wildlife Sanctuary and will be handled through the
Ministry of Environment” [43]. The inﬂux of capital from the private sector and other governments
ﬂows into the newly created bureaucratic structures for managing climate ﬁnance in fragile host
governments [44,45]. The emerging effects of this are ministries competing for environmental funding
sources [46] and continued forest loss. The logics of a market economy seem to be unequal to the
challenges of deforestation and of mitigating its climate changing effects.
In this environment of under-funded and donor-dependent state systems, the two cooperative
projects between Cambodia and the Korean government are both framed using the discourse of climate
mitigation and clean development. The next section will describe the state of carbon capture activities
in which the projects under discussion were implemented.
5. Cambodia and Carbon Capture
Cambodia came early to internationally conceived climate mitigation initiatives. The ﬁrst
REDD+ project started in 2008. Cambodia’s Forest Administration in partnership with the
International Non-governmental Organization (INGO) PACT administered the Oddar Meanchey
REDD project [47,48] (PACT was not the original INGO on this project and they pulled out due to
complications related to the actual sale of carbon (see, [48] for more details of this case)). The United
Nations Development Program (UNDP) started REDD readiness preparations in Cambodia in
2009 [49], supporting the National REDD+ Program and REDD+ readiness activities (Interview UNDP
16 March 2015). Six years later, elaborate bureaucratic structures exist and four REDD+ projects are
operating with another on the way: The Oddar Meanchey project, the WCS sponsored project in
the Seima Protected Area (see, [34,50]); the International Tropical Timber Association (ITTO) project
“SFM management through REDD+ mechanisms in Kampong Thom province, Cambodia” (PD 740/14
Rev.2 (F)); the Tumring REDD+ project described in this paper, and a new Japanese project in Prey Lang
is entering a three year planning phase. The ITTO project objective is to get experience to do REDD on
the ground. It is an ofﬁce-centered capacity building exercise—not designed to sell carbon (Interview
FA 9 May 2016). Even with these active projects, Cambodia is still transitioning out of the “readiness”
phase and preparing to move into the implementation phase of the process [51]. Tree plantations for
carbon capture have not had the same uptake, but were expected to contribute to the 60% forest cover
by 2015 promised in Cambodia’s Millennium Development Goals (MDG) [52], and continue to play a
role in achieving the 60% forest cover goal not yet reached [53].
The most successful commercial tree plantation industry in Cambodia is rubber, accounting for
over 900,000 hectares in 2013–2014 [54]. This does add green leafy canopy in a manner that satisﬁes
the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) guidelines for forests, but they were planted on forested
land and are thus not a vehicle for carbon capture [11]. Timber plantations in Cambodia reported
by FAO in 2010 covered 70,000 ha [55]. Many of these were discontinued due to the destruction of
local livelihoods, alienation of local communities, negative impacts on the environment, decreased
biodiversity, and reduced water quality [56,57]. Satellite data from 2013–2014 [58] shows less than
1000 ha dedicated to timber production activities in Cambodia, and TB is one of two public-private
industrial tree plantation initiatives currently active in Cambodia (the Oji Paper Co., Ltd (Tokyo, Japan)
will not be discussed here). These new attempts at timber plantations also have negative impacts for
society and the environment, but when confronted with the destructive activities of TB by a news
reporter, Cambodia’s environment minister, Say Samal, conceded a loss of biodiversity, but maintained
that development was more important. “We have to be realistic, we want to build our economy, we
want to create jobs for our people so we have to balance that out” [54].

255

Forests 2017, 8, 47

According to a recent study conducted for the Technical Working Group on Forest Reform
in Cambodia, the implementation of industrial tree plantations lacks strategic planning, adequate
forestry skills, and would beneﬁt from more intensive and thorough study [59]. REDD+ in Cambodia
suffers similar effects from rapid implementation in advance of policies or frameworks to support
it, and the Disney purchase was the country’s ﬁrst ofﬁcial sale of carbon since 2008 (policies were
not in place with the Ministry of Finance to effectively manage a carbon sale in Oddar Meanchey,
which remains stalled at the time of this writing). In the current environment of increasing climate
ﬁnancing, government ofﬁcials are under pressure to adopt REDD+ schemes both from the ministry’s
need and desire for funding, and from international discourses of climate change mitigation. The role
of donor organizations and private companies pushing carbon capture schemes was critiqued by
both UNDP and Forest Administration representatives in Phnom Penh. They are “approaching the
government trying to push carbon capture . . . [they put] the sale of carbon before the community and
before there are legal systems in place” (Interview UNDP 16 March 2015).
Not only are the legal systems to manage REDD+ still emerging, Cambodia currently has multiple
systems for managing forests. This is changing, and in April 2016 almost 100,000 hectares of forest for
conservation were transferred to the Ministry of Environment (MoE), while the Ministry of Agriculture,
Forestry, and Fisheries (MAFF) lost control of those same areas for conversion purposes. This is an
emerging and interesting conﬂict in the arena of climate change policies in Cambodia, as the land
conﬂict between MAFF and MoE precedes climate funding. This environment of shifting jurisdictions
amid ﬂows of money and policy initiatives exacerbates competition among ministries for climate
ﬁnance (see also, [45]), thereby obscuring the rampant deforestation.
“We have done enough damage with our money,” says UNDP representative Napoleon Navarro.
Working on both sides on this project, trying to facilitate government capacity building and community
awareness development, Navarro contends that “you can’t organize anyone around the promise of
money” (Interview 16 March 2015). This sentiment was contextualized by Chhun Delux, administrator
of forest ﬁnance for the Forest Administration. “Among the government and business people, there is
this push for money—they are less concerned with the ecological aspects, it is a new business incentive
. . . Everyone is working for their own beneﬁt and no one looks at the big picture.” He mapped out the
donor tree and the breakup of the various NGO activities “...this one biodiversity, this one community
forests, this one capacity building . . . see? islands. But the whole landscape [Prey Lang] is under
served, which fact goes unrecognized by the ofﬁcials and donors....” (Interview FA 13 July 2015).
The speculative and non-transparent nature of land conversion in Cambodia in the context of weak
state institutional systems is not ideal for sustainable forest ﬁnancing. This issue is exacerbated by the
problem of forest ﬁnancing itself, which has yet to produce a systematic framework for this endeavor.
The situation in Cambodia consists of bureaucratic structures staffed by inexperienced ofﬁcials, large
expenditures by donor organizations, a focus on carbon over forest and community health, and
continued pressure on forest resources from market-based activities like industrial plantations, selective
logging, and market-crop conversion. The next section provides a closer inspection of the T-REDD
project area, which has overcome some of the pitfalls related here, but remains mired in others.
6. The T-REDD Project Area
Multiple land claims, including ELC, FC, SLC, private homestead land, CF and permanent forest
estate inﬂuence the T-REDD project. The history of war, forest exploitation, and marketization remain
embedded in resource claims at this site. After 1993, in the post-election “transition period”, abundant
forests were identiﬁed by the World Bank as key export commodities [60,61]. By 1998 all forests outside
of protected areas were granted as forest concessions to well-connected governors and Southeast Asian
corporations [62]. This initiative provided none of the expected state-building revenue-generating
effects; it was de-emphasized by 2001 [63] and replaced with ELCs.
The T-REDD site wraps around the ﬁrst ELC in Prey Lang. A 6200-ha “state-led development
project”, the Tumring Rubber Plantation [64] was issued well inside the locally conceived boundary
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of the forest. People previously accustomed to shifting agriculture and collecting forest products
(almost 60% of reported income, 31% and 28%, respectively) were divested of forest resources and
shifting cultivation lands and asked to grow rubber [65].
In the opening ceremony for the plantation, Prime Minister Hun Sen explicitly encouraged citizens
to “ . . . change from collecting resin, tapping resin ... to tapping rubber” (GW 2007, 30). This was a
dramatic revaluation of the land and people echoed in the TB sub-decree described below. Effects of
these land-use policies are palpable for local communities, “Before the companies we rarely got sick,
and if we did we could go ﬁnd medicines from the forest. Now we look [for medicine] in the CF but
don’t ﬁnd it and the people are more and more sick” (Group Discussion KT 28 February 2016). Effects
are also visible in the landscape, and by 2012 the forest had given way to all the concessions outlined
in white in Figure 4.
The CF initiatives started in response to the forest concessions, but due to ministerial back logs
and inattention, few were in place before the implementation of ELCs. Between 2001 and 2012 a
nation-wide initiative to establish community forests ensued, and communities around Prey Lang
worked to establish CFs and defend the remaining unprotected forest. This was, and remains a
disputed initiative in Prey Lang, as it limits community use to small designated areas. For good or for
ill, by 2010, Kampong Thom had 46 CFs totaling over 35,000 ha, more than any other province [66].
Local participants say that protecting their CF “was so difﬁcult, even the police were involved in
cutting the CF” (Group Discussion KT 27 February 2016), after ofﬁcial ministry recognition, this task
became much easier. These CFs are visible in Figure 4 as the green patches that spread from the forest,
like island archipelagos.
The red deforested area surrounding the CFs and the Tumring Rubber Plantation in Figure 4
represents small-holder cassava plantations. These areas were converted in increments and sold to
migrants by local elites until the roll out of Hun Sen’s “Order 01 on Measures for Strengthening
and Increasing the Effectiveness of the Management of Economic Land Concessions” (Order 01) in
2012. Instigated to address growing unrest over the effects of ELCs across the country, Order 01
morphed to include issuing land titles for citizens, which drove elite land capture in advance of titling
(this was a terribly complicated and controversial initiative that affected people differently across the
country—for a comprehensive discussion of this complex process, see [36,67,68]). Another effect of
Order 01 is the replacement of ELCs with SLCs for economic endeavors. In 2013, an SLC was awarded
right behind one of the T-REDD community forests. There are no landless settlers in this Social Land
Concession, which is for “poor citizens who are landless or land poor” [69]. There are no landless
settlers inside the SLC area, only sawmills operated by one of the same well-connected Cambodian
businessmen involved in creating the Tumring Rubber Plantation [64,70].
All the land use strategies described above occurred before T-REDD and were known at the time
the documents were signed; the sub-decree was not acknowledged in the ﬁrst map (Figure 4), but the
map was revised (Figure 6).
The once forest subsistent people now administering T-REDD were divested of their modes
of production and forced into the market economy 13 years before the project. After two meetings
with the Forest Administration in June and July 2015, REDD+ CF communities had low, but positive
expectations. They receive patrolling equipment and 50 USD/month “if we keep the forest they will
help us—if not, they won’t” (Group Discussion KT 28 February 2016).
Community forest committees directly involved in the project reported moderate added beneﬁts.
“The FA trained us about REDD+ and now they support us with equipment and money for patrols”
(Group Discussion KT 28 March 2016). “If we can get help from the government to protect [the forest]
it is better for us” (Group Discussion KT 30 March 2016). In terms of the community’s ability to
protect the CF area, “REDD+ does not change much for us, only that we get training, equipment, and
patrol money, not enough money though. It doesn’t replace money we can make doing other things,
so it’s hard to get people to patrol. It only pays for our gas” (Group Discussion 29 February 2016).
When asked directly about conﬂicts involving REDD+, people reported conﬂicts with illegal loggers,
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companies, elites, NGOs, or neighbors, not with REDD+, except that it did not do enough. It did
not solve their problems with forest protection or getting support from the Forest Administration to
arrest loggers or evict encroachers, “we call them [the FA]. Sometimes they come, but mostly not”
(Group Discussion KT 29 March 2016). Neither did it capture all the CFs in the area, and the excluded
CF committees wished they too would receive the beneﬁts (Meeting, Prey Lang Working Group,
16 August 2016).

Figure 6. Photo of T-REDD Map 2 taken by author.

This site was purposefully chosen for REDD+ because of its high deforestation rate [71].
The project uses a simple system for measuring carbon and deforestation through a projection
scenario based on historical deforestation data. Success demonstrates less deforestation than projected
(Interview FA 5 September 2016). The T-REDD project documents give thoughtful attention to the
challenges of REDD+ and attempt to foster community empowerment. Household uses of the forest,
like shifting cultivation or charcoal production, are explicitly not considered part of the deforestation
problem and community capacity to “keep the forest” is honored. T-REDD aims to, “assist community
forests to scale up their forestland management area to cover the remaining permanent forest estate
. . . legalized as parts of the provincial and commune land-use planning framework” [72].
As the law stands at the time of this writing, however, citizens do not have the authority to
patrol the larger PLWS protected area. “They give us the CF to protect while they cut the Prey Lang
as they like . . . even the police go too” (Group Discussion KT 28 February 2016); “they take trucks
every day along the new road . . . into the forest” (Group Discussion KT 29 February 2016). “If they
give us authority, we can protect it [PLWS],” people say, “it has use for us—this is our resin forest”
(Group Discussion KT 28 February 2016). The T-REDD project description cannot contain all the
contradictions and pitfalls of REDD+ projects described above, but those it can transform suggest
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that that climate change policies may beneﬁt from non-market approaches, and that effective REDD+
implementation should not degrade and at least marginally beneﬁt local economies.
7. Think Biotech Cambodia, co. ltd.
Think Biotech was established as a public-private partnership between the Forest Administration
of Cambodia and the Think Biotech Cambodia, co. ltd. in December 2010. Think Biotech is a subsidiary
of the Hanwha corporation that specializes in the manufacture of explosives and military equipment.
Before 2010, the Think Biotech Cambodia, co. ltd. was not listed in Hanwha’s annual report and
Hanwha had no experience in forestry initiatives [72].
Nonetheless, in Article 2 of the sub-decree signed by MAFF, it states that Think Biotech will
establish an A/R project that will “improve soil fertility through reforestation and biodiversity
conservation . . . [and will be] part of Clean Development Mechanisms or other mechanisms that
contribute to the reductions of greenhouse gas emissions and climate change mitigation” [40].
The conﬂict drivers in this case are the other objectives in Article 2 that include, “to stop slash
and burn activities, and . . . illegal claims to trees . . . ” [40]. The project deliberately alters the local
economy in ways that also increase pressure on the PLWS outside the project boundary by pushing
subsistence and market activities deeper into the forest.
In June 2012, the company began operations in Kampong Cham commune, Sombor District,
Kratie province. Unlike in Kampong Thom, there was a period of 10 years between the slowdown in
Forest Concession activity and the rise of ELCs, during which time freelance logging rose considerably.
Even so, when TB came in 2012, traditional livelihoods of shifting cultivation, wet-rice agriculture,
and resin collecting were the primary economic activities (Group Discussion KR 13 February 2015).
As is typical of ELCs in Cambodia, TB started operations with no community consultation. At ﬁrst
people thought the excavators were for road development, it then became clear that they were
making a business and some people took small jobs creating the tree nursery or other buildings
(Interview Mr. Som No 15 February 2016).
The director of TB stated that he knew there were people living inside the concession boundaries
(Interview TB 1 November 2016). The commune chief conﬁrmed this as well, but suggested that
the company cleared community land because they did not recognize it; community land for
shifting cultivation looked like degraded forest (Interview KR 14 February 2015). The company
signed an agreement with MAFF to begin operations in 2012 and hired CES co. ltd. (Phnom Penh,
Cambodia) to conduct an environmental impact assessment (EIA). This assessment was completed
in February 2013 and the project was found to have “a lot of problems” and “would be bad for the
community” (Interview CES 8 November 2016). This information was shared with the MoE and
with the company. According to an unpublished report by NGO Forum, the project would affect
approximately 1900 families, 4412 hectares of rice ﬁelds, 3534 hectares of plantation land, 5970 hectares
of community forests, 5 hectares of spirit forests, and 5 hectares of burial grounds (“NGO Forum”
notes 17 November 2015).
After the negative EIA, in May of 2013, company bulldozers began clearing community lands
along the old road. During this clearing, 178 households lost nearly 1000 hectares of farm and
shifting cultivation land. Strong community protests kept the company from clearing more land
(Interview community rep. 14 February 2015), but there remain 400 hectares of disputed land inside
the company boundaries (Interview commune chief KR 3 February 2015). In addition to community
rice ﬁelds and farm lands, the company cleared nearly 5000 ha of forest land in the southern end of
their project next to the affected villages (Figure 5, red deforested area). In so doing, they cleared the
forest right up to the banks of the streams. The effects of this on rain-fed streams are visible (Figure 7).
The sun exposure kills ﬁsh eggs in the streams and causes them to dry completely when the rains stop
(Field Notes, personal communication, Mr. Som No 6 August 2016).
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Figure 7. Stream O Sro Lork in the rainy season, 9.7.2016. Photo by Seay Monyrath.

At peak production, the company employed approximately 800 workers earning between
150–180 USD per month (Interview KR 16 February 2016), which is well below the 250–300 USD
people report from tapping resin and selling market crops (Field Notes Steung Treng 19 December
2016, see also [73]). The commune chief sees the beneﬁt of the jobs (Interview 16 February 2015),
but was not pleased that the promised road was never built (Field Notes, personal communication
Mr. Nak Virak 9 February 2016). The only roads built by the company were for company use and
community members had to protest to gain access (Group Discussion KR 14 February 2016). Since
February 2016 the company has been quiet. They laid off most of their workers and the saw mill
stopped operations. In September 2016 there were about 200 workers planting saplings, many of
whom are migrants (FN KR 7 September 2016).
While in the south the company seems quiet, in June of 2016 they conducted a public consultation
in Steung Treng with about 100 members of the soon to be affected community. A local researcher
accompanied company representatives and provincial and national level ministry ofﬁcials on
their mission to mark the TB boundary. At the most isolated edge of the project bordering the
PLWS they placed company boundary markers and drew a map. While mapping this territory,
the researcher informed the ofﬁcials they will need a map of community holdings to conform to
Order 01 guidelines that require companies to develop around, and not through, community lands.
The Forest Administration representative told him, “we don’t have to follow the rules of Order 01,
this is not an ELC. It’s a government partnership” (Action Research Interview ST 18 August 2016).
Since the boundary mapping, community researchers have mapped 15 of the 19 resin forests in use at
the present time (Figure 8).
That the company moved to map and begin developing the northernmost region of their project
could be because they have cleared the area in the south right up to the boundary of the southernmost
CF that is inside the concession (Figure 9). In many ways the company is frustrated with this project as
well. The CFs inside project boundaries were a surprise according to the company director, and his
face was visibly concerned when the author showed him the mapped boundaries of resin forests inside
“his” company boundaries (Interview TB 1 November 2016).
The situations on the ground at the TB project site differ widely from those at the T-REDD site.
Most importantly, the evacuation of local subsistence practices was explicitly part of the project’s goal.
There are many other factors that contributed to the conﬂict-heavy implementation of this project,
these include the lack of community consultation, ignoring EIA recommendations, clearing community
land holdings, providing undesirable jobs, and restricting access to company roads. The company
is actively avoiding the CF area inside their project, which is commendable, but are surprised and
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dismayed by the presence of community holdings inside their northern boundary. This issue is
currently under negotiation.

Figure 8. Community resin forest shapeﬁles. Red is project boundary, white N-S line is PLWS boundary,
white E-W line is provincial boundary (Steung Treng to the north, Kratie to the south). Blue are mapped
forests and yellow are remaining areas to be mapped. GoogleEarth screen shot by author.

Figure 9. Google Earth screen shot with shape ﬁles. Pink are CFs and yellow is cleared company area
as of September 2016. Affected area boundaries created using GPS data points collected by PLCN and
author in September 2016. CF shape ﬁles are from Cambodia’s Forest Administration (FA).
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8. Discussion
The evidence presented in this study shows two governance strategies for CCM projects as well as
the social, economic, geographic, and historical circumstances of the people and the regions in which
each operates. Through this analysis, focused on the potential for decreasing the incidence of conﬂict
in CCM policies, some fundamental differences between the projects are visible. First, in the project
with little conﬂict, both project documents and implementation practice were focused on granting
tenure rights and management responsibility to participants. By contrast, in the conﬂict-heavy project,
the language of the project documents, the implementation of project activities, and the voices of
company representatives were all directed at divesting communities of their rights and responsibilities.
Second, the conﬂict-light scenario is not focused on monitory trade or proﬁt, a source of regular conﬂict
in REDD+ case studies [74]. Communities know exactly what to expect from this initiative. It is not a
lot and the $50/month does not compensate them for their time, but it covers the costs of patrolling.
The TB project gives rise to multiple ﬁnancial conﬂicts beyond clearing village resources for company
proﬁts: the wages are low, salaries are often late, large lay-offs have occurred, and locals accuse the
company of selectively logging high-value timber from the deep forest.
These data suggest that conﬂict-light CCM projects can be implemented with close attention to
the relationship between selective project outcomes and the physical, social, and economic landscape
in which it is implemented. The evidence from these two case studies suggests that the TB restoration
project is not executed in the best landscape for an industrial tree plantation and that both the social and
physical landscape is better suited for a REDD+ project under the Korea-Cambodia MoU for enhancing
forest resources and mitigating climate change. First, it is in an area populated with people actively
protecting the forest and using the forest for subsistence. Second, it is in a remote area with very
little infrastructure, which adds to transport costs for industrial production and limits encroachment,
enhancing conservation. Third, it is covered with forest that in many parts of the project area is quite
dense and diverse.
There is very little support for creating industrial timber plantations in already forested landscapes.
Guidelines insist that A/R activities should be on degraded forest land [26], but the practice of labeling
rich forest as degraded forest is widespread [75], with profoundly negative effects on social and
ecological communities [28,39]. Increased deforestation beyond project boundaries is a recorded effect
of forest-conversion for development. The map of the Tumring area shows clearly what this looks like
(Figure 4). The TB project is in a very remote area, but is currently building roads to transport timber
and equipment. Not only does this add costs to their operation, but satellite imagery shows increased
forest conversion all along these roads and researchers have mapped these roads to points well inside
the PLWS.
The ﬁnal, and most important reason that suggests a successful REDD+ project on this site is
that the community is both capable and willing to engage in forest protection activities. This most
important fact, coupled with the very progressive and ﬂexible project design of the T-REDD initiative
could go a long way to protecting valuable and biodiverse forests in an isolated and naturally protected
forest landscape.
Korea is innovative and is engaged in a number of development experiments; juxtaposing REDD+
and A/R is not new for them [76]. The KFS currently partners with 12 countries in forestry initiatives
and is well-known for public private partnership funding arrangements [77]. The implementation
of T-REDD was unique, according to the technical partner in the Korea-Cambodia T-REDD project
(Meeting FA 13 July 2015), who claimed that waiting for the legal frameworks was too slow and
government to government initiatives do not need them. Local sources in the community and in the
Forest Administration, suggest that the government has more power to implement a REDD+ project,
“the NGO has no power and local authorities have no reason to do what they ask” (Interview FA
17 December 2015); “this project is strong because it is with the government, they have to help us”
(Group Discussion 29 March 2016). It is worth discussing if a Korean-led publicly engaged REDD+
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development project could be instituted at the TB site and if the already cleared SLC in Tumring could
be reforested for commercial timber production.
What I suggest here is a radical, perhaps impossible, undertaking of project manipulation.
However, had the governments and companies involved adopted an un-cynical approach to their
projects and attended to larger project landscapes for maximum project/public/forest beneﬁt, it could
have produced conﬂict-light CCM policy enactments.
9. Conclusions
The case studies presented here demonstrate how a particular method to analyze the relationship
between CCM and conﬂict exposed the social and ecological impacts of two related projects.
The negative impacts of the TB project hit at the intersecting agendas of a loosely accountable
government and a for-proﬁt business investment, both focused on monetary beneﬁts T-REDD project
effects cannot really be called positive, but by all accounts from participants they are not negative, and
the project design makes explicit attempts to mitigate the known challenges to REDD+ implementation.
These case studies also reveal a possible pathway to avoided conﬂict. The T-REDD and TB data suggest
that forest-based CCM policies can reduce conﬂict through efforts at minimal transformation of local
livelihoods, maximal attention to the tenure rights, responsibilities, and authority of citizens, and by
improving, not degrading, the environment in project landscapes.
In the A/R study cited here, each of these conﬂict-reducing practices was violated, resulting in a
conﬂict-heavy CCM enactment. TB was typical of other Cambodian economic land grabs, but was
also explicitly designed to relieve citizens of their livelihoods with no considerations of tenure rights
or respect for community authority. In addition, the environmental impact of large-scale clearing
of forested landscapes spreads the conﬂict into the environment both within and beyond project
boundaries. On the other hand, T-REDD did enact the conﬂict reducing practices. The explicit
attempt to put communities at the front of managing state forest reserves marks a turning point for
Cambodian forestry policy. It is important to note, however, that the project was conﬂict-light primarily
because livelihoods had already been transformed through ELCs and other tenure schemes and its
lack of reported conﬂict from project participants should not overshadow the “perverse logic” [78]
under which it works. For $50/month the T-REDD+ project uses “if not blatantly exploits” those
least responsible for causing climate change to do the “messy, time-consuming, labor-intensive and
dangerous work of protecting forests, which are of global beneﬁt” (ibid). They are put to this work to
offset the carbon-intensive activities of Korean companies in Cambodia.
It is important at this historical juncture to make explicit political claims about the effects of
pretending that preserving forest in one place can mitigate the large-scale emission of carbon in
another place [24,37,79]. Climate change is a complex issue and each attempt to mitigate it through
bureaucratic and/or market-based endeavors exposes a dangerous ambivalence. This study suggests
that conﬂict is at the heart of CCM policies, connected as they are to the resource capture necessary for
economic growth. This is a fundamental contradiction with which we must all grapple, lest we are left
with nothing but forest islands and castaway communities.
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Abstract: For protected areas (PAs), variation in forest impacts over space—including types of
PA—are increasingly well documented, while shifts in impacts over time receive less attention.
For Mexico, in the 1990s, PAs effectively were ‘paper parks’. Thus, achieving impacts on the forest
would require shifts over time in the politics of PA siting and PA implementation. We rigorously
analyze the impacts of Mexican PAs on 2000–2005 loss of natural land cover, using matching to
reduce location bias caused by typical land-use economics and politics. We ﬁnd a 3.2% lower loss,
on average, due to PAs. Since politics often vary by type of PA, we also show that in Mexico stricter
PAs are closer to cities and have greater impact than mixed-use PAs. These shifts in impacts suggest
some potential for PAs to conserve forests.
Keywords: Mexico; deforestation; conservation; protected areas; impact evaluation; matching

1. Introduction
In recent decades, national and international efforts to reduce forest loss have had some impact
but have not substantially slowed tropical forest loss. Adding climate change to concern about
species, such forest losses now account for about one-sixth of anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions.
Climate-related incentives could enhance various programs and policies that affect deforestation,
most likely by emphasizing performance with monitoring, reporting, and veriﬁcation of outcomes.
Such emphasis, with incentives, could increase policies’ deforestation impacts [1].
Understanding of past policy impact also supports greater future impacts, through better design.
It is crucial for countries to know what has (not) worked to date in reducing forest loss, and why.
Here, we follow a recent explosion of literature that has provided improved impact evaluations for
conservation policies, such as protected areas (PAs—impacts reviewed in [2]). Improved methods
often reduce estimates of average PA impacts, while also clearly demonstrating variation in impacts
across space and PA types [3,4].
First, to highlight the actors and incentives relevant for variation in impacts of PAs upon forests,
we present conceptual models of individual land-use choices and the political economy of PA siting.
They suggest key inﬂuences on PAs’ impacts. Our results shed empirical light on those inﬂuences,
suggesting that the politics of PA implementation in Mexico clearly have shifted over time.
We start with a classic land-use model, taking as given both the PAs’ locations and their
enforcement. The clear prediction that typical landscapes vary in their baseline deforestation rates
is the motivation for our efforts to control for characteristics of sites that affect individual decisions
that yield deforestation. Only by removing the inﬂuence of such characteristics, which might well be
expected to differ for protected versus unprotected locations [5], can we infer the impact of the PAs.
Forests 2017, 8, 17
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As to why PA locations might differ from unprotected sites in relevant characteristics, we highlight
political and economic tradeoffs. Those tradeoffs predict variations in both locations and enforcement
across PA types and, thus, also varied impacts [6]. In sum, these models suggest that, depending on
the political economic context, either strict or mixed-use PAs can have more impact.
For Mexico, an important basis for comparison is recent work showing no PA impacts in the
1990s ([7] on ‘paper parks’). Thus, we consider PA impacts on more recent changes in land cover
(2000–2005) after a shift in the politics of conservation in Mexico, with a change in administration
in 2000 to President Fox, under whom Ernesto Enkerlin shifted management of PAs. In addition,
GEF provided stable funds for some PAs (https://www.thegef.org/country/mexico). The time period
we study, coming just after the 1990s, offers a useful window on a possible sharp shift in politics.
We estimate the average PA impact and then differences in impacts between strict and mixed-use PAs.
Our application of matching to improve estimates of PA impact—following both of our
models—reduces estimated impacts, as hypothesized, relative to when ignoring key location
characteristics. Nonetheless, improved estimates show PAs in Mexico did lower land-cover change.
Speciﬁcally, PAs across Mexico reduced the 2000–2005 loss of land cover by 3.2%, on average.
In comparing PA types, following the political economy model, we ﬁnd that strict PAs avoid
more land-cover change (5.2%) than mixed-use PAs (2.7%). That is intuitive, if enforcement is tougher.
However, we show that greater impact from strict PAs is inﬂuenced by the relative locations of the PA
types. That may seem counterintuitive but it is consistent with the PAs’ sites having been chosen at a
time when PA enforcement was low.
The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 provides background for Mexico and prior literature
evaluating policy impacts. Section 3 presents both of the conceptual models just discussed above.
Section 4 then describes our data and methods, Section 5 conveys results, and Section 6 concludes.
2. Background and Related Literature
Mexican forests cover 67 million hectares, about one-third of the country (198 million hectares).
Along with agriculture and ﬁshing, forestry accounted for about 5% of the country’s GDP in
2006. Agriculture and forestry are areas where greenhouse gas (GHG) emission can be reduced,
having generated about 135 MtCO2 e or 21% of Mexican emissions in 2002 [8], with two-thirds from
the forest sector. Proximate causes of both deforestation and degradation are conversion to grassland,
slash-and-burn agriculture, illegal logging, and ﬁre. Underlying forces include a lack of investment
in the forestry sector, low income from forest activities, multiple agricultural and livestock activities,
uncertainty related to use rights, poverty, and a general lack of opportunities for forest owners [9].
The drivers are complex and they vary between regions.
It is widely acknowledged that successful forest interventions could not only reduce emissions but
also generate ecosystem services, income, and employment—among other co-beneﬁts [8]. Interventions
such as reforestation and commercial plantations are what account for 85% of the state’s proposed
mitigation in agriculture and forestry. Success would depend on institutional changes, better public
ﬁnancing, and sustainable forest product markets [8].
This direction for policy appears to have some support in Mexico, despite a large illegal
timber market, a lack of ﬁnancial and human resources for operational capability, and (drug-related)
insecurity. Mexico currently is emphasizing a national, multi-functional and multi-scale mechanism
for monitoring, reporting and veriﬁcation (MRV) based on remote sensing and ground-based forest
inventory methodologies [9]. It could include early detection for changes in land cover and land
use [10]. Such a mechanism could provide the relevant authorities with more precise measures to
address concern about detection of small-scale land-cover changes.
2.1. Evaluating PA Impacts
Joppa and Pfaff [2] review the PA literature—as do Naughton-Treves [11], Nagendra [12],
and Campbell et al. [13]—emphasizing obstacles to inferring PA impacts on forest. This follows

269

Forests 2017, 8, 17

global documentation [5] that, at least on average, the locations of PAs across national landscapes
are signiﬁcantly biased in ways relevant to deforestation rates. They stress that observing fully
forested PAs (e.g., [14,15]) falls short of observing impacts, as impacts require a comparison to
what would have happened without PAs. Given that it is literally impossible to observe such
‘counterfactuals’—scenarios without PAs—one must estimate what would have happened on PA land
without protection, using outcomes from unprotected sites. Siting bias means the average outcome for
all unprotected lands (as in [16–18]) is a poor counterfactual estimate for PAs, since sites are different on
average. Comparing to areas around PAs [15,19–23] can help. Yet, without explicitly comparing land
characteristics, it is hard to know how similar they are. At least as troubling, those nearby lands could
be affected by the establishment of the PA if that generates local spatial spillovers such as ‘leakage’.
Matching methods explicitly compare land characteristics between sites, aiming to increase the
similarity of controls to PA observations. Andam et al. [24]’s application of matching to Costa Rican
PAs reduces the estimated impact from about 44%, over decades, to about 11% of the protected
area. Joppa and Pfaff [3] provide analogous results for each of over 100 countries around the globe.
Given those average impacts, Pfaff et al. [4] revisit Costa Rican PAs in subsets, using matching,
to conﬁrm predicted variation in PAs’ impacts over the landscape. Impacts are higher near roads
and cities and on ﬂat land. Shah and Baylis [25] also show heterogeneous PA impacts on forest,
for Indonesia, while Joppa and Pfaff [3] conﬁrm such predictable variation in impacts in their global
study of PAs.
2.2. Evaluating Conservation Impacts in Mexico
Early conservation evaluations for Mexico included payments by a federal agency to upstream
land, which can affect water quality. Munoz [26] ﬁnds signiﬁcant location bias in payments contracts,
lowering impact. Alix-Garcia et al. [27] extend this with similar results while Alix-Garcia et al. [28],
using additional data, consider both forest and poverty impacts of these hydro-services payments.
Recently, Pfaff et al. [29] and Kaczan et al. [30] consider institutional adjustments in such payments.
Concerning PAs, Blackman et al. [7] is analogous to our study except for the time period, i.e.,
the 1990s, when it was widely asserted that PAs were under-resourced ‘paper parks’ (while Sims and
Alix-Garcia 2016’s analogous ongoing work extends further forward in time and compares outcomes
of PAs to PES [31]). Blackman et al. [7] ﬁnd no PA effect. Figueroa and Sánchez-Cordero [32] also
ﬁnd limited effect for the 1990s. Low intention or ability to enforce can affect not only PA outcomes
given PA sites but also PAs’ sites because, without enforcement, there is little reason for locals to
push back. Mas [33] and Durán-Medina et al. [34] ﬁnd some impact for particular PA sites, as do
Honey-Roses et al. [35,36], for a site where PES and a PA are combined, while Miteva et al. [37]
examine tenure.
3. Modeling PA Impact
3.1. PA Impact by Location
From von Thunen [38] to the ‘monocentric model’, landscape analysts assert that the pressure to
clear forest falls as we move outward from the market center (in Figure 1, a city where the axes cross).
Transport costs imply falling proﬁts from agricultural products to be sold in the city, as we move out.
If all land is originally forested and only transport matters, forests will remain farther from markets
(in Figure 1, forest will remain to the right of where the ‘Expected Proﬁts’ line crosses the ‘0’axis).
Of course, factors other than transport also affect relative proﬁts from agriculture versus forests:
e.g., high slopes near markets may stay forested; and good soils far from market may be cleared.
From an analyst’s point of view, some of these factors are observed while others are unobserved,
as there are limits on all datasets. The empirical analyses we review include observable factors;
however, Figure 1 does not explicitly depict the observables, focusing on representing unobserved
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factors in the form of a distribution, or varying density, of land-parcel proﬁts around the Expected
Proﬁt line.

Figure 1. Expected Proﬁts Across Landscape with Implications for PA Impact & Siting.

Conservation policies keep forests standing, using enforcement if there is pressure to clear forest.
Without pressure, a fully forested PA does not imply impact, i.e., avoidance of baseline deforestation.
Thus, if private pressure would not have led to clearing of the forest anyway, the policy did not have
impact. More generally, a conservation policy’s impact equals the private or ‘baseline’ deforestation
rate that would have arisen without the policy minus the deforestation rate observed with the policy.
Within Figure 1, if transport cost is a signiﬁcant factor in the private (or ‘baseline’) rate of clearing,
then a PA that is far to the right may not have had much impact on the forest, even if fully forested.
3.2. PA Impact by Type
Given the underlying logic above, we can see that PA sites determine average PA impacts.
Those sites will be affected by the political economy of development: PAs block production; thus,
lobbying by producers tends to push PAs to low-proﬁt locations. Where agricultural proﬁt is
high, lands are expensive to buy for conservation, plus lobbying against allocating public lands
to conservation will be signiﬁcant. Formally, a simple theory of PA location would be that for a PA
to be established its cost—including local proﬁt in Figure 1 that is foregone—must be below beneﬁt
(perceptions of which vary by decision maker, as World Bank [39] shows for Brazil). For any given level
of PA beneﬁt, this theory predicts that PA siting may avoid costs by avoiding pressures (as conﬁrmed
by, e.g., [5]).
The political economy can vary with the PA type, as well as by country and across time periods.
Development tradeoffs for 'strict' PAs differ from those for mixed-use PAs that permit some local
extraction and, therefore, induce less lobbying against the establishment of the PA. Thus, PA types
can end up with different locations. For instance, if differences in PA regulations by type are actually
enforced, we might well expect to see stricter PAs further to the right in Figure 1 [40,41].
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Yet where public actors locate new PAs depends on whether they intend to enforce them.
For instance, if locals believed that PAs in Mexico would not be enforced, i.e., expected the 1990s
‘paper parks’ outcome in [7], then they would have had little reason to lobby against a PA. Even strict
PAs might be permitted near cities. Once PAs are sited, enforcement may occur but may fall with
isolation [42,43]. Thus, interactions with pressure could produce varied patterns across space of
PAs’ impacts.
4. Data and Matching Methods
4.1. Land Cover Data
Our data are from a global data set with land cover for 2000 [44] and land cover for 2005 (ESA) [45].
The 2000 data, GLC2000, have 23 classiﬁcations of land cover. They were reclassiﬁed to ‘natural’ or
‘human modiﬁed’, the latter including categories 16 (cultivated and managed areas), 17 (mosaic of
cropland with tree cover or other natural vegetation), 18 (mosaics of cropland, with shrubs or grass
cover), 19 (bare areas), and 22 (artiﬁcial surfaces and associated areas). The same was done for 2005
GLOBCOVER300 data. Again, multiple categories are placed into “natural” and “modiﬁed”, the latter
including categories 11 (irrigated croplands), 14 (rainfed croplands), 20 (mosaic cropland (50%–70%)),
30 (mosaic cropland (20%–50%)), and 190 (urban areas >50%). These datasets were not constructed for
precise intertemporal comparison, yet this transformation allows for a reasonable comparison of years.
In each dataset, the spatial scale of land observations is 1-km2 polygons.
The change between the datasets—which we call ‘vegchange’—was calculated after that process.
With the transformation, the data in principle track change from a ‘natural’ to a ‘human modiﬁed’
landscape and this 2000–2005 change is the dependent variable upon which we focus. We want to
study recent changes that can be affected by the presence of PAs (though they are net changes, i.e.,
from ‘natural’ to ‘human modiﬁed’ and vice versa, which matters for indicators of species habitat).
Given any issues with comparing datasets, we also analyze spatial patterns in the 2005 land cover.
4.2. Land Characteristics Data
Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for land characteristics in our analysis. Elevation (m) is
from the Shuttle Radar Topography Mission [46], with slope in degrees from horizontal. The roads
and urban areas used to compute distances (km) are from VMAP0 Roads of the World [47] and the
Global Rural Urban Extent data [48]. While not the best quality, these VMAP0 data are all that is freely
accessible to deﬁne the global road network.
Table 1. Land characteristics and land cover (including PA type).

Protected, Stricter Subset (1/0)
Protected, Mixed-use Subset (1/0)
IUCN Category (1–6)
Distance Outside PA Edge (km)
Urban Distance (km)
Road Distance (km)
Elevation (m)
Slope (degrees)
Agricultural Suitability (0–9)
Relatively Low Agric. Suitability (1/0)
Relatively High Agric. Suitability (1/0)
Fires (number detected in 2000–2006)
Dummy for Whether Any Fires (1/0)
Pine Oak Forest Dummy (1/0)
Chihuahua Desert Dummy (1/0)
GLC 2000 Natural Land Cover (1/0)
Globcover 2005 Natural Land Cover (1/0)
2000–2005 Loss of Natural Cover (1/0)
# observations

Unprotected

Protected

Protected–Stricter

Protected–Mixed-Use

0
0
0
55.8
35.6
8.5
1081
2.81
6.17
0.39
0.37
0.005
0.005
0.115
0.163
0.840
0.862
0.092
1,801,935

0.21
0.79
5.0
−14.0
95.7
12.6
622
2.85
6.81
0.56
0.21
0.003
0.003
0.003
0.064
0.920
0.957
0.029
121,847

1
0
1.3
−10.5
58.4
14.3
885
3.42
6.57
0.38
0.22
0.004
0.004
0.005
0.012
0.912
0.970
0.022
25,096

0
1
6.0
−15.0
105.3
12.2
554
2.70
6.88
0.60
0.21
0.003
0.003
0.003
0.078
0.921
0.954
0.031
96,751
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PAs (protected areas) are from World Database on Protected Areas [49]. In these data,
Categories I–II allow less human intervention, while Categories III–VI tend to be less protected,
allowing for multiple uses. For any overlaps of categories, the polygon was categorized into the stricter
category. We created three dummy variables: ‘protected’, for any protection (regardless of IUCN
category); ‘mixed-use PA’ for IUCN categories III–VI; and ‘strict PA’, if the IUCN category is I or II.
In order to check robustness, we also compared categories I–IV versus V–VI (following Joppa and
Pfaff [3], as well as Nelson and Chomitz [40]). Also, for our time period, we used only the PAs created
by 2000.
The World Wildlife Fund classiﬁed ecoregions [50]. Unclassiﬁed ecoregions were dropped
(n = 1747) and we created dummy variables for the two ecoregions with the highest frequencies:
‘pineoakdum’ (10.7% of total) if the ecoregion is Sierra Madre Occidental Pine Oak Forest;
and ‘chidesertdum’ (15.6% of total) if the ecoregion is Chihuahuan desert. The agricultural suitability
is from International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis’ Global Agro-Ecological Zones data [51].
It uses climate, soil type, land cover, and slope to assign a value to each polygon, ranging from 0
(meaning no constraints) to 9 (severe constraints). We created two dummy variables: ‘low’ suitability
for more agricultural constraints (i.e., agricultural suitability score of 8 or higher); and ‘high’ for
situations with fewer agricultural constraints, (i.e., agricultural suitability score of 5 or lower).
Additionally, as a robustness check, we use the full variable (which does not affect any of the results).
The ﬁre variable, as a continuous metric, simply captures the number of ﬁres from 2001 to 2006.
The ‘ﬁredum’ dummy we created takes a value of ‘1’ if that polygon experienced any ﬁres (≥1). Finally,
the distance-to-edge variable measures the distance to the edge of a protected area (km) from the
polygon in question. A negative distance value indicates that the observation is inside of the PA.
These variables are not expected to fully explain land-cover change or the location of protection.
Yet as all inﬂuence proﬁt, they predict deforestation as well as the local resistance to protected areas.
It is a combination of relevance to protection and deforestation that makes them useful for matching.
The data contain approximately 1,935,301 observations (1-km2 polygons of land) and 13 variables.
We have run many analyses with random 10% samples to conﬁrm our results are robust to sampling.
As noted, Table 1 presents summary statistics for all the aforementioned variables. For our results,
we explore their impacts upon land-cover change as well as their signiﬁcance for locations of PAs.
4.3. Matching Methods
If PAs were sited randomly, PA impacts would be easy to estimate using the differences between
deforestation inside and outside of PAs. Deforestation outside would be an unbiased estimate of what
would have been occurred inside PAs had there been no protection, as other factors would cancel
out. Yet neither PAs in general, nor any PA type, seems to be distributed as if at random. Further,
that non-randomness often appears to be along dimensions that can affect deforestation. To isolate
PA impact by removing the inﬂuences of these differences, we use ‘matching’ methods to improve
controls. One ‘matches’ each protected polygon with the most similar unprotected polygon(s) to get as
close as possible to ‘apples-to-apples’ comparisons. Thus, PAs are compared not to all unprotected
land but, instead, to the most similar unprotected land. Here, we apply propensity-score matching in
our many initial analyses and then, for our ﬁnal results, conﬁrm robustness to covariate matching.
Propensity-score matching assesses the ‘similarity’ of sites using the predicted probability of a
polygon being in a PA. PA polygons are then compared to unprotected polygons with similar enough
characteristics to yield a similar probability of protection. Probabilities are generated by a probit model
using factors in protection and deforestation to explain where protection occurred [52]. More weight
is given, then, to the variables that are important determinants of protection. In covariate matching,
similarity is assessed using the distance between polygons in the covariate space. For either method,
we matched each treated polygon with the single most similar unprotected polygon.
However, selecting the most similar polygon does not guarantee that controls are, in fact, similar.
Thus, we also check explicitly whether the selected unprotected polygons are similar to the protected.
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We examine balance, i.e., if the characteristics’ values are distinguishable between the protected and
matched unprotected observations. Ideally, they should not be. Assuming large differences to begin
with, we would expect at least a signiﬁcant reduction in differences between groups, due to matching.
Given balanced characteristics, the deforestation in matched unprotected sites is an improved
estimate of the deforestation that would have occurred at PA locations without the protection.
PA impact is calculated as that counterfactual rate minus the observed deforestation (given protection).
However, still there will be differences between these groups, in terms of characteristics relevant for
deforestation. Thus, our preferred matching estimates involve ﬁrst matching and then regressions.
We refer to the latter as ‘bias adjustment’, as this addresses remaining differences in characteristics.
If the unobservable or omitted factors are correlated with “treatment”, i.e., with where PAs are,
that could bias estimates of impact. Matching can control only for the included observable factors.
For instance, we do not know anything about the populations in the PAs versus unprotected sites.
We suspect that factors we do observe, however, such as the road and city distances, correlate with the
unobservables. Thus, given our observables, we cannot be sure of the sign of any residual biases. As a
robustness check, we compute ‘Rosenbaum bounds’ to estimate how sensitive are these results.
5. Results
5.1. Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 provides means for our outcomes variables as well as our metrics for drivers, including
Mexico’s protection interventions—both in general and by PA type. Note that 79% of protection is a
‘mixed-use’ type, with an average IUCN category of 6, while 21% of the PA observations are stricter
protection, having an average IUCN category of 1.3.
In terms of drivers of deforestation, Table 1 leads with a very important driver, urban distance.
It is the driver that differs most in these data between PAs and unprotected polygons, and between the
two types of PAs. Protected polygons are roughly three times as far as unprotected. Mixed-use PAs
are roughly twice as far from cities as strict PAs—key for different PA impacts across types. We note
that these relative locations of PA types in Mexico differ from the Brazilian Amazon [41] and from the
averages across the globe (see Nelson and Chomitz [40] concerning PAs’ impacts on ﬁres).
The relative location of PAs on average ﬁts our political economy model in which, for a given
societal beneﬁt, opportunity costs drive PAs to relatively unproﬁtable sites. Table 1 shows this for
urban distance and, to a lesser extent, for road distance, as well as for the fractions of high and low
quality soils. Without considering such differences in location, Table 1’s last row provides a form of
estimate of PAs’ average impact: there is a 2.9% loss of natural land cover in PAs, lower than the 9.2%
loss for unprotected observations. Further, Table 1 suggests that there was actually some enforcement
difference across stricter and mixed-use PAs during our time period (after alleged political shifts).
The land-cover loss of 2.2% is lower for strict PAs, despite the fact that the only major difference in
characteristics is that strict are closer to market (recall, siting occurred before our time period). However,
actually estimating PA impact requires revisiting with control for all land characteristics.
5.2. Drivers of Protection
Table 2 uses regression to consider which locations are protected. Considering urban distance,
PAs are further from urban areas even controlling for other inﬂuences. As expected from Table 1,
the coefﬁcient on urban distance for mixed-use PAs is larger than for strict, i.e., mixed-use are farther.
For road distance, the smaller coefﬁcients also support Table 1, i.e., the mixed-use PAs are closer
(PAs may be near rural ejidos with road access, as 70% of land with forest is owned by ejidos, as Mexico’s
1992 Agrarian Law, Article 1 gave these communities legal status and land ownership and they can
participate in conservation programs such as Mexico’s PES (The REDD Desk, 2012).) The other ﬁndings
in Table 2, e.g., for agricultural suitability, also reﬂect the differences seen in Table 1.
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Table 2. Drivers of protection (including by type).

Urban Distance
Road Distance
Elevation
Slope
High Agricultural Suitability
Pine Oak Forest
Chihuahuan Desert
constant
# obs
R2
Adjusted R2

Protected

Protected–Stricter Subset

Protected–Mixed-Use Subset

0.00251 ***
(0.000)
0.00031 *
(0.000)
−0.00001 ***
(0.000)
0.00120 ***
(0.000)
−0.01533 ***
(0.000)
−0.10585 ***
(0.000)
−0.10554 ***
(0.000)
−0.00390 ***
(0.000)
1,923,782
0.182
0.182

0.00032 ***
(0.000)
0.00066 ***
(0.000)
0.00000 ***
(0.000)
0.00048 ***
(0.000)
−0.01053 ***
(0.000)
−0.03090 ***
(0.000)
−0.03271 ***
(0.000)
−0.00566 ***
(0.000)
1,827,031
0.021
0.021

0.00248 ***
(0.000)
−0.00035 ***
(0.000)
−0.00001 ***
(0.000)
−0.00044 ***
(0.000)
−0.00564 ***
(0.000)
−0.08272 ***
(0.000)
−0.08405 ***
(0.000)
0.00461 ***
(0.000)
1,898,686
0.196
0.196

Robust standard errors in parentheses: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05.

5.3. Drivers of Land-Cover Change
Before estimating impacts of PAs on land cover, with controls for effects of other determinants,
we would like to empirically conﬁrm for our data what was driving the loss of natural land cover in
Mexico in this time period. To do this, we examine rates of loss in just the unprotected locations. Table 3
presents OLS regressions of both land-cover loss and 2005 land cover on characteristics (note that we
would expect the coefﬁcients in these two outcomes columns to have the opposite signs).
Table 3. Drivers of natural land cover, explaining both loss & ﬁnal amount (outside PAs).

Urban Distance
Road Distance
Elevation
Slope
High Agricultural Suitability
Pine Oak Forest
Chihuahuan Desert
Constant
# obs
R2
Adjusted R2

Natural Land Cover Loss 2000–2005

Natural Land Cover Amount 2005

−0.00101 ***
(0.000)
−0.00074 ***
(0.000)
−0.00004 ***
(0.000)
−0.00445 ***
(0.000)
0.03979 ***
(0.001)
0.06457 ***
(0.001)
−0.02074 ***
(0.001)
0.19813 ***
(0.001)
1,514,249
0.03
0.03

0.00137 ***
(0.000)
0.00064 ***
(0.000)
0.00006 ***
(0.000)
0.00572 ***
(0.000)
−0.06338 ***
(0.001)
−0.06964 ***
(0.001)
0.01979 ***
(0.001)
0.75283 ***
(0.001)
1,801,935
0.06
0.06

Robust standard errors in parentheses: *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.

In Table 3, as expected, urban distance has a signiﬁcant effect on the proﬁtability of land-cover loss.
Also expected, road distance matters, even controlling for urban distance. Transport is critical. Higher
elevation and slope also discourage whatever land uses involve the loss of natural cover, again as
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expected. Further, also expected, better conditions for agriculture increase the loss of cover. Both the
Sierra Madre pine oak forest and the Chihuahuan desert are statistically signiﬁcant controls.
5.4. Matching on Drivers of Land-Cover Change
Table 4 communicates whether our matching approach has actually made controls more similar.
Again we start with the urban distance. For all PA polygons, or the strict and mixed-use subsets,
Table 4 shows over 95% reductions in the differences between the PAs and unprotected controls. As the
other differences noted in Table 1 were for road distance and high agricultural suitability, Table 4 shows
similar reductions for them, as is the case for the signiﬁcant and large ecoregions. These reductions in
group differences are, we feel, a solid basis to claim improved estimates of PA impact.
Table 4. Matching balance.
Propensity Score
Matching

Protected–Unprotected
Characteristics Differences

Protected–Stricter
Subset

Protected–Mixed-Use
Subset

Urban Distance
Pre-match difference
Post-match difference
% residual difference

60.064 ***
−2.580 ***
−4.3%

19.273 ***
−0.817
−4.2%

69.409 ***
−2.759 ***
−4.0%

Road Distance
Pre-match difference
Post-match difference
% residual difference

4.128 ***
0.223 ***
5.4%

5.584 ***
0.174
3.1%

3.622 ***
−0.029
−0.8%

Elevation
Pre-match difference
Post-match difference
% residual difference

−459.298 ***
−126.659 ***
27.6%

−169.814 ***
26.358 **
−15.5%

−524.714 ***
−61.156 ***
11.7%

Slope
Pre-match difference
Post-match difference
% residual difference

0.039 ***
−0.684 ***
†

0.617 ***
−0.133 **
−21.6%

−0.118 ***
−0.003
2.5%

High Agric. Suitability
Pre-match difference
Post-match difference
% residual difference

−0.163 ***
−0.049 ***
30%

−0.139 ***
0.013 **
−9.4%

−0.165 ***
−0.002
1.2%

Pine Oak Forest
Pre-match difference
Post-match difference
% residual difference

−0.111 ***
−0.007 ***
6.3%

−0.105 ***
−0.002 **
1.9%

−0.110 ***
−0.005 ***
4.5%

Chihuahuan Desert
Pre-match difference
Post-match difference
% residual difference

−0.099 ***
−0.021 ***
21.2%

−0.147 ***
−0.001
0.7%

−0.084 ***
−0.025 ***
29.8%

† increased small difference; *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05.

That said, matching always leaves residual characteristics differences between treated and control,
noting that we also tested matching ‘calipers’ of 0.01 and 0.001, yet that did not improve balances.
Within Table 4, many differences are statistically signiﬁcant, in part due to the very large sample
(a reason we checked for robustness to random 10% samples (Supplemental Materials: Tables S1 and
S2). Thus, the post-matching regressions that we have employed are well motivated in Table 4—but
also we simply ﬂag these residual differences (another reason we test robustness to covariate matching).
Finally, we note that unobservable differences could also exist—always a key issue for matching.
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5.5. Average PA Impact
For loss of natural land cover and the 2005 amount of land cover, Table 5 presents PAs’ impacts.
The table’s ﬁrst column presents average impact, i.e., the interventions are any kind of protection.
We discuss here the 2000–2005 loss of natural land cover (as impacts upon 2005 cover are analogous).
Table 5. PA impact estimates.
Protected

Protected–Strict
Subset

2000–2005 Natural Land Cover Loss
Pre-match difference in means
–6.3 % ***
–7.0 % ***
# observations
1,923,782
1,827,031

Protected–Mixed-Use
Subset
–6.1%***
1,898,686

Pre-match regression (all the data)
SE
# observations

–3.5 % ***
(0.001)
1,626,295

–5.8 % ***
(0.001)
1,537,139

–2.6 % ***
(0.001)
1,603,405

Post-match regression (most similar)
SE
# observations

–3.2 % ***
(0.002)
181,844

–5.2 % ***
(0.003)
38,633

–2.7 % ***
(0.001)
143,318

2005 Natural Land Cover
9.5 % ***
10.8 % ***
1,923,782
1,827,031

9.2 % ***
1,898,686

Pre-match difference in means
# observations
Pre-match regression (all the data)
SE
# observations

3.7 % ***
(0.001)
1,923,782

6.8 % ***
(0.001)
1,827,031

2.5 % ***
(0.001)
1,898,686

Post-match regression (most similar)
SE
# observations

3.5 % ***
(0.002)
201,569

6.3 % ***
(0.003)
43,655

2.9 % ***
(0.001)
157,826

*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05.

Table 5’s ﬁrst row shows means differences, analogous to the impact estimate implied by Table 1
(a little different because, as seen in Table 3’s ﬁrst column, this outcome has fewer observations).
Its second row introduces controls for the effects of other determinants of natural land-cover loss
using regression analysis with all observations. This lower the estimated impact by almost half
(as in Andam et al. [24] for Costa Rica and globally, for 141 countries, within Joppa and Pfaff [3]).
The matching estimate in Table 5’s third row conﬁrms robustness to matching’s use of observables,
ﬁnding a 3.2% reduction in the 2000–2005 loss of land cover, using just the matched observations.
5.6. Impacts by PA Type
Table 5’s second and third columns separate the PA treatment into the strict versus mixed-use
PAs. We note that enforcement choices are illuminated by simple differences in means, in the top
row, where the loss rate in each PA type is compared to the loss rate within all unprotected polygons.
Despite the fact that mixed-use PAs are further from cities, which should lower clearing pressures,
more loss of natural land cover is occurring within mixed-use PAs. This simplest ‘impact estimate’ is
lower for mixed-use PAs (6.1%) than for strict PAs (7.0%). Enforcement seems to occur on average and,
it seems here, enforcement choices differed by PA type in that clearing differs across PA types.
The differences between Table 5’s ﬁrst row and its second and third rows, which employ controls,
in turn illuminate the different location choices for the two types of PAs. The more biased are PAs’
locations towards low pressure—as we predict given apparent enforcement on average for this time
period (again, per Blackman et al. [7], such enforcement did not always occur)—the greater the
reduction in estimated PA impact we should see when controlling for all the land characteristics.
When we control using observables, impact estimates for strict and mixed-use PAs both fall,
consistent with the effect in the column for all of the PAs. The estimate for the mixed-use PAs falls
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by more, however, consistent with greater urban distance for mixed-use reducing the true impact,
given the apparent impact. Given enforcement and locations, stricter PAs have greater impact (5.2%
versus 2.7%, noting that this difference in estimated impacts across types is statistically signiﬁcant).
These results may be explained by siting in the ‘paper park’ era, before increases in enforcement.
These results are supported by our robustness checks making use of 10% samples, which also
addresses potential issues with spatial autocorrelation. Further, calculation of Rosenbaum bounds,
given that there could be important unobserved factors for which matching clearly cannot control,
shows that to eliminate the signiﬁcance of strict impacts requires unobserved factors to make non-PA
sites almost three times as likely to be cleared–versus only twice as likely for impacts of all PAs.
6. Conclusions
With two goals in mind, we estimated a suite of PA impacts upon land-cover changes in Mexico.
One motivation was to study a period after the 1990s, as conservation politics were alleged to have
shifted and prior work had demonstrated that, during the 1990s, PAs functioned as ‘paper parks’.
Another was to demonstrate the need to address how land-use decisions imply the possibility of bias
in PA impact estimates and how the political economy of public PA choices implies its likelihood.
PAs did reduce losses of natural land cover within their boundaries during 2000–2005.
Thus, it would appear that conservation politics shifted, at least as revealed by our impact
assessment. Further, it was important in estimating the impacts to check for, and then control
for, differences in characteristics of protected (versus unprotected) sites, as they directly inﬂuence
deforestation. Controlling for them lowers the estimated average impact of PAs by about half. Further,
controls generate different adjustments to the estimated impacts for the strict versus the mixed-use PAs.
Across PA types, a combination of siting and enforcement differences yielded different impacts,
with strict PAs generating greater reductions in loss within their boundaries than mixed-use PAs.
These results may reﬂect shifts over time in conservation politics, as PA locations seem consistent with
a lack of intention to enforce during the 1990s that, as our results suggest, later was reversed.
Extensions could improve on these analyses. Our data for land cover are not ideal and Mexico’s
new MRV mechanism may offer options. For moving forward to future analyses, e.g., INEGI has
invested in data on roads and vegetation, for example, and the Nature Conservancy has invested in
tracking sites and types of protection. Finally, more study of differences in dynamics across space
could further contribute to an understanding of the conditions that drive the impacts of protection.
Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at www.mdpi.com/1999-4907/8/1/17/s1, Table S1:
Rosenbaum Bounds, Table S2: 10% Samples.
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Abstract: Reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation in developing countries
(REDD+) requires harmonizing different policy sectors and interests that have impacts on forests.
However, these elements have not been well-operationalized in environmental policy-making
processes of most developing countries. Drawing on ﬁve cases—Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR,
Papua New Guinea, and Vietnam, this article aims to determine whether emerging governance
arrangements help REDD+ development by delivering participatory mechanisms for policy
coordination. Building upon literature on environmental governance and stakeholder participation,
the article examines national governance structures for REDD+ and identiﬁes who participates where,
and what decision-making powers they have. Despite structural differences between the countries,
our analysis illustrates that REDD+ potentially encourages a new form of environmental governance
promoting a cross-sectoral approach and stakeholder participation. Cohesiveness of the structures
within a broader governance system is key to deﬁning the capacity of REDD+ governance. The result
also poses a question as to the inclusiveness of the state actors involved in order to tackle the different
pressure on forests. Considering structural inequalities, the analysis further suggests a need of
policy support for those who are affected by REDD+ to ensure that their voices could be heard in
decision-making processes.
Keywords: REDD+; national governance structures; cross-sectoral coordination; stakeholder
participation; Cambodia; Indonesia; Lao PDR; Papua New Guinea and Vietnam

1. Introduction
Reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation in developing countries (REDD+)
is an emerging policy instrument in climate negotiations, and represents a next-generation mechanism
in encouraging the sustainable management of forests as a means of reducing greenhouse gas emissions.
In the Asia-Paciﬁc region, 20 countries have been engaged in preparing to be ready for implementing
REDD+ at country-level (referred to REDD+ Readiness), with support from multilateral initiatives,
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including the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF) of the World Bank and/or UN-REDD
Programme [1,2]. To move REDD+ Readiness forward, these countries have designed and developed
institutional frameworks for REDD+, whose objectives include ensuring overall responsibilities and
coordination for REDD+, developing strategy, action plan and programs, channeling international
funding, and monitoring and reporting REDD+ actions [3].
Because such framework introduced for REDD+ Readiness deﬁnes policy actors, their roles and
capacity, as well as interactions among them [3–5], it has critical signiﬁcance in decision-making
processes, accommodating different interests and ideas, and operationalizing policy decisions on
managing forest resources and combatting climate change. Accordingly, REDD+ can be considered
as a new form of environmental governance that frames problems of forest management and land
use in the context of climate change and sets up new rules and norms aligning speciﬁc stakeholders
and vision, while marginalizing others [4,6]. This notion of governance poses important concerns
about the practice of institutional arrangements for REDD+ at country-level: What do they look
like, who participates where, and what decision-making powers they have (or do not have) within
the frameworks?
A number of publications have reviewed the progress of national REDD+ Readiness of particular
countries, covering diverse aspects of REDD+ [7–18]. In addition, Minang et al. [19] present an
assessment framework for REDD+ Readiness to compare countries. Yet, little has been done to analyze
structural settings to explain the ways that governments address ambitious objectives of REDD+. More
attention is needed on the structural challenges for REDD+ institutional arrangements [8]. In particular,
challenges associated with sector coordination and participation of stakeholders have been among the
most prominent governance issues shared by countries developing REDD+, and evidenced in their
national strategic documents for preparing REDD+, such as Readiness Preparation Proposals (R-PP)
submitted to the FCPF, and have received particular attention in the literature [3,7,19–24].
Drawing on ﬁve cases—Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Papua New Guinea, and Vietnam,
this article aims to determine whether and how emerging institution arrangements help or hinder
REDD+ Readiness, delivering participatory mechanisms to harmonize different policy sectors
and interests that have an impact on the forests. The multiple cases of these countries provide
structural elements to understand the nature of REDD+ governance, especially how issues of sectoral
coordination and stakeholder participation are addressed. The article is organized as follows: The ﬁrst
part provides the analytical approach adopted and the research methods used. The second part
describes a theoretical focus on governance and stakeholder participation that guides the analysis of
REDD+ frameworks. The third section describes the case studies selected, followed by discussion
on the identiﬁed structures and actors involved in the institutional arrangements. Finally, the article
comments on the ﬁndings, and identiﬁes the structural challenges confronting REDD+ as a policy
instrument for combatting climate change into the future.
2. Method of the Study
Using an analysis based on the evaluation of the institutional arrangements, what follows is a
comparative study of the ﬁve countries chosen to identify the structural and institutional elements
necessary for explaining governance arrangements for developing REDD+.
These ﬁve countries in the Asia-Paciﬁc Region were selected because of their policy commitment
and creation of institutional frameworks for REDD+ Readiness as shown in Figure 1 and Table 1,
as well as their presentation of ofﬁcial policy documents to REDD+ design, which have enabled the
assessment in this study. Engaged with the international initiatives to support developing countries,
namely FCPF and the UN-REDD Programme, the ﬁve countries have formulated the key national
strategic documents for preparing REDD+, such as R-PP for FCPF and Joint Programme Document
(JPD) for UN-REDD Programme, where they present the design of institutional frameworks to move
REDD+ Readiness forward. In addition, these countries have issued legal decisions, such as ministerial
decisions and presidential decrees, to establish and implement such frameworks. Analysis was based
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on surveying those policy documents and other relevant to national REDD+ strategies, combined
with key informant interviews with government ofﬁcials, donor agencies, and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) working on national level REDD+ in each country in order to conﬁrm the
frameworks and understand interactions among actors. The government ofﬁcials interviewed were
from the main management body of REDD+ (Table 1), and ministry departments and/or agencies
responsible for forestry, environment and climate change in each country (24 in total: 5 in Cambodia,
7 in Indonesia, 4 in Lao PDR, 4 in Papua New Guinea, and 4 in Vietnam).

ȱ
Figure 1. REDD+ timeline in the ﬁve countries 2008–2013 (Institutional frameworks and strategic
documents). Sources: [11,12,14–17,25–30].
Table 1. Institutional arrangements for REDD+ Readiness in the ﬁve countries in 2013.
Country

Cambodia

Indonesia

Lao PDR

Papua New Guinea

Vietnam

Higher
political level

National Climate
Change Committee
(2006) [30]

Delivery Unit of
the President
(UKP4) (2009–2014)
[11,31]

National
Environmental
Council (NEC)
(2002) [27,32]

National Climate
Change Committee
(NCCC) (2011) [9,28]

Steering
Committee for
REDD+ (2011)
[18,29,33]

Main
management
body

REDD+ Taskforce
(2010, 2013) [30,34]

Administrative
matter

Taskforce
Secretariat
(2012) [30,34]

REDD+
Technical
matters

Technical
Teams [30,34]

National REDD+
Task Force
(2010–2013)
[7,11,31]

REDD+ Task
Force (2008,
2011, 2013)
[10,14,25,27]
REDD+ Ofﬁce
(2012) [14,25]

Ofﬁce of Climate
Change and
Development
(OCCD) (2010).
The REDD+ and
Mitigation Division
within OCCD [9,28]

Working
Groups
[14,25,27]

REDD+ Technical
Working Group
[9,17,28]

Working Groups
under the Task
Force [11,35]

(year) is when the organization was established.

284

Steering
Committee for
REDD+ (2011) and
REDD+ Network
(2009) [18,29,33]
REDD+ Ofﬁce
(2011) [29,33]
Technical Working
Groups [29,33]

Forests 2016, 7, 195

It is important to note that REDD+ institutions seem to be evolving rapidly at different stages
in the ﬁve countries. However, as the analysis focuses on the Readiness phase, in which national
governments prepare for REDD+, the paper has selected the period of 2013 for comparison purposes.
3. Theoretical Focus of the Study: Sector Coordination and Stakeholder Participation
As widely recognized, deforestation and forest degradation cannot be framed as simply forestry
problems [5,36]. In addition to commercial timber exploitation, industrial agricultural development,
shifting cultivation, and infrastructure expansion all play a signiﬁcant role in current levels of
deforestation and forest degradation [23,37]. Furthermore, it is not possible to discuss improved
forest and land use without addressing social, environmental and economic aspects, such as rural
poverty, land tenure, environmental services, and ﬁnancial and market issues. Consequently, REDD+
requires a cross-sectoral response and the consideration of all relevant factors inside and outside forests.
From this viewpoint, representation and interaction of actors across sector boundaries and diverse
knowledge and values are necessary features for REDD+ institutional arrangements to respond to the
wider scope of the problems to be solved.
3.1. Cross-Sectoral Coordination
Drawing on Cadman [20] and Hogl [38], it is understood that cross-sectoral coordination is enabled
through collaboration of different policy actors, notably via their participation in decision-making
processes. Sectoral interests are represented by not only state government bodies, but also by a range of
non-state actors and networks. However, it is the responsibility of states and their agencies to prepare
and implement sectoral policies at national scale by exercising authority and actual implementation
practice. Within this perspective, it should be also understood that the state government is conceived
not as a single-unity but as a network of different ministries and agencies [39], which have different
objectives and roles with different areas of knowledge, resources and constituencies.
Representation of state actors from different policy sectors alone does not necessarily ensure
improved policy coordination as embedded political interests, power relations, and historical
institutional path dependencies could undermine the effectiveness of institutional arrangements
in policy outcomes [40,41]. Well-facilitated participatory processes that cross policy sector boundaries
support communication and ensure that decisions are accountable, are necessary characteristics to
promote integration across policy sectors [41,42]. Particular attention should be paid to ensuring that
state actors from different policy sectors are involved in REDD+ institutional arrangements. Drawing
on the quality of the policy coordination proposed by Metcalfe [39], the interaction of ministries
and state agencies can be understood by identifying how and where they are engaged, and their
roles and responsibilities in decision-making processes. Following the typologies based on different
degrees of participation [43–46], the engagement of policy sectors are organized as follows: leading role
(i.e., lead decision-making and coordination); interactive participation (i.e., involvement in analysis and
development of strategies and plans); functional participation (i.e., provision of technical knowledge
and guidance); and consultative function (i.e., provision of information and comments upon request).
3.2. Stakeholder Participation
Signiﬁcant roles for stakeholder participation are increasingly recognized in REDD+ debates.
But the term “REDD+ stakeholder” is too generally used to be easily understood. While a range of
typologies have been developed to understand stakeholder participation in different contexts [43,46],
the common meaning of “stakeholder” refers to those who are affected by or can affect a decision [47].
Bearing this in mind, this paper focuses on non-state actors affected by and/or directly involved in
REDD+ and forest management, following the categories identiﬁed by Brockhaus et al. (2014) [40]:
multilateral and/or bilateral donor; international NGOs, academic and/or research entity; civil
organization and/or domestic NGO; private sector (business); and indigenous group and/or
local community.
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In the literature on contemporary environmental governance, there are mainly two views about
the purpose and role of stakeholder participation. First, looking the matter through the perspectives of
justice and equity, participation is understood as procedural justice [48]. Since indigenous peoples and
forest dependent communities are often vulnerable to external political and economic interests [49]
and are considered as most affected by the implementation of REDD+ [5], their participation needs
speciﬁc attention. In addition, the pragmatic value of stakeholder participation has also been stressed.
By building consensus among different groups and having more comprehensive information inputs
through stakeholder participation, the quality and implementation of decisions are likely to be
greater [50–52].
Consequently, an investigation into which actors are/are not involved in REDD+, the roles they
are/are not afforded in related processes, can help to determine the nature of stakeholder participation
in the institutional frameworks, as explored below.
4. Results
4.1. Overview of Institutional Arrangements for REDD+ Readiness in the Five Countries
The ﬁve countries share similarities in terms of hierarchy structures composed of basically three
or four strata in the institutional arrangements for REDD+ Readiness. Table 1 gives a proﬁle of how
national REDD+ framework are organized in terms of administrative levels, functions and roles.
As a higher political forum for guiding strategic decision for REDD+ Readiness and promoting
sectoral coordination, each country has formed or appointed a governmental body at the uppermost
level of the arrangement. In the cases of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Papua New Guinea, and Vietnam,
this body takes the form of a committee or council, chaired by the ministerial or secretary general
level, and involving representatives from other relevant ministries. In the case of Indonesia, along
with the co-operation with the Norway Government (Letter of Intent: LOI), overall responsibility for
developing REDD+ Readiness was mandated under the authority of the President’s Delivery Unit for
Monitoring, Development and Oversight (UKP4) (while the analysis for Indonesia’s REDD+ focuses on
the REDD+ governance arrangement under the UKP4, it should be noted that the UKP4 was dissolved
in December 2014 according to the government’s reform led by Indonesia’s new president, President
Joko Widodo. Since 2015, the newly established Ministry of Environment and Forestry is taking a
lead in REDD+ by Presidential Decree No. 16, 2015) established within the President Ofﬁce in 2009,
the intention of which is to improve inter-ministerial coordination [53,54].
As the main management and coordination body to develop REDD+ Readiness, a special
government unit or management ofﬁce was set up in each of the ﬁve countries: REDD+ Taskforce
in Cambodia (2010–now), National REDD+ Task Force in Indonesia (2010–2013), REDD+ Task Force
in Lao PDR (2008–now), and the Ofﬁce of Climate Change and Development (OCCD) in Papua
New Guinea (2010–now). In Vietnam, the REDD+ Steering Committee (2011–now) supported by the
National Network (2009–now) is viewed equivalent to this operating level (detailed discussion is
given below). These organizations are considered as the main government instrument for REDD+
Readiness in each country, as they are directly responsible for the formulation of national strategy,
managing overall development of REDD+ activities, and taking the lead in coordinating measures
over stakeholders. To provide support in terms of administrative operations, Cambodia, Lao PDR and
Vietnam set up secretarial ofﬁces. National REDD+ Task Force in Indonesia and the OCCD in Papua
New Guinea are provided with the necessary administrative capacities.
In order to address technical issues related to REDD+, such as monitoring, reporting and
veriﬁcation (MRV) system, forest reference emission levels (RELs), and social and environmental
safeguards, several technical team/working groups are under development within the REDD+
institutional frameworks in each country.
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4.2. REDD+ Intuitional Arrangements in Relation with Existing Forest Institutions
Each of the ﬁve countries has established governance structures for REDD+ Readiness, which may
provide vertical linkages from higher political level to administrative and technical matters associated
with REDD+. While the frameworks present common features as shown in Table 1, two types of
governance arrangement are found in relation to existing forest institutions: based on the present
forest administration (the arrangements of Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Vietnam); and creation of new
institutions for REDD+ Readiness instead of the present government body for forest administration
(the arrangements of Indonesia and Papua New Guinea).
In the former type of arrangement, the forest administration body ofﬁcially plays a central role
in leading REDD+ Readiness and serves as the national focal point. For example, in Cambodia,
the Forestry Administration (FA) under the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF)
and the Ministry of Environment (MOE) chair REDD+ Taskforce and take the lead on REDD+ [30].
In Vietnam, the Vietnam Administration of Forestry (VNFOREST) under the Ministry of Agriculture
and Rural Development (MARD) acts as a national focal point, hosting the REDD+ Ofﬁce to support
REDD+ Steering Committee and organize REDD+ Network activities [29].
In contrast, new organizations were appointed or created with authority to lead REDD+ Readiness
in Indonesia and Papua New Guinea outside the existing forest institution. In Indonesia, even though
the preparation for REDD+ had been originally conducted by the Ministry of Forestry with the
collaboration of BAPPENAS (The Ministry of National Development and Planning) [11], coordination
in formulating the REDD+ National Strategy and lead preparation for REDD+ shifted to the National
REDD+ Task Force, which was independently established under the authority of the UKP4. In Papua
New Guinea, the OCCD was created by National Executive Council (NEC) decision 54/2010 and
appointed to develop and manage REDD+ Readiness, while the Papua New Guinea Forest Authority
(PNGFA) is a government body with regulatory and administrative responsibility for managing the
forest sector [55,56].
4.3. Involvement of Ministries and Agencies in the Inner-Ministerial Coordination Body in the Arrangements
In the ﬁve countries, main coordinating structures between different policy sectors have been
established at the management level of the governance arrangements for REDD+ Readiness. Table 2
shows policy sectors involved in the inter-ministerial body through participation of responsible
ministries and agencies of the ﬁve countries.
Table 2. Cross-sectoral dimension in key REDD+ management bodies in the ﬁve countries in 2013.
Country

Cambodia

Indonesia

Lao PDR

Papua New Guinea

Vietnam

Cross-sectoral
coordination structure

REDD+
Taskforce

REDD+
Task Force

REDD+
Taskforce

Technical Working
Group

REDD+ Steering
Committee

Forestry

†

***

***

*

†

Environment/
Climate change

***

***

†

*

***

Agriculture

-

***

***

*

-

Finance

***

***

***

*

***

Land use planning

***

***

***

*

***

Energy and mining

***

***

***

*

-

Indigenous rights and
social welfare

§

-

§

§

***

Other

***

***

***

*

***

†, leading role; ***, interactive participation; **, functional participation; *, consultative function; §, not clear; -,
not involved. Source: [7,11,16–18,25–29,33–35,57].
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In Cambodia, the need for sectoral coordination for REDD+ was primarily answered by the
creation of REDD+ Task Force (the inter-ministry REDD+ Taskforce was ﬁrst established in January
2010 as an interim measure and then re-established in February 2013 by Decision No. 87 of Ministry
of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries on Establishment of Cambodian REDD+ Taskforce), which is
the main REDD+ management body with mandates to oversee and coordinate processes to formulate
national REDD+ strategy and relevant actions to REDD+. This arrangement was created in 2010,
and since then, the number of state actors participating in the Task Force has increased to ten
members, consisting of senior ofﬁcials from the forest, environment, land use planning, ﬁnance,
rural development, and mining ministries. The Task Force was given the role of high-level cross
sectoral coordination and policy guidance from the National Climate Change Committee (NCCC),
which is chaired by the Prime Minister and involves representatives from 20 ministries and three
government agencies [58]. However, since the Committee addresses all aspects of climate change
including both mitigation and adaptation, the Task Force serves as the most powerful instrument to
provide sectoral coordination on REDD+ decision-making in Cambodia.
A similar mechanism is found in Lao PDR, where sectoral coordination is primarily introduced at
the same level of government organization as Cambodia’s REDD+ Task Force. The inter-ministerial
REDD+ Task Force was originally established by the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF) in 2008
via Ministerial Decree No. 1313 to oversee and to provide coordination over REDD+ [27]. Following
the establishment of the new ministry (Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment: MONRE),
the responsibility of REDD+ was transfer from the MAF and the Task Force was re-established by
Department of Forest Resources Management (DFRM) under MONRE in October 2013 via MONRE
decision No. 7176. Following this reform, the number of members comprising the Task Force was
increased from 15 to 24. The Task Force comprises members at director general/deputy director
general level from ministries and other agencies related to forestry and agriculture, energy and mining,
development planning and industry sectors. In addition, the R-PP of Lao PDR suggests high-level
cross sectoral coordination to be provided from the National Environment Council (NEC), which
consists of ministers and vice ministers from 14 key agencies [27]. The Council was established in
2002 to provide advice to the government regarding environmental issues [32], however it has not
functioned effectively and its linkage with the Task Force remains unclear.
In Indonesia, REDD+ Task Force (2010–2013) served as the main instrument to implement the LOI
with Norway’s Government and the most powerful to develop Indonesia’s REDD+ Readiness. Its tasks
included to create an institutional and legal framework for REDD+ in Indonesia, including formulation
of National REDD+ Strategy and establishment of the REDD+ Agency (in 2014, the REDD+ Agency
started its operation as a successor to National REDD+ Task Force in order to move REDD+ toward
implementation phase. However, REDD+ Agency was closed down in 30 January 2015 following the
government’s reform led by Indonesia’s new president, President Joko Widodo and the Ministry of
Environment and Forestry is currently taking a lead in REDD+). Established through the Presidential
Decree No. 19/2010, and chaired by the head of UKP4, the Task Force was theoretically able to lead
the activities of all other line ministries and agencies regarding REDD+ [53]. In addition, the Task
Force involves members of senior ofﬁcials of relevant ministries and other agencies for “forestry”,
“environment”, “land use”, “planning”, and “ﬁnance” [31]. During the ﬁrst period of the Task Force
(2010–2011), “agriculture” and “mining” sectors were not formally been represented in the REDD+
institutional arrangements, however, in its second period (2011–2013), these two sectoral ministries
participated as members, appointed in the Presidential Decree No. 25/2011. Under the Task Force, ten
thematic working groups were established, each headed by senior government ofﬁcials and experts in
their ﬁeld.
In Papua New Guinea, the OCCD acts as the responsible government body for REDD+,
while REDD+ sector programs will be implemented by other government departments and agencies
in accordance with their mandates [28]. Under the arrangement, a cross-departmental working
group, namely Technical Working Group for REDD+, was established in 2010. Chaired by the OCCD,
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the Working Group has diverse membership, comprising 21 members from departments of the
government, non-government organizations, donors and industry associations [28]. Its main duty is
to provide technical guidance for the implementation of REDD+ activities, yet the Working Group
seems to function primarily as consulting groups that provide comments on information from the
OCCD [17].
In Vietnam, the National REDD+ Steering Committee was created in early 2011 via MARD
Decision No.39/QD-BNN-TCCB to facilitate cross-sectoral coordination among government agencies.
The main functions of the Steering Committee is to propose relevant policies relating to REDD+,
and direct the formulation of the National REDD+ Programme (NRAP). Chaired by the Minister of
MARD, the Committee’s members include representatives from seven departments of MARD as well as
other ministries and agencies, which are responsible for “environment and climate change”, “planning”,
“ﬁnance”, “foreign affairs”, and “ethnic issue” [29]. In addition, the government established the
National REDD Network via MARD Decision No.2614/QD-BNN-LN, together with the National
REDD Working Group including several Sub-Technical Working Groups, which actually serve as
forums for information sharing and discussions about the design and implementation of all elements
of national REDD+ system. Several donor organizations, international NGOs, and many of the forestry
institutions of the MARD are engaged as members in the Network and the Working Group [18].
However the participation of other ministries and government agencies is limited at these technical
and operational levels. The sectoral coordination for REDD+ is attempted primarily through the
National REDD+ Steering Committee.
4.4. Participation of Non-State Actors in the Institutional Arrangements for REDD+ Readiness in the
Five Countries
The government documents for designing REDD+, such as R-PP, of the ﬁve countries identify
a range of non-state actors who would be affected by or would have an impact on the design and
implementation of REDD+, including multilateral and bilateral donor organizations, international
NGOs, academic and research organizations, civil organizations and domestic NGOs, private sector,
indigenous groups, and local communities [26–30]. However, the ﬁve countries demonstrate a great
variation in engagement and coordination with stakeholders. Table 3 summarizes the non-state
actors involved and their given role in the institutional arrangements for REDD+ Readiness of the
ﬁve countries.
Table 3. Participation of non-state actors in REDD+ institutional arrangements in the ﬁve countries
in 2013.
Country

Cambodia

Indonesia

Structure for stakeholder
participation

REDD+
Consultation
Group

REDD+
Working
Group

Multilateral and/or
Bilateral donor

-

International NGO
Academic and/or
research entity

Lao PDR

Papua New Guinea

Vietnam

REDD+
Taskforce

Technical Working
Group

REDD+ Network
and Working
Group

***

-

*

**

*

***

-

*

**

*

***

**

*

**

Civil organization
and/or domestic NGO

*

***

§

*

-

Private sector

*

***

-

*

-

Indigenous group
and/or local community

*

***

-

-

-

***, interactive participation; **, functional participation; *, consultative function; §, not clear; -, not involved.
Source: [7,9,11,15,17,25,27–30,57,59,60].
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In recognition of the importance of stakeholder participation and consultation in developing
national REDD+ system, the Royal Government of Cambodia decided to set up the REDD+
Consultation Group within the REDD+ institutional framework. Involving international organizations,
academic institutions, civil society, indigenous peoples, forest dependent communities, NGOs, and
the private sector, the Consultation Group aims to support the REDD+ Taskforce by providing
comments and recommendations, and/or express concerns especially on issues associated to
stakeholder engagement and REDD+ safeguards [59,60]. Representing diverse groups of stakeholders,
its fundamental role is to introduce an effective consultation process in developing REDD+
in Cambodia.
In contrast to Cambodia’s case, stakeholder participation is not easily grasped in the REDD+
framework of Lao PDR. The framework constitutes mostly by the government organizations in
accordance with their mandates. As a member of the REDD+ Taskforce, the National University of
Laos plays a think-tank role in designing REDD+ elements. A few non-government entities are also
involved in the Taskforce, namely Lao Front for National Construction (LFNC), Lao Women’s Union
(LWU) and Lao National Chamber of Commerce and Industry, which are considered to represent
views of civil society and particular groups [25]. However, these organizations are considered as
inherently political, under the ruling Lao People’s Revolutionary Party. The space for non-state actors
to engage with REDD+ decision-making is likely to be limited due to the political history and culture
of the country.
The REDD+ frameworks of Indonesia and Vietnam provide non-state actor with opportunities
to participate actively in discussion and analysis for developing REDD+. In Indonesia, there were
ten working groups under the REDD+ Task Force. The members of the groups were not only from
the governmental organizations, but also included experts from multilateral organizations, NGOs,
civil society, private sector and indigenous groups. Each working group, consisting of 4–7 members
was responsible for developing elements of REDD+, such as a national strategy, the MRV institution,
safeguards system and a ﬁnancial mechanism. However, participation is not on a voluntary basis;
rather it is based on individual expertise to complete the responsibilities of the Task Force.
In Vietnam, non-state actors are allowed to participate in REDD+ institutional framework through
the REDD+ Network and a number of Sub-Working Groups. Together with government agencies, ten
non-state organizations are listed as members of these groups [57]. However civil society, private sector,
indigenous people groups, and local communities are not involved as the members, even though the
arrangement takes a form of open-ended participation. Including academic institutions, international
development partners, and NGOs, the arrangement is viewed to contribute to generating knowledge
for REDD+ and encouraging communication between state and non-state actors. There have been a
number of outputs from the Sub-Working Groups on design of REDD+ elements (e.g., MRV framework
document, a design document for beneﬁt distribution). However, Stewart et al. [18] pose a question
about the actual impacts of the mechanism to facilitate policy inputs from non-state actors, as the
government has no obligation to adopt these technical recommendations.
In Papua New Guinea, the Technical Working Group for REDD+ under the OCCD has
diverse members including 15 non-government organizations such as NGOs, donors and industry
associations [28]. Such a multiple-actors framework is designed to provide overall technical knowledge
and guidance for the implementation of REDD+ activities; and to support the OCCD to develop
constructive relationships with a variety of different stakeholders [9]. However, the non-state
members listed in the R-PP are international and national actors, while local actors such as indigenous
communities are not represented. In addition, as pointed out to date, mainly the function has been
focused on consultation to provide comments on information from the OCCD and it is less clear how
and whether comments would be incorporated or not.
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5. Discussion
5.1. Two Types of Governance Arrangement for REDD+ Readiness
Because REDD+ essentially copes with forests and would be largely consistent with governments’
efforts to improve forestry sector such as forest conservation, sustainable management of forests,
community forestry and certiﬁcation of forest products, the forestry administration-led governance
arrangement might be the most appropriate (found in the frameworks of Cambodia, Lao PDR and
Vietnam). This arrangement appears to allow governments to take fullest advantage of existing
institutions, resources, capacities and networks of forestry sector. However, the arrangement may
limit scope and capacity of REDD+, as evidenced in the Cambodia’s R-PP [30], which places the
development of the REDD+ strategy within the existing forest policy framework and strategies.
To enable REDD+ to address drivers of deforestation from outside the forestry sector for climate
change mitigation, design and implementation of REDD+ would be beyond the mandates of forest
institutions. However, the ability of the forest administration body to coordinate with and have
inﬂuence on decisions of other ministries could be inherently limited due to its capacity articulated
within the border governance system. The ministry or agency responsible for managing state’s forests
is essentially technical administration, and inter-sectoral coordination roles are often given to another
ministry or government agency dealing with planning or ﬁnancial issues. As an operational matter,
the compartmentalized administrative structure of forest administration is likely to require complex
communication to coordinate with other sectors. In addition, as Luttrell et al. [15] discuss, there
remains a concern about embedded economic interests and politically connected networks in the
natural resources and forest management in many countries that are engaging in REDD+ Readiness.
The weak forest governance may undermine efforts to reduce emissions from forest, and presents a
great risk for accountability and transparency in REDD+ decision-making process and for the rights of
indigenous groups and local communicates.
To respond to the need to tackle these weaknesses and challenges, where reformation of existing
forest institutions would be required, new agencies have been created or appointed in Indonesia
and Papua New Guinea. Setting up new institutions for REDD+ separately from the present forest
administration should be able to frame and deal with deforestation problems in a broader perspective
towards the climate change mitigation objective, and bring about sector coordination. However, new
institutions for REDD+ appear to cause political tensions on account of their overlapping roles with the
present forest administration bodies and other line ministries, resulting in uncertainty over leadership
and the legal force of agreed proposals from the new institution.
For instance, Resosudarmo et al. [53] point out the limited inﬂuence of Indonesia’s REDD+
Task Force on other ministries over its decisions due to weak institutional capacity. Even though
its tasks were clear, the Task Force was on an ad hoc basis taking roles between 2010 and 2013 and
not institutionally well-established in relation to the cabinet ministries, which led to confusion and
tension in relation with the broader governance system [15]. Its political instability is evidenced in
legal recognition of the National REDD+ Strategy ﬁnalized by the REDD+ Task Force in 2012. Without
obtaining strong support from line ministries, the Strategy was issued through the Chairman’s Decree
of the REDD+ Task Force without a relatively stable center of authority, such as presidential recognition.
Accordingly, there remains an uncertainty regarding the legal binding of the strategy and its inﬂuence
on the sectoral policies. Political confusion is also found around REDD+ in Papua New Guinea, where
the OCCD has struggled to show strong leadership in developing national REDD+ Readiness [9].
Tension was especially found between the OCCD and the Forestry Authority [17]. Even though new
institutions are built to introduce cross-sectoral approach for REDD+ Readiness, their effectiveness
remains questionable due to institutional uncertainty and/or rival relations generated with regard to
the present government administrations.
However, the overlap and/or tension within the government structure over forests and REDD+
are also found in Cambodia, Lao PDR and Vietnam, where REDD+ institutional arrangements are based
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on the present forest administration. In Cambodia and Lao PDR, responsibility over forest resources is
not mandated to a single government agency, but distributed to plural organizations at ministerial
level. For instance, most state forest areas in Cambodia are managed by the Forestry Administration
(FA) and the Ministry of Environment (MOE) according to the management objectives of forests [61].
There exists competition over mandates and rival relations in managing the natural resources [62].
In Lao PDR, the government created the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MONRE) in
2011, which took overall responsibility for conservation and protection of forests from the Ministry
of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF), which has led to uncertainty and confusion over leadership and
coordination for REDD+ [14].
Even though forestry institutions generally control all state forest areas, other institutions,
especially those responsible for environmental issue also deal with forest resources in certain
respects [36]. In Vietnam, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) has overall
responsibility for the forest lands, while the environmental ministry has a mandate for management of
state lands. This overlap mandate is often perceived as a drawback in the administrative process for
decision-making over forest land in Vietnam [12,16,63].
The ﬁve countries illustrate two types of arrangements to govern REDD+ Readiness, which
highlight differences in what each country considers to develop REDD+. However, both arrangements
also demonstrate challenges to ensure the adequate capacity of REDD+ institutions to achieve the
sectoral coordination.
5.2. Understanding Cross-Sectoral Coordination Mechanisms in REDD+ Governance Strucurres
In both arrangements, the attempt for cross-sectoral coordination is found through the creation of
inter-ministerial bodies where ministries and agencies formally participate as members. Participating
ministries and agencies are embedded in the formal decision-making processes for REDD+, which
theoretically stimulates inter-ministerial communication and allows sectoral perspectives and interests
to be integrated into REDD+ direction.
The policy sectors commonly involved in the ﬁve countries are “forestry”, ”environment”,
“ﬁnance”, and “land use planning”. However, the “agriculture” sector, which has a critical inﬂuence on
land use change, is missing in Cambodia and Vietnam. The difference is also found in the participation
of the responsible ministry or agency regarding the rights of indigenous people and social welfare.
In Vietnam, the REDD+ Steering Committee involves the Committee on Ethnic Minority Affairs, which
is a ministry-level agency that exercises the functions of state management of ethnic minority affairs
nationwide [64]. In Cambodia, however, the Department of Ethnic Minorities Development under
the Ministry of Rural Development is not involved in the REDD+ Task Force, while the Department
of Rural Water Supply from the same ministry, which is tasked to develop water supplies for rural
areas [65] and Local Administration of the Ministry of Interior are listed in the REDD+ Taskforce [34].
In Indonesia, the Ministry of Social Affairs, which deals with Indigenous Peoples’ issues [66] and
the Ministry of Law and Human Rights were not involved in the Task Force. The cases of Lao PDR
and Papua New Guinea present less certainty in terms of representativeness of this sector within the
government. Notably, issues related to rights, rural development and social welfare are in general not
coordinated by a single ministry; rather different ministries and agencies are working on the issues
from different aspects such as land rights, health care, infrastructure and education.
It is also important to understand what roles and responsibilities are given to the participating
ministries and agencies within the coordination body. In four of the ﬁve countries, the member
ministries and agencies are given a position to participate in the discussion and analysis for design,
implement and monitor REDD+ development. With such interactive participation of different policy
sectors, REDD+ decision-making processes may lead towards a better recognition of diverse sectoral
interests and their collaboration. However, Papua New Guinea shows less signiﬁcance of participation
of line ministries and agencies, where they participate through the REDD+ Technical Working Group.
While 19 government departments and agencies are involved in the Group [28], their function seems
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primarily to be as consultative groups to provide comments and/or technical recommendation to the
OCCD’s ideas and plans for REDD+ [17].
REDD+ institutional arrangements in the ﬁve countries demonstrate that the range of state
actors participating in REDD+ decision-making processes has gone beyond the forestry sector with
inter-ministerial participation. Notably, the number of state actors participating in the inter-ministerial
bodies has increased in the case of Cambodia, Indonesia and Lao PDR, which implies growing attention
from different policy sectors to REDD+ as a potential to achieve their own policy goals. On the other
hand, the countries also show variations especially in terms of the policy sectors involved. The result
poses a question as to whether the state actors involved have enough authority and roles to tackle the
different pressure on forests from, for example, the agriculture sector. It also suggests a challenge to
coordinate the issues related to indigenous groups, local communities and peoples’ welfares from a
structural point of view. These are the cases that need to be analyzed country by country. Nevertheless,
the REDD+ strategic documents such as R-PP are unlikely to explain the criteria to be used in selecting
government bodies to be involved in the structure for REDD+ decision making.
5.3. Different Approaches to Stakeholder Participation
There are signiﬁcant differences in terms of non-state actors involved and ways of their
engagement across the ﬁve countries, but overall opportunities to participate in REDD+ decision
making structures can be viewed as unevenly distributed between different types of stakeholders. Most
of the non-state actors involved in the structure in the ﬁve countries are multilateral and/or bilateral
donor organizations and international environmental NGOs, which have expertise on elements of
REDD+, or resources to support government efforts. On the other hand, civil society, private sector,
indigenous groups and forest dependent communities are likely to be provided less opportunity to
participate in REDD+ decision-making structures. This implication is critical especially for indigenous
groups and forest dependent communities as they would be mostly affected by the implementation of
REDD, but their social values and interests associated with forests are not always the main concern of
national administrations [67–69].
In addition to the types of stakeholder, it is also crucial to identify the purposes and functions
of stakeholder participation. In Indonesia, the non-government actors were involved in the
decision-making process to design and develop elements of REDD+. However, it should be noted that
the participation is not open-ended, but based on expertise of each actor. Accordingly, it is viewed
that the participation is pragmatic rather than normative following Reed (2008) [46], as it centers on
technical concerns rather than representing the full range of relevant stakeholders.
The arrangement in Vietnam shows a different approach to stakeholder participation, which is
characterized as being organizational and voluntary. The purpose of stakeholder participation is to
provide technical knowledge and guidance for developing elements of REDD+. Importantly, it can be
understood that the opportunity to participate is likely to be given through existing actor networks,
since the participants are international organizations those who can affect rather than those who are
affected. The participation is, therefore, viewed as political, technical and resource-oriented. This is
also found in the case of Papua New Guinea, although its function is more consultative-oriented.
The stakeholder participation in both countries raises a question about criteria and transparency in the
process to decide who are involved and who are not.
Cambodia’s arrangement demonstrates another approach. With the aim of ensuring stakeholder
engagement, the selection process for membership in REDD+ Consultation Group was carefully
designed with clear criteria, and a broader range of stakeholders are involved including indigenous
group and local community. Compared with other countries, however, the role of non-stakeholders in
the group is relatively limited, which is viewed as “consultative” rather than “functional” following
Farrington [44].
As one of the agreements at the sixteenth session of the Conference of the Parties (COP 16)
to United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), countries developing
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REDD+ are requested to ensure “the full and effective participation of relevant stakeholders, inter
alia indigenous peoples and local communities” [70]. Because values of forest vary depending on
stakeholders [67], in theory, involving stakeholders could contribute to higher quality and durability
of decisions [36,51]. Stakeholder participation is also discussed in view of representing the full
range of groups that would be affected by REDD+ (e.g., Guidelines on Stakeholder Engagement in
REDD+ Readiness [71]). However, the institutional frameworks of the ﬁve countries demonstrate
differences in governments’ interpretations and responses. In addition to viewing this only from
the representativeness of different groups, stakeholder participation in REDD+ as an institutional
arrangement is likely to be understood through broader operational objectives for which participation
and the capacity of stakeholders is used to meet such objectives.
6. Conclusions
REDD+ requires national governments to address cross-sectoral coordination and ensure
inclusive and meaningful participation of stakeholders. However, these elements have not been
well-operationalized in the forest and environmental policy-making processes of most developing
countries [36,67].
By examining the institutional arrangements for REDD+ Readiness in the ﬁve countries,
this empirical study has identiﬁed the approaches taken to organize the structures (i.e., either
organizing it based on an existing forest administration, or creating a new one) and demonstrated that
REDD+ potentially encourages new forms of environmental governance that seeks a cross-sectoral
approach and the participation of non-state actors. Despite variations found between the countries,
state actors from different policy sectors directly participate in the decision-making processes to
develop REDD+ including formulation of national strategy. It should be also highlighted that the
institutional arrangements provide formal spaces for non-state actors to engage in developing national
REDD+ systems.
However, the legitimacy and ability of the institutional arrangements are being inﬂuenced by
existing governance arrangements and inter-ministerial relationships over forest resources. REDD+
governance needs to be institutionally well-established within the broader national governance system.
In addition, it is crucial not to overlook the questions of appropriate government bodies and their
roles structured in the frameworks. Certainly, further analysis is required for each of the countries
studied here in order to fully understand the complexity of deforestation drivers as well as social,
environmental and economic aspects of REDD+ inside outside forests. Yet, from a structural view,
our study has the questioned inclusiveness and has assumed the absence of criteria to select state actors
in order to address diverse drivers of deforestation and relevant factors to REDD+, especially issues of
indigenous rights and social welfare. Furthermore, the study of these ﬁve countries has demonstrated
that the argument on sectoral coordination is not straightforward. In policy practice, there may be
competence and tension among ministries and agencies for inﬂuence over REDD+. The incumbent
government bodies, particularly those dealing with forests and climate change are likely aiming to use
REDD+ to advance their own interests and policy agenda. There might also be an institutional risk as
more state actors are involved from different policy sectors of conﬂicting political interests with the
ability to decide; REDD+ decision-making would require more complex communication processes and
policy deliberations.
Participation of non-state actors is generally found in the institutional structures in the ﬁve
countries, whereas the approaches differ by country. The result suggests that stakeholder participation
is objectively deﬁned, addressing not only representation of interests. Rather, consultative function and
provision of technical knowledge seem to be the main purpose of involving non-state actors. Hence,
opportunities for participation are distributed according to the capacity of actors to meet such objectives
and supported by the political networks and resources that they have. Certainly, it is not only formal
governance structures, which provide participation, but non-state actors are likely to be engaged
in policy dialogues at multiple levels in both formal and non-formal ways [72,73]. Nevertheless,
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considering such structural inequalities, our study assumes that the powers and responsibilities of
the local stakeholders who are and will be affected by REDD+ are relatively less signiﬁcant in REDD+
formal decision-making processes. It also suggests a need for speciﬁc policy support, resources and
participatory processes for these local actors to ensure that their voices would be heard in REDD+
decision-making processes.
The status of REDD+ is moving forward in these ﬁve countries and their institutional
arrangements are highly dynamic. In particular the arrangements in Indonesia and Lao PDR have
drastically changed following the government’s reform. Yet, it is a fundamental feature of REDD+
decision-making processes to deal with a growing set of policy sectors and diverse interests. Focusing
on the Readiness phase, in which the state governments seek to build a basis for REDD+, the analysis
of the ﬁve countries has proved that REDD+ has succeeded in introducing participatory mechanisms to
support sectoral coordination and dialogue with stakeholders into a national policy arena over forests
for combatting climate change. It is a new but also challenging form of environmental decision-making
process. It is thus critical to explore why such mechanisms either work or do not work to achieve
policy coordination and strengthen REDD+ governance.
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Abstract: In forest climate governance processes such as REDD+, non-state actors take on various,
more or less formal, but in fact potentially authoritative governance tasks when informing, ﬁnancing,
(co)deciding or implementing forest climate action. Drawing on the concept of social roles, we
investigate eight different REDD+ governance processes and how a variety of practical authoritative
roles are enacted in administration, ﬁnance, decision-making and knowledge production. By
systematically revealing the distinct ways of how different roles were ﬁlled, we developed a ﬁrst
(potentially still incomplete) typology of role practices and underlying rationales within different
governance settings. In this endeavor, the role concept offered a valuable and handy analytical tool
for empirically operationalizing governance performance, which is principally compatible with both
institutional and social constructivist approaches to legitimacy.
Keywords: forest climate governance; REDD+; roles; legitimacy

1. Introduction
Anthropogenic climate change is one of the most pressing contemporary societal challenges
affecting human life and the environment across the globe [1–3] and induces high economic costs
on human societies [4]. With a contribution of about 10% to 20% to global emissions of greenhouse
gases (GHG) [5,6], the unsustainable use and conversion of forests mark a signiﬁcant driver of climate
change, especially in developing countries [7,8]. Considering forests’ high potential as sinks for
GHG emissions, the idea of establishing an international and results-based ﬁnancial mechanism
which addresses deforestation in developing countries was broadly welcomed by many Parties and
stakeholders as early as 2005 at the 11th Conference of the Parties (COP) of the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in Montreal, Canada.
However, it was not until COP 21 (2015) that negotiations were ﬁnalized for REDD+ (“Reducing
emissions from deforestation and forest degradation and the role of conservation, sustainable
management of forests and enhancement of forest carbon stocks in developing countries”). Formally,
REDD+ is an international instrument that is implemented by nation-states, e.g., as part of their future
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs). However, there exists a decisive national discretion in
implementing NDCs; and, as the Paris Agreement highlights, there is indeed an increasingly important
role for non-state actors in the design and implementation of concrete policies “to address and respond
to climate change” [9]. Even before the actual REDD+ negotiations under UNFCCC were ﬁnalized,
public and private actors were already actively engaged in activities to globally discuss or locally
test REDD+, which de facto shaped the mechanism [10]. In addition, a number of preparatory steps
were taken for capacity building for the implementing entities in ministries. Examples include the
UN-REDD Program or the World Bank’s Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF). These preparatory
steps proved decisive during the REDD+ negotiation process [11], and rather than seeing their legacy
Forests 2017, 8, 65
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disappear, it is likely that they will form the foundation for the future REDD+ system. This includes
the many ties that already exist between public and private engagement.
The involvement of private actors in REDD+ governance offers great chances for experimenting
with innovative solutions to collective action problems, e.g., ﬁnance [12,13]. For that reason, polycentric
policy networks [14] are—in theory—often seen as normatively superior in complex cases such as
climate change [15,16]. One prominent reason is that they help to combine different advantageous
capacities of markets (efﬁciency) or communities (context-sensitive political support) [12]. In practice,
however, governance across the state–society divide may similarly fail or perform poorly [17,18]. One
concern is that polycentric governance involves several actors from business, civil society, government
and science simultaneously, which disperses governance authority [19–21]. Even where processes
appear genuinely state-led, non-state actors may in fact fulﬁll potentially authoritative governance
tasks when informing, ﬁnancing, (co)deciding or implementing climate action without proper legitimation
which has critical repercussions for the provision of collective goods [17,22]. For instance, recent
(Foucauldian) governmentality studies showed that even seemingly neutral and technical practices
such as notation, accounting and auditing may be highly political and inﬂuential [23,24]. Accordingly,
it would be too narrow to focus only at the more or less formally legitimized decisions made by ofﬁcial
representatives in state-driven processes. Joint working of public and private actors may be misused
for scapegoating or absolving from accountability [18,25,26]. In addition, the higher complexity of
mixed or hybrid (state/non-state) policy networks at and across local and transnational levels makes it
increasingly difﬁcult to identify which actors are excluded in these processes [10,14]. More scrutiny is
required regarding supposedly “neutral” actor roles such as administration or expertise in polycentric
REDD+ governance [22] and how exactly they interplay with formal decision-making pathways.
When answering questions about the performance of distinctive governance settings, e.g.,
regarding their legitimacy, it appears essential to be able to identify and differentiate the speciﬁc
roles that actors hold within polycentric settings and whether they actually carry authority—and thus
whether they need to be held accountable. Revealing such authoritative roles, however, is no easy task
when applied to the myriad hybrid cases that make up REDD+ reality. There are several cases that
are concerned with technical information, capacity building, ﬁnancing or implementation oriented
actions, such as carbon standards in forests or reforestation projects—cases that often are not ofﬁcially
coined as REDD+ but have repercussions for how REDD+ performs. Each case simultaneously engages
a number of actors from different societal spheres in a broad range of different roles or functions.
However, the actual nature of actors does not automatically determine their respective governance
strategy. Business is not per se always trying to maximize monetary proﬁts. Likewise, public welfare
is not guiding all actions of civil society representatives. It would be highly presumptive or even naïve
to suggest that belonging to a certain actor group automatically disqualiﬁes or preserves an actor
from engaging in certain actions. Involving some government representatives will not always increase
democratic legitimacy, nor will business involvement principally increase efﬁciency but undermine
democratic accountability.
Drawing on a role-oriented account of governance in networks, we investigate eight distinct cases
of polycentric governance in the broader context of inter- and transnational forest climate policies.
Speciﬁcally, we want to elaborate on the disparate ways in which different actors (jointly) ﬁll potentially
authoritative roles. Covering a variety of different cases, we want to reveal the distinct patterns that
supposedly similar roles—such as secretariat, expertise or ﬁnancing—may take in polycentric forest
climate governance. Based on the ﬁrst empirical insights gained from different cases, we discuss how
such typology may be usefully employed for evaluative considerations about democratic accountability
and legitimacy and thus complement established institutional approaches to democratic legitimacy.
2. The Relevance of Roles for Legitimacy
Typically, and drawing on Scharpf’s seminal work [27], legitimacy may most generally be
conceptualized as having two analytical dimensions: input and output legitimacy. Input legitimacy
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generally refers to the inclusion of stakeholders in decision-making processes [28], and is concerned
with the “right” procedures of participation, accountability and transparency [29,30]. Output legitimacy
refers to the problem-solving effectiveness of a policy instrument and its result [31].
On the input side, representation is seen to be central. However, while ofﬁcial government
delegates risk losing national mandates if their policies are not responsive to the voters’ will, the
input accountability of non-state actors in transnational governance is typically not as straightforward
or formalized. From an institutionalist view, speciﬁc qualities of the process may be highlighted
through which non-state actors are included in decisions. It is hoped that institutional arrangements
or decision-making procedures, such as voting rules, participatory boards or grievance structures help
to achieve these qualities.
Output legitimacy in Scharpf’s understanding means effective problem-solving and, further,
“that the policies adopted will generally represent effective solutions to common problems of the
governed” [31]. As it is difﬁcult to measure if the policy helped to address the original problem,
possible criteria to capture output legitimacy are (1) the extent to which self-set goals were reached and
(2) the level of compliance by the most important actors [28]. Moreover, output legitimacy depends, in
large part, on expertise, where trusted actors with respective knowledge claims are entitled to deﬁne
effective policies [32]. Where international organizations (IO) cannot deliver the needed expertise—and
hence expert legitimacy—to public authorities in the transnational arena, other non-state actors may
provide it [33]. However, the principal applicability of expert legitimacy in cases characterized by high
uncertainty and stakes, as in cases such as climate change or natural resource use, may be questioned
because expertise often excludes relevant stakeholders and their alternative ways of knowing from
governance processes and their respective discourses [34,35]. For unstructured problems, there are no
impartial evaluations of legitimate outcomes without considering the perspectives of those affected
by decisions. Such “justiﬁcation of actions” by referring “to those whom they affect according to
reasons they can accept” [36] is a central theme in social constructivist notions of legitimacy. What
matters in this view are the expectations that affected audiences have about an actor’s involvement in
governance and whether these expectations are eventually met [36,37]. Legitimacy necessarily varies
as it is dependent on the context, issue area and speciﬁcally the different legitimacy understandings
of distinct political communities [38] (p. 19). Rather than assuming that some sort of pre-deﬁned
mechanism or institution will ensure legitimate decisions, legitimacy is taken as a dynamic stance—as
a two-sided process between different actors with reciprocal expectations. However, in research
practice this assumption lacks sufﬁcient speciﬁcity as to identify relevant processes that require
attention because—in principle—any more or less formalized processes with state or non-state actor
participation may be decisive. Rather than overly relativizing, we follow Bernstein and suggest that
legitimacy depends on “historical understandings and the shared norms of the particular community
or communities granting authority” [39]. Hence, in the forest climate governance communities around
REDD+, we can assume that expectations are not just randomized, but structured and institutionalized.
Such a reading of legitimacy has been used for analyzing both singular hybrid and private settings in
environmental governance [40,41].
Analytically, the concept of actor roles offers a way of incorporating the advantages of both social
constructivist and institutional schools of thought. Simply put, roles are the characteristic behavioral
patterns that form part of social life [42] and describe the relationship between the individual and
the social system [43]. On the one side, they are typically grounded and expressed in formal rules or
informal norms (e.g., statutes, contracts or working task descriptions, or societal functions). At the
same time, they rest in individual and subjective expectations of both the role holders and the affected
communities toward the respective social position [42]. With this characteristic, roles not only reveal
the congruence between a given norm (formal expectation toward role holder) and a practice, but
also between different subjective expectations of the role holder and affected communities, which are
tied to this social position. Covering, formal (de jure) and subjective (de facto) expectations, the role
concept helps to understand legitimacy as a socially constructed and structurally institutionalized (i.e.,
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patterned and hence empirically more easily detectable) phenomenon. If actors are able to fulﬁll the
formal and subjective expectations tied to their roles, they create acceptance and credibility for their
actions. Moreover, the concept is not limited to public or genuinely political actors but can be employed
to all sorts of actors in governance settings. Such speciﬁcation appears especially relevant regarding
the mentioned concern that authoritativeness may not only be tied to ofﬁcial decision pathways and
institutional settings (parliaments, boards, plenums etc.), but also to seemingly harmless functions
related to administration, budget, auditing or expertise.
When investigating the plethora of novel polycentric cases in forest climate governance, it appears
critical to draw on general analytical categories that help identifying relevant authoritative roles.
Börzel and Risse (2005) offered a ﬁrst attempt to analytically grasp different governance purposes
(rule-setting, implementation, service provision) and functions (co-optation, delegation, co-regulation
or self-regulation) that private actors may have in hybrid Public–Private Partnerships [17]. One notion
was that a self-regulated setting which sets formal rules completely independent from government
was more problematic than private governance having evolved just for the ‘service’ of government (i.e.,
delegation) [17]. While such typologies are very helpful for distinguishing different ways or degrees of
exerting authority, they may still disregard apparently unproblematic functions which have potentially
decisive impacts on the provision of collective goods [22]; particularly for such contested issues as
climate change. Moreover, a functional typology provides no empirical insight as to what speciﬁc types
of roles, tied to speciﬁc organizational strands or tasks of a setting, are typically relevant for analysis.
We suggest that authoritative roles may principally be tied to four different organizational branches
of governance that hold signiﬁcance for the input or output legitimacy of this setting’s operations:
(1) administration, (2) funding, (3) internal decision-making and (4) knowledge making processes.
2.1. Administrative Roles
From the time Biermann and Siebenhühner conducted their seminal research about international
bureaucracy, it has since become evident that administrative roles can be fairly relevant for questions
about governance legitimacy [26]. The classical view in the public administration literature is that
administrative roles encompass a “cohesive set of job-related values and attitudes” [44]. More
speciﬁcally, attitudes that are assumed to ensure responsible behaviour. In practice, administrators
evidently have to deal with contradictive role expectations that arise from simultaneously having
discretion based on expertise while being obedient to external masters [43]. In principle, administrative
roles may turn out to be fairly authoritative in operational decision-making, including agenda setting,
book keeping, and communicating with stakeholders. However, rather than suggesting that an
independent and strong secretariat is always necessary [45] or let alone legitimate, it is rather more
important that such strength responds to valid expectations about the respective administrative role
within a certain setting.
2.2. Financial Roles
While administration and ﬁnance appear as genuinely linked, because one and the same actor may
be responsible for executive tasks, accountability relations from a role perspective may be completely
different, not least because funding sources of governance setting are often external. The expectations
tied to ﬁnancial roles are typically linked to the dimension of input legitimacy and relate to concepts of
transparency and accountability [29]. Considering that activities such as distributing and spending
money always carry the risk of inefﬁciency or corruption, transparency becomes an important approach
for ensuring input legitimacy of ﬁnancial roles. Accountability refers to the “relationship between an
actor and a forum, in which the actor has an obligation to explain and to justify his or her conduct. The
forum can pose questions and pass judgment, and the actor may face consequences” [46]. Multilateral
or bilateral ﬁnance is typically tied to a set of formal rules (conditions) and corresponding expectations
about performance within or by the funded governance setting, a donor–recipient relationship well
known from development cooperation [47]. Principally, recipients are accountable to providers and,
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for instance, they have to report regularly on the progress of their work, yet this accountability may be
weaker if, for instance, the organization itself generates the necessary income (e.g., through selling
services or products) or can draw on philanthropic (unconditional) donations.
2.3. Decision-Making Roles
On top of roles relating to ﬁnancing and administration/organization [48] we need to consider
roles that are more straightforwardly related to consequential decisions. Decisions are consequential
if they relate substantially, rather than only procedurally, to a policy process. Such implementation
and execution oriented roles determine fairly speciﬁc rules or methods for project deﬁnition,
implementation or evaluation. A conceptual differentiation between more consequential, as compared
to rather strategic or procedural decision-making modes is useful, because they may not be exerted by
the same set of actors.
By contrast, strategic decision-making covers the overall goal orientation carrying expectations
about what deﬁnes an effective outcome of the governance operations. These roles often relate to
governance bodies such as Boards of Directors covering aspects of both input and output legitimacy.
Evidently, the speciﬁc performance of such boards is not only deﬁned by more or less formalized
codes of conduct (statutes), but also depends on social–psychological processes regarding how
actors participate or interact in such group and how exactly they exchange information or discuss
controversial issues [49,50]. Regarding the input legitimacy of strategic decision bodies, adequate
representativeness of those taking these decisions is important, whereas strategic roles may be ﬁlled
by various actors, such as CEOs, owners, managers, shareholders or Boards of Directors.
2.4. Expert Roles
As mentioned earlier, expert legitimacy allows different non-state actors to be actively involved
in public affairs. Experts might be invited to participate because they better understand the cultural
context within a project area can provide lessons learned from pilot projects or bring in technical
knowledge about legal or technological terms or scientiﬁc methods. The concept of epistemic
communities [51] reﬂects this central role of expertise in (transnational) governance. Epistemic
communities encompass “a network of professionals with recognized expertise and competence
in a particular domain and an authoritative claim to policy-relevant knowledge within that domain
or issue-area” [51]. Typically, policy processes draw on evidence-based science where technical,
professional and bureaucratic expertise become decisive ingredients for decision-making [52]. In
fact, expert knowledge carries high authoritative power because it inﬂuences consequential decisions
(output dimension) fairly directly. The political power of knowledge is even more signiﬁcant in
unstructured environmental problems, where “both the nature of the ‘problem’ and the preferred
“solution” are strongly contested” [53]. In such cases where ignorance and political opposition is
strong, bureaucratic or scientiﬁc knowledge are hardly neutral. Rather, such knowledge is selective and
partially supporting of certain positions while marginalizing others [54–56]. Revealing the different role
related to knowledge and expertise and how they are institutionalized, including what expectations
are tied to them, may be critical for evaluating the (output) legitimacy of governance in practice.
Given the aforementioned assumptions, seemingly neutral functions and their respective
operational roles require analytical scrutiny. With the paper at hand, we attempt to systematically
elaborate on the different rationales behind authoritative roles in forest climate governance such
as REDD+ and, further, work to identify the different patterns that administrative, ﬁnancial,
decision-making and expert roles may take empirically. By exploring eight distinct cases of forest
climate governance in a comparative fashion, we intend to provide a systematic typology of
authoritative roles. In this way, we seek to generate valuable insights as to whether and how roles may
serve as a helpful conceptual and methodological tool for operationalizing and, hence, evaluating the
performance of governance settings, speciﬁcally concerning their legitimacy.
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3. Methods
Our study of eight distinct global forest climate governance formats follows a comparative
qualitative case study approach [44]. In order to carve out the variety of authoritative roles in
polycentric governance, we follow a dual strategy. Our cases selected cover different hybrid
governance settings that—ﬁrst—range from more to less private actor intensive compositions and
that—second—cover different ﬁelds of climate action (information, regulation, ﬁnance, project
implementation). This way, we are able to provide an extensive informative basis that covers
varied (potentially hidden) authoritative actor roles in governance across the whole policy cycle
from problem-deﬁnition and agenda-setting to policy implementation and evaluation [45]. Broadly
following the empirical variation in transnational policy processes that are more or less directly tied
to the formal UN based REDD+ mechanism, this comparative study allows a nuanced discussion in
different policy stages.
3.1. Case Selection
In an extensive online and literature review, we identiﬁed a set of 35 potential cases of transnational
governance arrangements with relevance to the issue of forest climate policy and ﬁnance. This topical
focus assured inter-case consistency and comparability. Finally, eight different settings were selected
based on the criteria of fulﬁlling varied relevant REDD+ purposes (e.g., networking, implementing,
standard-setting, evaluation and commitments). Four of these cases have—from a formal point
of view—been strongly state-led activities, i.e., either informing global UNFCCC negotiations or
national implementation: the REDD+ Partnership and the Standing Committee of Finance (both
information exchange forums) as well as the Partnership for Market Readiness and the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Forest Clearing House Mechanism (CHM) (two capacity building
and exchange forums in support of national implementation of carbon markets and forest policy).
Each time, however, some kind of private actor involvement was given—yet at different degrees and in
different functions. In formal terms, the four other cases involve non-state or private actors in concrete
implementation oriented activities more proactively, be it in the coordination and implementation
of forest restoration projects in several countries, as in the case of the Bonn Challenge and the Green
Belt Movement, or in developing and certifying global standards of sustainable land uses, as with the
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil and the Gold Standard.
Among the eight selected cases that engage in varied REDD+ related activities, four settings
were rather closely tied to the UNFCCC process (UNFCCC Standing Committee on Finance, REDD+
Partnership, ASEAN Clearing House Mechanism and Partnership for Market Readiness), whereas
the other four were relatively independent (Bonn Challenge, Green Belt Movement, Roundtable on
Sustainable Palm Oil and the Gold Standard)—but still of relevance to the process. To gain in-depth
insights into different performative and more or less authoritative roles in distinct governance settings,
we look at different social roles of actors in internal operations. The idea is to not only list relevant actors
in each setting, but to elaborate on their constellation and involvement in different decision-making
procedures and contexts covering different operational branches, from administration and ﬁnance
to strategic, procedural and consequential decisions as well as knowledge creation. Speciﬁcally, we
asked which concrete actors are engaged in a certain role and with what expectation. By highlighting
the major formal (institutionalized) and subjective (socially constructed) expectations, we are able to
identify and reﬂect upon potential tensions and pitfalls tied to the speciﬁc roles within the respective
setting, which would matter for considerations of the overall legitimacy of the cases.
3.2. Data Collection and Analysis
The eight case studies draw on extensive document analysis, participatory observation (where
available) and expert interviews. Analyzed documents encompass, for instance, primary research
about the setting, but also strategic documents and reports of the respective institution such as
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working programs or annual/evaluation reports. In addition, more popular public relations oriented
documents (website, press releases, mission statement, self-description brochures) were used if they
delivered insights into the internal procedures and the (expectations about the) roles of different actors.
The insights from analyzing this material were iteratively enriched and validated with information
gained from (typically) one additional qualitative semi-structured expert interview per case [48]. Most
interviews were conducted face-to-face, by telephone or Skype mainly with experts at the strategic
or operational level of the organization or with external actors (private or public stakeholders) that
were considerably involved in or followed the governance operations at decisive points as to give an
insight into the ways of how different actors work jointly together. Considering the diplomatic load of
a number of the settings investigated and to encourage detailed and honest answers, interviewees are
guaranteed full anonymity.
Table 1 provides an overview of the expert interviews and the year of the interview (besides the
ASEAN CHM) all interviews were conducted between December 2015 and May 2016. In the case of the
REDD+ Partnership, the Bonn Challenge and the Gold Standard, we build on our own observations
collected during the participation in conferences, meetings and workshops. The respective codes are
used to indicate the sources of information within the results.
Table 1. Interviewed experts.
Expert of . . .
Standing Committee on Finance (SCF) of the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest
Degradation (REDD+) Partnership
ASEAN Clearing House Mechanism (CHM)
Partnership for Market Readiness (PMR)
Bonn Challenge (BC)
Green Belt Movement (GBM)
Gold Standard (GS)
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm oil (RSPO)

Year
2015

Code
Expert 1

2010–2014

Own observations

2014
2016
2015
2013–2017
2016
2015
2015–2016
2016

Expert 3
Expert 4
Expert 5
Own observations
Expert 6
Expert 7
Own observations
Expert 8

All interviews were tape-recorded, transcribed and interpreted by means of qualitative methods
of content analysis [48,49] along a set of predeﬁned analytical governance dimensions (deductively) as
well as on the basis of the empirical material itself (inductively). Four broader dimensions guided the
analysis and comparison of the cases: administration, ﬁnance, decisions and expertise. To contextualize
each case, a brief introduction is given about their development and set-up.
4. Introduction to the Cases
In the following, we brieﬂy introduce each case (founding, objectives, general set-up) and its
relevance for or relation to REDD+ before elaborating on the varied roles of different (esp. non-state)
actors in administration, ﬁnance, strategic and consequential decisions as well as in knowledge making
in a comparative fashion.
4.1. UNFCCC Standing Committee on Finance (SCF)
The SCF was established in 2010 to improve the coherence and coordination in the delivery of
climate change ﬁnancing by collecting and synthesizing relevant information to inform the ongoing
negotiations under the UNFCCC. Accordingly, it is mainly composed of 20 delegates that are elected
by members of the Conference of the Parties (COP) for two years. While (ofﬁcial) stakeholders may
principally be admitted to attend regular meetings, there is also a forum for the “communication and
continued exchange of information among bodies and entities”. It is organized at least once a year and
includes different actors from business, science or civil society [57]. REDD+ ﬁnance was a major topic
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at the 3rd forum on Enhancing Coherence and Coordination of Forest Financing which took place in
Durban, South Africa, on 8–9 September 2015.
4.2. REDD+ Partnership
Another learning platform to inform the ongoing negotiations on REDD+ was the REDD+
Partnership, which was active between 2010 and 2014. It was composed of ofﬁcial party partners as
well as more than 100 “institutional partners”, i.e., stakeholders from science, business or civil society.
It provided an informal setting for partners to discuss (but not formally decide on) activities, ﬁnance
or technical and political issues related to REDD+ implementation. It held organizational meetings
and technical workshops on selected topics of interest such as REDD+ safeguards, (forest) reference
levels, measuring, reporting and veriﬁcation (MRV) or REDD+ ﬁnancing.
4.3. ASEAN Forest Clearing House Mechanism (CHM)
The ASEAN CHM was founded in 2004 and promotes networking and holistic knowledge
management between ASEAN stakeholders, processes and institutions in the ﬁeld of forest law
enforcement and governance and REDD+. The knowledge and learning platform linked senior ofﬁcials
and regional experts of various ASEAN networks including state representatives, business actors and
scientists. It is managed by the ASEAN Secretariat [58]. The network met twice a year and could rely
on a broad digital infrastructure (interactive website, e-learning, webinar tools). The CHM served
ASEAN stakeholders to agree on research agendas (e.g., about REDD+) and to learn about assessment
tools related to forest law enforcement. A nominated network manager facilitated communications,
but members were also expected to contribute actively [57,58].
4.4. Partnership for Market Readiness (PMR)
The PMR was initiated by the World Bank in 2010 with the objective to support middle income
countries to prepare and implement ﬁnancial climate change mitigation policies such as carbon pricing
or carbon taxes. It provides capacity building through knowledge sharing as well as funding for
technical assistance. The PMR consists of 13 contributing countries and 17 implementing countries,
which together form the Partnership Assembly (PA). Decisions within the Partnership Assembly
are made by consensus and may be informed by additional technical partners to provide expertise.
The meetings are led by co-chairs, with one member from a contributing (high income) country and
one from an implementing (middle income) country. The World Bank Group acts as secretariat and
partner for the PMR. It organizes meetings, brings in experts, coaches the countries and monitors their
progress based on implementation status reports. The technical assistance for the implementation of
the proposals is done in partnership with the World Bank's operational units in each country [59].
4.5. Bonn Challenge (BC)
The Bonn Challenge was founded in 2011 and is an implementation platform for the three
existing international commitments on forest restoration: Aichi Target 15 on Biodiversity, the “+“ in
REDD+ (esp. enhancement of carbon stocks), and the “zero net land degradation” goal of Rio+20.
The Bonn Challenge is a declaration of intent and provides a platform for information exchange,
networking and capacity building on reforestation for the “coalition of the willing”. It promotes
implementation processes by giving high level visibility to voluntary pledged commitments. Its aim is
“to restore 150 million hectares of the world’s deforested and degraded lands by 2020” and another
200 million by 2030 [60]. So far, it has received pledges from 30 countries, one private company
and six sub-national regions. Together, these pledges account for 112 million hectares [60]. The civil
society organization World Wildlife Fund (WWF), scientiﬁc advisors from International Union for
Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) and the World Resource Institute contributed to
the strategic development of the platform. The Global Partnership on Forest and Landscape Restoration
(GPFLR) which is hosted by IUCN is providing the infrastructure of the Bonn Challenge (website,
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meetings, publications and capacity buildings). Repeatedly, ﬁnancial actors have been invited to Bonn
Challenge meetings to attract more private investment.
4.6. Green Belt Movement (GBM)
The Green Belt Movement, founded in 1977, has ofﬁces in Kenya, London and Washington. GBM
is a Kenyan grassroots organization that encourages and ﬁnancially supports women in Africa to
jointly grow seedlings and plant trees. The GBM contributed to the development of the Kenyan REDD+
process and acted as a partner for the government. Since 1986, the GBM launches a Pan African Green
Belt Network across Ethiopia, Tanzania, Uganda, Rwanda and other African countries. In this context,
it offers trainings and practical capacity building for grassroots and development groups. Nobel-peace
price awardee Wangari Maathai was the founder of the GBM and basically guided the organization
until her death in 2011. Since then, Wanjira Maathai, the daughter of Wangari Maathai, is the new head
of the organization.
4.7. Gold Standard (GS)
The Gold Standard is a foundation that offers a global standard to certify carbon emission
reductions and sustainable development impacts for carbon offset projects both for the compliance
market (Clean Development Mechanism under the Kyoto Protocol) and the voluntary market. It was
founded in 2003 by WWF and is endorsed by more than 80 NGOs. Their role is to comment on new
methodologies and project design documents. Moreover, 25 “market specialists” from consultancies,
think-tanks, NGOs and research institutions constitute the GS Technical Advisory Board, which decides
on new methods and oversees the whole certiﬁcation process [61]. To date, the standard has been
applied to 1100 projects in 70 countries [61].
4.8. Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO)
The RSPO, founded in 2004, is a transnational multi-stakeholder roundtable that seeks to
transform the palm oil production. It has developed a private standard for sustainable palm oil.
The RSPO is a relatively large setting composed of 3100 members with participation rights and
1400 ordinary members with voting rights. The latter are mainly consumer good manufactures,
processors and retailers. The remaining ordinary members are palm oil growers and ﬁnancial
actors. Civil society organizations make up only 3.5% [62]. In the annual general assembly, board
representatives are elected and resolutions are made based on simple majority vote.
Table 2 provides an overview of the key features of each of the eight governance settings which are
relevant for the analysis of the roles outlined before. The table illustrates the fact that non-state actors
are essentially engaged in all settings. It also shows that the sources of funding vary, ranging from biand multilateral state-based ﬁnancing (ODA) to (public or private) donations or self-ﬁnancing through
the provision of payable services. Yet, evidently, the simple fact that stakeholders are formally related
to a setting as participants or funders does not tell us whether they actually take on decisive roles
which require those actors to render accountability. Such evaluation requires empirical substantiation
and a more reﬁned look at who ﬁlls speciﬁc roles in administration, decision-making, ﬁnance and
expertise. Additionally, understanding their expectations can help answer the aforementioned question
for speciﬁc cases.
In order to get a more complete picture of the whole spectrum of possible authoritative roles
within the settings, we speciﬁcally look for commonalities and differences across the cases as to how
speciﬁc roles are enacted.
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Table 2. Features of governance settings.
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5. Results
In the following section, we apply the role concept to the eight different cases. First, we examine
administrative and operational decision-making roles that resemble each other regarding the more
procedural pathways of inﬂuence, e.g., deﬁning how operations are exercised or which actors are
accepted to these operations and in what way. Second, we look at funding constellations and ﬁnancing
roles tied to different settings. Third, we analyze strategic and consequential decision-making roles, i.e.,
roles that are concerned with outcome-related decisions—both broadly and more speciﬁcally. Fourth,
we aim to identify different expert roles in knowledge production and to reveal the respective rationale
of and expectations about “expertise”. For illustration, we provide a ﬁgure that covers the different
subvariants for each role type. Where identiﬁable, outer circles describe the (common) rationales and
corresponding expectations behind a speciﬁc (set of comparable) role(s). Speciﬁc expectations about
and why a speciﬁc actor carries a distinct role (experience, reputation, capacity, professional aspects,
etc.) are explicated within each bubble.
5.1. Administrative Roles in Forest Climate Governance
Assuming that administrations (in their bureaucratic roles) may be fairly authoritative [26] for
governance performance, we investigated the eight cases regarding what formal requirements as well
as inter-personal expectations are tied to this respective role. We identiﬁed three different types of
administrative roles that seemed to follow different rationales for engaging speciﬁc actors. (1) The
ﬁrst type is that of international bureaucracies. In such cases, the secretariat is closely tied to or even
embedded in the international UN processes. Two examples are the Standing Committee on Finance,
which is administered by the UNFCCC secretariat, and the REDD+ Partnership which is administered
by the secretariats of the two major running funding programs on REDD+ (UN REDD PT/FCPF FMT).
(2) A second type of secretariat draws on International Organizations to provide the respective services,
e.g., in the case of the Partnership for Market Readiness, which is administered by the World Bank, or
the Bonn Challenge, which is administered by the ICUN secretary. (3) A third type is the approach
of having internal staff that administer—often in private organizations. Examples here are the Gold
Standard and the RSPO or NGOs such as the Green Belt Movement. Figure 1 gives an overview of the
three different administrative roles.

Figure 1. Administrative roles.

An important rationale for relying on (typically rather expensive and unwieldy) international
bureaucracies (type 1) or international organizations (type 2) is that the respective actors are highly
experienced in working professionally in diplomatic settings and possess specialized ﬁnancial and
organizational capacities or relevant networks for facilitating delicate policy processes with state
representatives. Noteworthy to say, the cases of SCF and the REDD+ Partnership (type 1) are also more
or less formally and directly oriented at and relating to ongoing international REDD+ negotiations.
By contrast, such aspects appear to matter less in cases such as the Gold Standard or the Green Belt
Movement, which mainly draw on their own (internal) staff. Overall, this administrative role seems
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to be more autonomous or independent from outside expectations and driven mainly by internal
working requirements. The inﬂuence of internal staff secretariats (type 3) on relevant IO and UN
networks or respective ongoing negotiations is formally much weaker than in cases of type 1 and 2
secretariats (such as the Bonn Challenge, PMR or SCF), where the same people physically take part in
different settings. Figure 1 covers the spectrum of different administrative roles as identiﬁed in the
eight forest climate governance cases. As mentioned earlier, each of the three smaller circles represents
one role type (here: International Bureaucracies, International Organizations, Internal Staff) and the
outer circles reﬂect the underlying (common) rationale (e.g., diplomatic vs. autonomous).
Secretariats with strong ties to external UN or IO organizations hold additional accountability
relations, in part because of the need for reporting and information exchange with their home
institutions (on working tasks, hours and respective funding). Such information however, is often made
public, which increases the overall transparency of the setting. In a case such as the REDD+ Partnership,
such an accountability relationship may become fairly complex. Its secretariat partly drew on staff from
the UN-REDD Program, which itself is composed of three different international bureaucracies, UNDP,
FAO and UNEP. Every UN organization has its own disclosure policy [58]. International organizations
such as the World Bank, which administers the PMR, are also bound to formally codiﬁed transparency
and reporting rules which assure accountability—at least internally. The UN is, in many cases, more
accepted than the World Bank, especially among emerging economies which perceive the World Bank
as an institution that serves primarily the interests of rich countries [63,64]. Even if the World Bank
is just administering, it may affect the relationship between different constituencies in a setting and
consequently hinder developing countries to participate at eye level (Expert 4, 2016).
Since organizations such as the Gold Standard or the Green Belt Movement are, by contrast,
administered by their internal staff, such excessive external accountability relations are not a signiﬁcant
issue and typical employer–employee rules and legislation apply. For external communication,
however, introducing the whole staff on their publicly accessible homepages is common sense and
understandable if one considers that the administrative roles often include dealing with personal
data or funding. By contrast, in type 1, where IO staff are concerned, such public presentation is less
common; often to protect these authoritative people from external inﬂuence.
Operational decision-making appears to resemble administrative roles in terms of the day-to-day
work they engage in, for instance as chairs of meetings that are concerned with the daily procedural
decisions about how, when, and where to meet and what topics to set on the agenda. These seem like
relatively harmless activities at ﬁrst sight; but since such decisions, in fact, restrict certain (alternative)
topics from being set on the agenda as much as they exclude certain stakeholders from contributing to
decisions, this role is potentially highly authoritative. We identiﬁed four types of operational roles:
(1) delegates, (2) administrative staff, (3) network facilitator and (4) stakeholders; these are visualized
in Figure 2. Subtypes represented in the “bubbles” reﬂect the reasons for why a speciﬁc role was
employed, in this case especially regarding expectations about professional skills. Moreover, we
identiﬁed three common or distinct rationales tied to different operational decision subtypes: “closed
shop”, “nodal” or “buy in”.

Figure 2. Operational roles.
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The ﬁrst subtype of an operational role is that of ofﬁcial delegates (1), i.e., ofﬁcially entitled state
representatives which hold (co)chair positions. This role is typically tied to a whole set of diplomatic
rules of the game that were often lent from other ofﬁcial (UN) arenas for deﬁning how to organize
meetings etc. The co-chair role in these cases, as in that of the SCF or the REDD+ Partnership, is in fact
fairly powerful and occasionally it happened that relevant stakeholders from within and outside the
setting questioned the legitimacy of the process because co-chairs used their authority for promoting
own political preferences (own observations, 2010–2014). At the forum on forest ﬁnance of SCF,
stakeholder participants were given the impression that they are not equally welcome and that those
present were the usual suspects which could actually not provide the new information hoped for.
This is why a number of participants also showed disinterest and left the event earlier (Expert 1,
2015). The driving cause appeared to be the proximity to the politically charged UN process and that
some co-chairs simply could not avoid the negotiation modus when setting the agenda and tried to
shape the discussions while avoiding alternative views to be taken into consideration (“closed shop”)
(Expert 1, 2015).
On the other side, procedural roles of such settings that are close to international arenas are often
also bound to make activities public on their website and to specify working procedures respectively,
e.g., sharing work plans or progress reports—apart from exceptional cases of conﬁdentiality. An
example would again be the Standing Committee on Finance, which is administered by the UNFCCC
secretary and co-chaired by two UNFCCC member state representatives. The meetings are videotaped
and available online. A second type can be illustrated by the case of the Bonn Challenge, where
administrative staff of a small team within the IUCN secretariat makes these day-to-day decisions. The
role resembles that of a service-provider. This role also follows a “closed shop” rationale (though with
less political charging), where only few people take potentially important operational decisions (see
Figure 2). A third variant is when a neutral (3) network facilitator or mediator is employed to ensure
a continuous communication process within a given network. This role appears to follow a “nodal”
or mediating rationale as observed in the case of the ASEAN Clearing House Mechanism, where the
idea was pursued that a neutral moderator with sufﬁcient time resources and networking skills could
be decisive for proper knowledge exchange in the rather political network (Expert 3, 2014). A fourth
type of procedural role is that where all sorts of stakeholders (4) may actually “buy in” to procedural
operations and contribute in administering the governance network if they wish to do so. An example
of such a highly open setting that allows all more or less relevant actors to participate (intrude), is
RSPO, where members can apply for such administrative roles given they are ﬁnanced by their home
organization, which may in fact favor members from large organizations while smaller ones do not
have these capacities (Expert 8, 2016). We see the tendency for independent or self-administering
governance settings to have as restrictive transparency rules as most of the international settings have.
Dependent on what different audiences (civil society or transnational governance communities) expect
and demand via diverse communication channels, they are obliged to justify their operations and
make (most of) their decisions openly accessible [65,66]
Among the four types of roles, we ﬁnd both rather hierarchical top-down roles (type 1 and 2) as
well as more horizontally oriented roles of network facilitator or stakeholders settings. This mirrors
the debate about the classical trade-off between inclusiveness and efﬁciency. However, the input
legitimacy in settings with network facilitators and stakeholders involved might be signiﬁcantly higher
than in the case of delegates and administrative staff.
5.2. Financial Roles in REDD+ Governance
In the eight cases, we identiﬁed ﬁve different types of ﬁnance coming either from (1) multilateral
funds, (2) international organizations, (3) nation states, (4) own funds, or (5) donations, each
representing different accountability communities. Figure 3 gives an overview of the spectrum
of different ﬁnancial roles in terms of who provides the funding. The two wider circles illustrate
how the funding relationship affects the work of the governance setting and how the role affects the
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possibilities to spend the money; either conditionally or autonomously. The words in italics below
refer to the question of why these roles exist and what kind of relationship and what expectations are
bound to them.

Figure 3. Financial roles.

Multilateral funds typically expect that money is spent according to ofﬁcial requirements and
formal diplomatic standards. This accounts e.g., for the Standing Committee on Finance, which has
to consider UN rates, expected professional standards for venues and technical support, as well as
documentation requirements if it organizes a forum meeting [67].
If the funder is an international organization, such as the World Bank, and the governance setting
is in the role of a service provider, it will often be urged to follow a speciﬁc political agenda (Expert 5,
2015). If states ﬁnance a setting, accountability constellations typically evolve from development
cooperation between donor and recipient. An example may be the German Government in the Bonn
Challenge, the German Development Agency GIZ within the ASEAN CHM or the contributing states
within PMR. Contrarily, Bonn Challenge funds, that heavily draw on German support, are coined
mainly for administrative staff, public relations or the regular ministerial round tables and have no link
to actual implementation as pledges are deﬁned and ﬁnanced by partners. The contributing countries
in the PMR had the possibility to effectuate the involvement of a preferred country, which they would
like to support with the funds (Expert 4, 2016), showcasing that contributing countries typically expect
something back for their money. In external funding arrangements such as this, freedom of decision
may be sensitively constrained by the good will of funders. The two wider circles in Figure 3 with the
catchwords “conditional” and “autonomous” illustrate this dynamic.
In contrast, self-funded settings such as the RSPO or the Gold Standard are principally more
independent from such expectations, particularly if they offer their own products, ideas or services
that are bought by customers. While this may principally mean a higher degree of freedom, it also
means a higher dependency on market and customer demands (Expert 7, 2015). Besides the private
market, international agreements such as the Paris Agreement or the Sustainable Development Goals
also have the potential to create a demand for more sustainable and climate friendly products and
services. To be responsive to both, the Gold Standard, for instance, has developed a third version of its
standard and offers the certiﬁcation of carbon offset projects that produce additional contributions to
several Sustainable Development Goals related to biodiversity and poverty reduction [68]. In this way,
they attract funding from multiple sources, such as the Luxemburgish Government, the World Bank or
Goldman Sachs [68]. Governance settings that obtain donations, such as the Green Belt Movement,
can act relatively independently, as long as they act according to their proclaimed vision, mission or
values which typically serve as a source of motivation for donors to support them. Here, GBM is
communicating its “love for environmental conservation, community empowerment, volunteerism
and honesty” [69].
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5.3. Strategic Roles in Forest Climate Governance
Strategic roles often deﬁned the terms under which certain actors may take general, strategic
decisions to guide the overall setting. They are also pointing at reasons why actors chose or are chosen
to ﬁll these roles. We identiﬁed four different strategic roles in decision-making among the eight cases:
principals, experts, founders/individuals and stakeholders.
(1) Examples for the principal approach where authority derives from a ministerial mandate are the
SCF or the PMR. Experienced state delegates involved in international forest climate negotiations come
together in a smaller setting and try to synthesize and agree upon the strategic options (in line with
ministerial agendas). Another way to take strategic decisions is to have (2) an expert-based advisory
board such as in RSPO or the Gold Standard, where board members are elected or nominated based on
their experience and the professional guidance they are able to provide. The Gold Standard’s Board,
for instance, does not rest in stakeholder membership but relies on experts from various sectors (civil
society, business, science). The Board can consult the NGO supporter community if substantive change
is desired; however, their decisions are instructed only by the Technical Advisory Committee [61].
A third type of strategic role rests in (3) the individual founders that initiated and spearhead the
initiative. They gain authority from the charismatic leadership of the respective founder, such as
Wangari Matthai in the Green Belt Movement or, to a smaller extent, the founding member of the
Bonn Challenge, who was a renowned forest climate negotiator for many years. The Bonn Challenge
also draws on celebrities, such as Bianca Jagger, to inspire further engagement. Particularly for the
founding phases, individual leadership and charisma may be central in these cases to convince a critical
amount of people about their ideas (Expert 5, 2015, Expert 6, 2016). Inspired by their commitment and
visionary goals they may attract new members to follow. This “inspiring” spirit may also matter for
decision-making processes beyond founding and enhance the overall acceptance of strategic top-down
decisions (Expert 6, 2016). However, fulﬁlling this role requires consistency between decisions and
commonly shared values about forest climate governance. A possible backside of such strategic role is
that the setting depends on the permanent presence of the individual person. If they leave, instability
of the setting might arise (Expert 6, 2016). Another possibility is that (4) relevant stakeholders exert
strategic roles; possibly in conjunction with government representatives, as in the case of the REDD+
Partnership. Deriving legitimacy from the democratic inclusion of all stakeholders is also a concern for
RSPO, which assures each of its seven stakeholder groups a proportional number of representatives
within its Advisory Board. These Board members are democratically elected through the general
assembly of the RSPO [70]. By contrast, the strategic role of stakeholders in the REDD+ Partnership
was not fully achieved, mainly because they were excluded from the respective initial meetings where
heated discussions among country partners about whether or not to include non-state actors at all or
for speciﬁc sensitive topics (e.g., ﬁnance) were still ongoing [11,62]. Figure 4 visualizes the four role
types including the main reason why a role is carried by an actor.

Figure 4. Strategic decision-making roles.

While the role of principals (type 1) is based on ministerial mandates, e.g., high-level public
servant, experts (type 2) are elected or nominated because of the professional guidance they are
expected to provide, e.g., in their role as technical advisory board members. Founders or individuals
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(type 3) carry their strategically important role due to their charismatic leadership. Lastly, stakeholders
(type 4) themselves may take strategic decisions, e.g., in plenary discussion, mostly for the sake of
ensuring that these decisions that concern everybody in the setting are democratic.
5.4. Consequential Roles in Forest Climate Governance
Decisions are consequential if they relate substantially, rather than only procedurally to a policy
output, i.e., if they concern speciﬁc rules or methods for policy deﬁnition, implementation or evaluation.
Such decisions may be a result of (1) a participatory process with all members of an organization (e.g.,
a General Assembly), such as in the cases of the REDD+ Partnership or RSPO, meant to increase
the democratic legitimacy of these processes; (2) by scientiﬁc or professional expert committees such
as in the case of the Technical Advisory Board of the Gold Standard (Expert 7, 2015). Moreover,
such consequential decision-making roles may be ﬁlled (3) by individuals (esp. founders) such as
in the case of the Green Belt Movement which is based on charismatic leadership. A fourth type
is 4) decentralized decision-making that draws on a ﬂexible, self-determined and hence potentially
highly inclusive bottom-up approach such as in the case of the Bonn Challenge. Here, countries
or regions autonomously decide on the ways of designing, implementing and evaluating their
reforestation projects (own observations, 2015–2017). Figure 5 provides an overview of the four
role types described above.

Figure 5. Consequential roles in decision-making.

When assessing the legitimacy of policies, assigning decision-oriented roles to a range of plural,
potentially concerned stakeholders—as in type 1—can be critical for increasing the democratic
legitimacy of decisions. Although decisions were of a rather information-based nature in the exchange
platform REDD+ Partnership, meaningful stakeholder inclusion in meetings was a rule rather than the
exception in various events and meetings. This was especially true in the last years of its existence
and after the role of stakeholders has been formally accepted by all partners (own observations
2010–2014 [11,71]).
Also within the RSPO, consequential decisions are decided upon in a General Assembly (type 1).
However, in terms of representation, economic actors signiﬁcantly outnumber NGO representatives
that make up only three per cent of the ordinary members [70]. Overall, the plurality of views present
in the General Assembly (the central decision-making body) paralyzes rather than eases efﬁcient
decision-making. In the context of deﬁning sustainability criteria, although principally supported and
taken more seriously, the process become languid as discussions were shifted to smaller and potentially
more efﬁcient working groups. However, these have not come up with concrete solutions either, even
after years (Expert 8, 2016). Because no other voting rules have ever been deﬁned, consensus-based
decisions are also the rule in the PMR, where all members jointly take operational decisions (type 1).
In fact, in the PMR, a fairly homogenous group of public servants from different ministries meets in a
comparably small setting moderated by World Bank staff. Lively discussions typically arise about how
to distribute the money; such as whether to spend it on new members or to support existing members
a second time (Expert 4, 2016). Despite the consensus rule, donor countries in fact hold a major share
in authority, given that they can always bail out if they are not happy with the result (ibid.).
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5.5. Expert Roles in Forest Climate Governance
As outlined above, expert roles matter for the output dimension of legitimacy. Despite the
predominant model of neutral scientiﬁc and technical knowledge, expertise is hardly non-political
and ways of selecting, framing or presenting knowledge is shaped by the beliefs and world views
of so called experts. In our eight cases, we identiﬁed four types of roles concerned with knowledge
delivery: (1) Delegates, (2) International Organizations and Bureaucracies, (3) Multiple Stakeholders
and (4) Knowledge Partners which will be elaborated on in the following paragraph:
In the ﬁrst sub-variant, (1) ofﬁcial delegates provide administrative and technical knowledge. Cases
such as the REDD+ Partnership or the Standing Committee on Finance demonstrate that expectations
about expertise in these settings can mean that only experienced diplomatic experts are eligible
to assure political acceptance. Stakeholders within the REDD+ Partnership, for example, need an
ofﬁcial accreditation to the adjacent ofﬁcial UNFCCC process as a prerequisite for participating in
the discussions. That states’ provision of ofﬁcial data about their territories and natural resources is
seen as critical for ensuring political credibility (own observations 2010–2014, [11]). In other cases,
expertise carried a more bureaucratic notion. (2) International organizations and bureaucracies which are
experienced in diplomacy, such as experts from GPFLR/IUCN, may also be seen as trusted providers of
knowledge, e.g., of spatial data for reforestation options or for organizing capacity building workshops
as in the case of the Bonn Challenge (Expert 5, 2015) or technical assistance by the World Bank’s
operational country units in the PMR) [53].
Another possibility is to involve (3) multiple stakeholders purposefully for the sake that they would
actually provide a valuable and diverse basis of knowledge which may allow for synergies and
knowledge exchange in communication processes (Expert 3, 2014). Such a more practice oriented
approach to expertise (“those who do, know best”) that draws on different perspectives and experiences
with a speciﬁc policy problem is the overall rationale, for instance, in the RSPO, the Gold Standard, the
ASEAN CHM or the roundtable meetings of the Bonn Challenge. A fourth variant is more oriented
toward pioneers where singular (4) knowledge partners acting as role models by providing technical
advice on their leading example and respective experiences. The idea is to stipulate learning from
actors that are seen as—presumably—very successfully working on relevant policies or actions. The
Forest Stewardship Council is such a partner organization for the Gold Standard in the context of
sustainable forestry projects that mitigate carbon emissions (Expert 7, 2015). The state of Quebec and
the state of California play such a role within PMR as regions that are early movers in implementing
carbon pricing mechanisms on a sub-national level [72]. Expectations behind such an exclusive role
target policy diffusion and emulation of speciﬁc policy options rather than new (own) approaches or
learning from a range of alternative approaches.
Overall, type 1 and 2 are closely related to expectations of receiving “ofﬁcial” and diplomatically
valid input which may not be a surprise since, in our cases, the respective organizations also operated
on a high political level where political experience or administrative, technical knowledge increased
their credibility. By contrast, type 3 and 4 are meant to deliver practical personal or technical experience
which is suggested to be rather related to implementation “on the ground” (e.g., from pilot projects or
a leading region). Apart from bringing up best practices, this approach, in principle, may also allow
critical voices to be heard more directly (e.g., discrimination of social groups or legal obstacles) as
compared to type 1 or 2 where such concerns would have to attract the ofﬁcial expert’s attention or
“good” will.
Figure 6 displays the broader spectrum of different types of expert roles, visualizing (in bold)
who is considered an expert and the respective qualitative features tied to these roles (outer circles).
Accordingly, actors may be considered as experts based on their political experience (in italics, type 1),
administrative (type 2) technical knowledge (type 2 and 4) or based on the different perspectives they
bring (type 3).
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Figure 6. Expert roles.

6. Discussion and Conclusions
Our paper departed from the observation that polycentrism in the global governance
of problems—such as mitigating climate change in forests, where multiple actors take on
varied governance functions—poses a severe challenge for evaluating the performance of
the respective settings, due to increasingly blurred accountability relations in hybrid actor
constellations [10,14,18,73–75]. Drawing on dominant institutional and social-constructivist accounts
in the legitimacy literature that either stress the role of speciﬁc institutional arrangements for achieving
input or output legitimacy (e.g., participatory structures) or interpersonal processes of expectations
about what activity is acceptable to concerned communities, we proposed the sociological concept
of social roles as an analytical vehicle for analyzing governance performance. We systematically
investigated eight distinct forest climate governance settings regarding how different potentially
authoritative (and hence accountable) roles related to governance purposes such as informing,
ﬁnancing, (co)deciding or helping implementing forest climate action, which appear harmless
or neutral at ﬁrst glance, but may have decisive repercussions on how things are done on the
ground [17,22].
We identiﬁed several distinct variants within six broader types of relevant actor roles in
governance—bureaucratic, operational, ﬁnancial, strategic and consequential decision-making and
expert roles—which have potential implications on the input or output dimension of legitimacy, or
both. In our analysis, we compared which different actors ﬁlled a speciﬁc role and looked at related
expectations regarding why exactly speciﬁc actors were preferred in a particular role or in the speciﬁc
ways of engagement (how). Overall, distinct role patterns became visible when distinguishing different
sub-variants of actors in the eight cases.
Most prominently, we found several roles across all dimensions that had a fairly formalized
notion and respective diplomatic expectations as to what the right actor was and regarding the right
way of engaging actors in a setting. This rationale was typical for settings with a high proximity to the
politically charged UN process (such as SCF, REDD+ Partnership, PMR, and ASEAN CHM, not always
across all dimensions). In the distinct set of ofﬁcial roles (e.g., international bureaucracies or delegates),
concerns about diplomatic or technical/scientiﬁc correctness were central for the choice of speciﬁc
actors and modes of engagement. Either internationally experienced actors, such as IOs, were preferred
as they are experienced with diplomacy and deemed politically neutral, or ofﬁcially legitimized actors
such as country delegates ﬁlled the role, because they represent a country politically—as compared
to some randomly assigned stakeholder. The respective approach to speciﬁc governance roles in
administration, decision-making or knowledge making appeared to often result in an exclusively
closed shop; inclusive only for the assorted set of ofﬁcial actors, as in the case of the SCF Forum.
In contrast, alternative rationales for the selection of speciﬁc actors or ways of their engagement
were guiding the role approaches seen in cases that were not as close to or rather independent
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from the international climate negotiations under UNFCCC (such as GBM, Gold Standard, RSPO
or Bonn Challenge). The respective “casting” rationales behind different roles were often related
to ideas about facilitating the process in technical terms, allowing for more efﬁciency, autonomy, or
effective implementation as well as lending a certain democratic quality to the overall operations.
Here, one prominent concern was, for instance, to achieve a high level of inclusivity, e.g., by allowing
stakeholders to “buy in” to operational tasks (if they could afford it) or by drawing on multiple
stakeholders as experts or decision takers (e.g., RSPO, exceptionally also REDD+ Partnership). Giving
relevant actors principally the right and opportunities to take on roles in governance settings can help
to foster a sense of ownership for the respective decisions tied to that role and hence contribute to a
higher actor’s identiﬁcation with the new setting. Autonomy, which means political independence and
potentially allows experimenting with new approaches was another prominent motive for deﬁning
and ﬁlling roles, for instance, when drawing on rather unconditional schemes of funding (self-funding,
donation) and internal administrative staff, or when engaging neutral mediators in the operations
of the organization. At least in ﬁnancial terms, accountability concerns are of minor importance in
mainly self-ﬁnanced settings such as the RSPO [70] or Gold Standard [68], which can be a blessing (for
the organization) or curse (for those that wish to hold these actors accountable). In a few instances,
these alternative cases drew on fairly exclusive leadership approaches when, for instance, charismatic
founders of the organization made major strategic or consequential decisions (as in GBM or the Bonn
Challenge) or when representatives from pioneering regions informed the knowledge creation process
in the PMR—which from a legitimacy perspective, may require scrutiny.
An interesting deviant for legitimacy considerations is also the spatial distance and dispersion
of authority in the case of the Bonn Challenge where implementation-related decisions were actually
made outside of the setting and on the ground in the country context, either by national or sub-national
entities or private actors. Authoritative discretion and with that respective legitimacy concerns appear
deliberately externalized in this setting. The case also illustrates how the mix of different approaches
to roles (charismatic leader, professional bureaucratic staff, decentralized decisions) across different
dimensions can lead to less frustration and resistance, at least about what is done transnationally
between the partners. Nonetheless, such approaches also require a certain level of trust in the
implementation commitment of contributing partners.
Moreover, while knowledge production and expertise are theoretically often related to output
oriented aspects of legitimacy, expertise rationales in our eight cases carried both input or
output-related notions as well as a mix of both. The output dimension is highlighted whenever
experts are pinpointed as providing a credible source of technical knowledge (e.g., IOs, pilot/pioneer
knowledge). In contrast, an approach that draws on on the ground knowledge from multiple sources
stresses the very ways of how alternative views of (local) stakeholders are represented (input). When
involving project managers in the GBM or the Gold Standard, the intention appeared to be to satisfy
both rationales.
In our smaller sample of eight cases, we could explore how formal (institutional) and interpersonal
aspects (mutual expectations) form two complementary parts that are critical for governance roles
and their performance. Speciﬁcally, our empirical data suggests that performance is at risk whenever
the formal (institutions) and informal (expectations) components of roles become incongruent. For
instance, in the case of the REDD+ Partnership where rules about working operations (esp. co-chairs
roles) were hardly explicit and informal practices contradicted the ideas of the founding fathers (own
observation 2010–2014, [11]).
Generally, the question of who, i.e., which concrete actor group, ﬁlled a role appeared relevant
in several cases, but was far from deterministic. Although the nature of an actor does not a priori
predeﬁne performance, it mattered for relevant others who ﬁlled a speciﬁc role—at least in some cases.
Secretariats that draw on staff from international organizations were expected (and evaluated) to better
ﬁt the diplomatic exercises and respective conﬁdentiality expectations. This was a concern especially
in settings with a high ratio of state representatives. With this focus on (external) actors that ﬁll roles
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within a setting, the concept covers essential interpersonal linkages between distinct governance
settings and allows—to a certain extent—to reconstruct pathways of mutual inﬂuence. These external
ties were principally possible across all governance dimensions (administration, decisions, ﬁnance,
expertise) because actors from other institutional realms could be engaged anywhere. Principally,
however, our typology mainly focused on processes within a certain setting as on speciﬁc types of
roles within particular governance dimensions, for which we identiﬁed different practical variants and
underlying rationales. While we purposefully blinded out how different roles eventually play together,
including whether trade-offs or mutual synergies exist or whether, for instance, it is advantageous or
disadvantageous to have the same actor to fulﬁll different roles (e.g., checks and balances concerns),
the role concept principally allows for such questions and may support respective analyses. These
aspects, we believe, are central and should inform further research on social roles in forest climate
governance and respective legitimacy considerations.
Overall, our analysis offers a more systematic account of the variation in different governance
roles. Despite our narrow focus, we believe that different subtypes help to display and reﬂect different
rationales or predominant expectations tied to these positions, while also covering institutional aspects
of this position, e.g., predominant normative expectations about speciﬁc actor types. What the
typology itself does not perfectly reﬂect are the contradictory expectations that are tied to a speciﬁc
role, something that, however, is revealed empirically in the process of making use of and applying
the typology to concrete cases. The same holds true for processes of social change, e.g., as regards the
expectations that are tied to speciﬁc roles but may change as the actors learn by doing.
The described variety in types of actor roles—in only eight cases—vividly illustrates the many
potentially contradictory expectations that governance settings may be confronted with internally and
in relation with external actors. In practice, governance operations hardly ever please all expectations,
but they may ﬁnd better or worse strategies to outbalance and minimise the trade-offs between
them. The Gold Standard is a telling example for how a setting tries to, and largely succeeded,
in pleasing many sides; including expectations from civil society, speciﬁc states, markets and the
UNFCCC. This case, together with the GBM, strongly deviated from the more state-led processes on
almost all dimensions. Especially ﬁnancial independence lends a fairly high degree of autonomy to such
non-state actor based settings and with that power. The question then is, whether with this autonomy
a respective demand for more democratic accountability arises or not [76].
In light of the insights deriving from this fairly exploratory study on roles in forest climate
governance, which offers indeed no fully ﬂeshed assessment of legitimacy for each governance setting,
we believe that social roles may act as a useful analytical concept to draw on. Conceptually, we see it as
highly appealing that roles have both institutional and social constructivist components, which allows
linking and thus mediating between two valid claims in the legitimacy literature. Methodologically,
the concept offers a handy analytical tool for empirically operationalizing governance performance
for all sorts of mixed governance settings that integrate non-state actors to varying degrees and in
varying positions. In this context, the role perspective has proven fairly compatible with the input and
output dimensions of the legitimacy concept and hence with claims that stress the need for democratic
legitimacy based on inclusive decision-making, accountability and deliberative processes [77] or that
highlight the importance of problem-solving effectiveness [28,32,74] as tied to speciﬁc institutional
settings and social interactions (expertise) within the setting.
Obviously, a role approach, as such, may not sufﬁce for assessing legitimacy entirely, but the
typology may still offer a useful analytical framework that any such legitimacy assessments could draw
on and employ for deconstructing a variety of rather complex polycentric governance arrangements
in a way that it allows such assessment to be more easily employed. A more nuanced typology, as
developed in this paper, does not only illustrate the grand spectrum of possible roles that are more
or less authoritative in transnational governance settings, but in research practice may in fact help
identifying legitimacy-related issues, e.g., where roles appear harmless at ﬁrst sight but are revealed
as deserving further analytical attention. For instance, it can help to question the inﬂuence and the
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agendas of home organizations regarding ties to speciﬁc principals behind actors in administration,
decisions or ﬁnance that might not be obvious at ﬁrst. Also, in practical terms, our study results offer
some reasonably useful insights. It illustrates that if new governance settings are founded, involved
actors often bring in their previously developed concepts about roles (incl. working culture, values and
administrative routines) which may not necessarily correspond with what the founders envisioned
with the foundation in the ﬁrst place. To avoid tensions at later phases, and for more clarity, mutual
expectations and common conceptualizations of roles should ideally be iteratively discussed and
communicated, especially during but also beyond the founding phase of the setting.
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Abstract: Attention has recently been paid to how REDD+ mitigation policies are integrated into
other sectoral policies, particularly those dealing with climate adaptation at the national level.
But there is less understanding of how subnational policy and local projects are able to incorporate
attention to adaptation; therefore, we use a case study in Vietnam to discuss how REDD+ projects and
policies address both concerns of mitigation and adaptation together at subnational levels. Through
stakeholder interviews, focus groups, and household surveys in three provinces of Vietnam with
REDD+ activities, our research sought to understand if REDD+ policies and projects on the ground
acknowledge that climate change is likely to impact forests and forest users; if this knowledge is
built into REDD+ policy and activities; how households in forested areas subject to REDD+ policy
are vulnerable to climate change; and how REDD+ activities can help or hinder needed adaptations.
Our ﬁndings indicate that there continues to be a lack of coordination between mitigation and
adaptation policies in Vietnam, particularly with regard to REDD+. Policies for forest-based climate
mitigation at the national and subnational level, as well as site-based projects, have paid little attention
to the adaptation needs of local communities, many of whom are already suffering from noticeable
weather changes in their localities, and there is insufﬁcient discussion of how REDD+ activities could
facilitate increased resilience. While there were some implicit and coincidental adaptation beneﬁts of
some REDD+ activities, most studied projects and policies did not explicitly target their activities
to focus on adaptation or resilience, and in at least one case, negative livelihood impacts that have
increased household vulnerability to climate change were documented. Key barriers to integration
were identiﬁed, such as sectoral specialization; a lack of attention in REDD+ projects to livelihoods;
and inadequate support for ecosystem-based adaptation.
Keywords: REDD+; household livelihoods; climate adaptation; vulnerability; forest policy; land

1. Introduction
There has been increasing concern in recent years for the need to link climate mitigation and
adaptation policies together, particularly with regard to forests [1,2]. Forest policies to respond
to climate change often involve either mitigation actions, such as biological carbon sequestration,
Forests 2017, 8, 11
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or adaptation actions, such as promoting resilience of ecosystems, but rarely are both considered
together. Although the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) since 2007 has called
for combined approaches, little has happened to facilitate mitigation and adaptation policies within
the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and individual country policies
vary considerably in how much they integrate both approaches [3,4]. The IPCC deﬁnes adaptation
as “adjustments in practices, processes, or structures” that can “moderate or offset the potential for
damage or take advantage of opportunities created by a given change in climate” [4], and thus can
encompass a wide range of potential policies for both forests and forest-using peoples.
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD+) is the most well-known forest
mitigation strategy to lower land-use generated greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions; the fundamental
premise of REDD+ is that if households and governments are given payments and other types
of rewards that equal or exceed what is earned from deforestation, then forests will be better
protected, carbon emissions will be reduced, and these areas can serve as greater sinks for future
GHG mitigation [5]. The rollout and implementation of REDD+ policies in various countries over
the past decade has received much scholarly attention [6–10], although these has been less attention
to how adaptation policies have been integrated into REDD+. Most existing studies of REDD+ and
adaptation have been at the national level and have assessed how different ministries and sectors
have coordinated through REDD+ projects to incorporate adaptation and mitigation concerns [11–17],
while a smaller number of studies have looked at how voluntary forest carbon projects include
adaptation measures [18–20]. However, we know less about how sub-national policymakers are
treating adaptation in the development of forest carbon policies, and how households in areas with
REDD+ projects, particularly those already vulnerable to climate impacts, are affected in terms of their
adaptation options by REDD+ activities.
This article uses a case study in Vietnam to explore how REDD+ projects and policies link both
concerns of mitigation and adaptation together at subnational levels in both policy and household
impacts, and if not, what the barriers to doing so are. We build off a previous assessment for Vietnam
that determined there was potential to address adaptation in REDD+ at national levels, as many
stakeholders recognized the importance of integration of this sector [13]. Our project follows up at
local levels to see if these potentials have been realized by exploring two main questions:
(1)

(2)

To what degree do REDD+ policies and projects on the ground at subnational levels acknowledge
that climate change is likely to impact forests and forest users, and how is this built into REDD+
policy and activities?
How are households in forested areas subject to REDD+ policy also vulnerable to climate change,
and how can REDD+ activities help or hinder needed adaptations?

Overall, we ﬁnd that there continues to be a lack of coordination between mitigation and
adaptation policies for forests in Vietnam, particularly with regard to REDD+. Policies at both the
national and provincial level, and site-based projects, have paid little attention to the adaptation needs
of local communities, and how REDD+ activities could facilitate increased resilience in livelihoods.
While there were some implicit and coincidental adaptation beneﬁts of REDD+ activities, most of
the projects and local policies that we examine did not explicitly consider their activities to touch
on adaptation or resilience, and in at least one case, negative livelihood impacts that have increased
household vulnerability to climate change were documented. We conclude the article with insights
into the barriers that continue to exist that keep REDD+ and adaptation from being considered
more holistically.
2. Background: Intersections between REDD+ and Climate Adaptation in International and
National Policy and Practice
REDD+ policies have been discussed as part of the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) since 2005, and has been on the agenda of all subsequent Conference of the Party
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(COP) meetings, as technical subcommittees have worked out elements of how REDD+ might be
implemented [21]. COP 19 in Warsaw in 2013 adopted a number of important technical decisions
on REDD+, including on results-based ﬁnance, coordination of support, forest monitoring systems,
safeguards, reference levels, measuring, reporting and verifying (MRV), and addressing the drivers of
deforestation [22]. Pilot programs to prepare countries for “REDD+ readiness” have been underway
in many nations, funded by bilateral and multilateral donors, and involving new institutions like
the United Nations’ UN-REDD+ program and the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF) of the
World Bank [23].
Very few of the decisions taken at various COPs have explicitly linked REDD+ and adaptation
approaches. For example, the 2015 Paris Agreement that was negotiated at COP 21 entered into force in
November 2016, following ratiﬁcation by at least 55 parties accounting for 55% of total global emissions
(Vietnam ratiﬁed the agreement in November 2016). REDD+ is explicitly mentioned in article 5 of the
agreement, but it does not state how countries are to implement forest sinks, or how results-based
payments will be made, and leaves such decisions up to individual countries. These actions will be
clariﬁed by states in their submissions of “nationally determined contributions” (NDCs) that the Paris
Agreement regularly requires. Article 7 notes that adaptation actions are similarly to be decided at the
country level, through National Adaptation Plans (NAPs) also to be regularly ﬁled with the UNFCCC,
and such actions should “follow a country-driven, gender responsive, participatory and fully transparent
approach, taking into consideration vulnerable groups, communities and ecosystems, and should be based on
and guided by the best available science and, as appropriate, traditional knowledge, knowledge of indigenous
peoples and local knowledge systems, with a view to integrating adaptation into relevant socioeconomic and
environmental policies and actions, where appropriate” [24].
Within the international literature, there is increasing reference to how forest mitigation and
adaptation activities might intersect [1]. In some countries, the same actors are in charge of both REDD+
and adaptation plans [11]. (However, this is not the case in Vietnam where REDD+ activities and actors
are centered in the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD), and adaptation activities
are mainly driven by the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MONRE)). Some privately
ﬁnanced forest carbon projects, such as those certiﬁed by the Climate, Community and Biodiversity
Alliance (CCBA) standard, have required attention to social adaptation as part of their certiﬁcations [19].
Other REDD+ policies, at national and local levels, have had little to say about adaptation. Some
authors have assumed that attention to safeguards under REDD+ (a requirement from the Warsaw COP
in 2013) demonstrates a sufﬁcient approach to livelihoods, which will result in adaptation beneﬁts [11],
while other authors are more skeptical that safeguards and local participation (which might lead to
adaptation beneﬁts) are actually happening in REDD+ projects on the ground [25,26]. Of the existing
reports on combined mitigation and adaptation policy, very few assess the complicated relationships
between livelihoods, climate impacts, and REDD+ through on-the-ground surveys or interviews,
leaving most discussions at higher levels of policy. One of the few papers to tackle this problem did
ﬁnd that while many forest mitigation projects in a case study in Belize did not have speciﬁc adaptation
actions embedded in them, nearly half did have adaptation-related outcomes, such as improved
livelihoods, and 90% of adaptation-explicit projects also reported mitigation-related outcomes, such as
enhanced carbon stocks [18].
This topic deserves further study, as a lack of integration of REDD+ and adaptation into
subnational and local policy could have serious consequences. Several authors have noted that
activities taken to increase mitigation of land-based GHGs under REDD+ might have unintended
impacts on the livelihoods of forest-dependent people [27,28], and therefore also have impacts on
the ability of these households to adapt to climate change. A hypothetical example might be a forest
plantation created for carbon sequestration that reduced water availability for nearby households, who
then might become more vulnerable to climate-change induced droughts [18]. Overall, communities’
and individuals’ ability to cope with many forecasted climate changes, like localized changes in
rainfall timing and amounts, among other impacts, are likely to be strongly conditioned on their ability
to access and mobilize resources like land, trees, water, ﬁsh and other means of livelihood [29,30].
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If access rights to forest change under REDD+ projects, this could render communities and households
more vulnerable to the effects of climate change at local levels if traditional assets like forests that are
used for adaptation responses (e.g., as a source of quick cash or as food) become inaccessible [25,31].
Alternatively, REDD+ could potentially strengthen local access rights to forests through increased
ﬁnancing to ensure their protection from outside deforestation pressures, thus possibly increasing
communities’ resilience to climate change [32,33]. The aforementioned assessment of forest carbon
mitigation projects in Belize show the positive beneﬁts of attention to adaptation which resulted in
diversiﬁed livelihoods, strengthened land tenure, and more robust local forest management [19].
Other reasons to combine mitigation and adaptation approaches include the need to maximize
limited climate ﬁnancing [11,18,34]; to harmonize sectoral policy and avoid institutional duplication
and overlap in approaches [35]; and to potentially “climate-proof” mitigation and other development
projects [36,37]. For example, the planting of biofuels (a mitigation policy) might be impacted
by climate-induced changes in the future and would need to be planned for, otherwise projects’
contributions to overall mitigation might decrease without adaptation measures [38].
However, numerous challenges face any attempt to integrate adaptation and mitigation together
in policy and projects, at both national and local levels. For example, examination of existing REDD+
development at national scales has revealed major challenges in coordination across sectors already,
with both duplications and gaps in how REDD+ works with other development policies [39–41].
Additionally, there are often mismatches between time scales for projects, with mitigation usually
being more immediate and adaptation more longer term [19]. In cases where adaptation has explicitly
been linked into a REDD+ mitigation project, there are often difﬁculties in ﬁnancing and extended
time spans for projects [42]. Further, future climate change impacts on both households and forests
are variable and often depend on localized context, making generalizations about adaptation difﬁcult
to put into policy [43–46]. For example, one study that assessed climate change forecasts for the
provisioning of ecosystem services from forests in Finland found a series of complicated impacts, some
positive, some negative, with no clear direction for policy actions to increase adaptation [44].
On the positive side, one potentially promising new approach has been the concept of
ecosystem-based adaptation (EBA), promoted for “the use of natural capital by people to adapt
to climate change impacts, which can also have multiple co-beneﬁts for mitigation, protection of
livelihoods and poverty alleviation” [47]. EBA is often presented as a win-win for both mitigation
and adaptation [48], and activities under this label include such activities as restoration or protection
of coastal mangroves, which sequester carbon as well as helping coastal communities withstand
the impacts of storms [49]. A recent review of EBA noted that forests can support human climate
adaptation through: (1) provision of goods to vulnerable communities; (2) regulation of microclimates,
especially for agriculture; (3) regulation of soil and water to buffer climate impacts; (4) coastal forest
protection against storms; and (5) urban trees that regulate temperature and water [50,51]. However,
there have been few assessments of the degree to which EBA approaches are integrated into either
national or subnational REDD+ or other policies [52,53], and country experience shows that many
challenges remain in operationalizing EBA [54].
Vietnam is a particularly appropriate country in which to look at both climate adaptation and
forest-based mitigation, as it has been an early adopter of REDD+ activities, through the UN-REDD+
programme and the FCPF, as well as a number of voluntary projects. Slightly more than half of
Vietnam’s 2010 greenhouse gas emissions were from the agriculture, forestry, or land use sectors,
indicating a high priority for investments in emissions reductions in this category [55]. Vietnam
has also been identiﬁed as one of the top ﬁfteen countries in the world vulnerable to natural
hazards like drought and storms in terms of the number of people and scale of exposure [56], and
forecasted temperature increases will exacerbate this condition to levels previously not experienced.
The forecasted climate impacts to 2100 will likely be an increase in rainfall in wet seasons and decrease
in dry of around 10% or more, increased intensity and frequency of storms and ﬂoods, and a likely sea
level rise of at minimum one meter [57]. In order to minimize climate change impacts on Vietnam,
adaptation projects to reduce vulnerability have been increasing in scale and importance in recent
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years, including in water management, health care provisioning, and land use planning, such as
resettlement away from vulnerable zones [58–60]. Many of these actions have been combined with
disaster-risk reduction strategies and aimed at increasing resilience of households to a multitude of
climate related effects [61–64]. However, there have been relatively fewer adaptation actions directed at
forest-dwelling and using communities, which tend to be located in mountainous areas of the country,
while more adaptation attention and ﬁnancing focuses on coastal and delta areas [57,65].
3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Fieldsites
This study was carried out in 3 provinces of Dien Bien, Kon Tum, and Kien Giang (see Figure 1a).
These sites were selected as representative of the North, Center and South of the country and were
sites in which preliminary REDD+ readiness projects were on-going, all sponsored by different donors,
which gave us a range of project types to explore. In each study province, local communes were
selected for in-depth study based on where existing projects for REDD+ or other forestry-focused
projects have been operating (see Figure 1b–d).
Dien Bien is a mountainous area located in the Northwest along the border with Laos. The total
natural area of this province is 956,290 ha, with 41.1% of the total area classiﬁed as forest. The total
population is 547,785, and 47% of the province’s households were considered under the government
poverty line in 2016, the highest rate in the entire country. Livelihoods primarily consist of agricultural
production, livestock husbandry, and forestry exploitation and development activities. Around
50,000 households, mostly consisting of ethnic minorities like Hmong, Thai, Dao, Kho Mu, and others,
have participated in government payments for environmental services (PES) programs since 2011.
A Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) REDD+ project was piloted in two districts from
2012 to 2013 and included activities such as raising awareness of REDD+, FPIC (Free, Prior and
Informed Consent) agreements, agro-forestry extension, and development of the province’s overall
REDD+ policy.
Kon Tum is a mountainous area located in the Central Highlands, with a total forest area
of 603,814 ha, 58.5% of the province. There is a large and vulnerable ethnic minority population
(54% of total), dependent on both cash crop and subsistence agriculture, and 26% of the province’s
households were considered under the government poverty line in 2016. The major crops grown in
this area are primarily cassava for subsistence, with only a little rice, corn and rubber for supplemental
income. Households located in areas of the province with basalt soils have been able to transition into
cash crop agriculture, particularly rubber but also coffee, tea, cashew and litsea in the past 10 years,
but these activities have been faulted for deforestation and forest degradation. A REDD+ project
has been piloted in Kon Plong district of Kon Tum in 11 villages of Hieu commune by Fauna and
Flora International (FFI), Kon Tum Provincial People Committee’s, Kon Tum’s Agriculture & Rural
Development Department (DARD), and PanNature (an NGO) in the period 2011–2014. Hieu commune
has around 20,500 ha that is nearly 90% forest, and 660 households, mostly of the M’nam ethnicity,
have participated in project activities, such as building capacity for local authorities and communities
in order to directly implement REDD+ activities (including setting up a new local community-based
institution which would have locally derived and implemented rules), with the hopes of providing
ﬁnancial beneﬁts to forest-dependent local and indigenous people from selling carbon credits in the
voluntary carbon market.
Kien Giang is located in the Mekong Delta area in the South. The total area of the province is
634,853 ha, in which forestry land is only 13.6% of the total area, mostly coastal mangroves. The total
population is about 1.7 million people, of which ethnic minorities (primarily Khmer) are about 16%
of the total, and the provincial poverty rate is 9.7%. Two-thirds of the population live in rural areas
and have activities related to agriculture and aquaculture near mangrove forests. In 2008, with
support from AUSAID and GTZ, Kien Giang began to implement a Conservation and Development
of the Kien Giang Biosphere Reserve project. Within this project, activities have included surveys of
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mangrove species diversity; mangrove and coastline mapping via remote sensing and satellite image
interpretation; studying biomass, carbon stocks, and biological diversity, including an assessment of
forest regeneration needs and potential; and developing a REDD+ feasibility study. Local people have
been involved in training courses and awareness raising activities held by the project and the local
government agencies on the topic of PES and reducing emissions due to deforestation and agriculture
production in the province.

ȱ
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(b)ȱ

(c)ȱ

Figure 1. Cont.
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Figure 1. (a) Map of Vietnam showing provinces where research took place; (b) Dien Bien Province;
(c) Kon Tum Province; (d) Kien Giang Province. Communes labelled in blue were sites of REDD+
projects and our research.

3.2. Data Collection
Within each province, we carried out a mixed methods approach to collecting social and
environmental data, making several ﬁeld trips to each province throughout 2012, 2013 and 2014,
spending from two to three weeks collecting data in each site. In each province a standard questionnaire
was administered to a sample of households (selected at random from a village census by choosing
every kth household on list) proportionately spread across villages to generate 100 households per
province, for a total sample size of 300 households. Households are usually the main units making
land-use and livelihood decisions, and this project has used the standard Vietnamese government
deﬁnition of households. The survey asked questions about livelihoods, income, assets, participation
in forest projects, climate vulnerability and adaptation measures. The data from the surveys was
entered into SPSS for analysis.
In addition, focus groups were carried out with small numbers of local residents in each study area
to help us to build histories of resource use, determine how residents learned from one another and set
up institutions for managing forests and reducing climate risk and vulnerability, how these institutions
functioned in different situations, and how such institutions interacted with ofﬁcial forest policies like
REDD+. In each research site, four focus groups (of approximately ten people per group) were run.
A general focus group consisting of representatives of local civil society and government groups (such
as the women’s union, youth union, veteran’s union, Communist Party, etc.) were asked to discuss the
general issues of village such as main livelihoods, household economic status ranking, and seasonal
calendars of the village, among other topics. A forest user focus group including families who were
allocated forest land and who joined village forest patrolling groups discussed forest issues, changes
of land and forest during the past ten to ﬁfteen years, and participatory land-mapping exercises.
For women’s focus groups, representative women from different household types (poor, average,
rich), and woman-headed households were selected to join for discussion. Finally, one focus group of
ofﬁcially designated “poor” households was run as well, and focused on risk-mapping, climate impacts
on the poor, and other topics. In each case invitations were issued to attendees with the advisement of
the village head and snowball sampling (e.g., asking invitees to bring along neighbors with related
knowledge). We also targeted knowledgeable people in each community for lengthier, unstructured key
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informant interviews to collect life histories aimed at understanding social and climate vulnerability,
as well as changes in resource-use patterns and access over time, among other topics.
Finally, we used stakeholder interviews with government ofﬁcials and policymakers in each
ﬁeld site to gather information on the development of local forest policies. We asked how they were
responsible for designing a forest policy incorporating social considerations; types of social data that
policy makers use; and local input and participation to forest policy to their locality. We interviewed
15 policymakers at district and provincial levels in each ﬁeldsite, and several national level stakeholders
involved with REDD+ as well, for 60 policy interviews total.
4. Results
In the ﬁrst part of this results section we discuss the national policy frameworks that have
developed for REDD+ and for climate adaptation, and the degree to which they are integrated at
subnational levels, while later we present data from a household survey undertaken in REDD+ project
areas that aimed to understand forest-based livelihoods, climate vulnerabilities and adaptation, and
the impacts of REDD+ projects on these.
4.1. National Policy Development for REDD+ and Adaptation
Vietnam developed a National Strategy on Climate Change in late 2011, which addresses both
adaptation and mitigation, and REDD+ activities are a key element of the strategy [66]. It is estimated
that through REDD+, 88.2 million tCO2 emissions per year could be reduced [67]. Vietnam has recently
submitted an intended “nationally determined contribution” (NDC) outlining plans to carry out the
Paris Agreement, and the submission calls for an 8% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 as
compared to the business-as-usual scenario, which could be increased to a 25% reduction depending
on international support. Speciﬁc activities in Vietnam’s NDC related to forests and REDD+ include
actions to:
-

-

-

-

“Review and identify the areas and objects to apply sustainable forest management, afforestation
and reforestation, biodiversity conservation, including special priority for regions with large
forests that are important for forestry production and livelihoods of local communities of people;
Develop and improve policies to promote sustainable forest management; mechanisms and
policies to attract private sector investment for sustainable forest management, afforestation,
reforestation, biodiversity conservation and livelihood development;
Integrate and effectively use domestic and international resources for implementation of
programmes and projects related to forest management and development, livelihoods and
biodiversity conservation such as REDD+, the policy of payment for forest environmental
services, etc.
Strengthen and expand international cooperation for investment, technical assistance and
capacity building, information and experience sharing on the sustainable forest management and
development, biodiversity conservation and livelihood development” [68].

The development and governance structures for REDD+ in Vietnam have been reviewed by
others, to which we refer readers for additional details [69–71]. We primarily focus on the adaptation
linkages at national level in this paper. Most of the REDD+ activities in Vietnam have been
carried out by various department of MARD, and have focused on traditional forestry activities
like inventories and forest land use planning. However, one potential institutional linkage exists to
facilitate adaptation into REDD+; a national steering network was set up in 2009 to coordinate REDD+
activities, and the Department of Meteorology and Climate Change of the Ministry of Natural Resources
and Environment (MONRE) sits as a member the network, one of three non-MARD government
departments (the other two are the Agro-economic Department of the Ministry of Planning and
Investment and the Government Ofﬁce, a prime-ministerial level coordinating ofﬁce).
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The steering network was charged with developing a National REDD+ Action Plan (NRAP),
which was ﬁrst completed in 2012 (and which is now under revision). The goals of the original
2012 NRAP were to (1) Build a national REDD+ Program and provincial REDD+ plans; (2) Enhance
institutional capacity and coordination between ministries; (3) Raise awareness to stakeholders in
forestry; (4) Improve technical capacity in reference levels, and monitoring; and (5) Develop beneﬁt
sharing systems and an information system on safeguards [72]. However, this initial NRAP made no
mention of adaptation in any systematic way [13], although there are implied adaptation beneﬁts from
some of the REDD+ activities. For example, MARD is currently focused on a revision of forest criteria
and classiﬁcation for Vietnam to help clarify forest tenure agreements, which will likely have impacts
on both REDD+ and adaptation projects in the future. The NRAP also afﬁrms that by 2016–2020, there
should be attention to “diversiﬁcation and improvement of livelihoods of the forest owners and the
people at large” [72], which would likely have positive adaptation beneﬁts for households. Although
previous researchers found limited policy support for adaptation in the forestry ﬁeld at the national
level in their analysis in 2014 [13], there has been some progress since then, particularly in research
activities. For example, current climate adaptation focused activities in the forest sector include forest
breeding of trees resistant to climate change; developing a national plan for adaptation to climate
change in the forestry sector; and coordinating with the World Bank to conduct research on climate
change adaptation in forestry [73].
Vietnam’s NDC clearly states that adaptation will also be an important part of the country
response. However, Vietnam has not yet ﬁled a National Adaptation Plan (NAP) with the UNFCCC,
though it intends to do so in the future. The NDC has a lack of speciﬁcity with regard to funding
and priorities for adaptation beyond stressing its importance. Although the NDC states that costs
of adaptation in Vietnam are estimated to exceed 3%–5% of GDP by 2030, how funding will be
mobilized and for what speciﬁc activities is not yet clear, beyond a few priorities of: (1) responding
pro-actively to disasters and improving climate monitoring; (2) ensuring social security, including EBA
and community-based adaptation; and (3) responding to sea level rise and urban inundation [68].
While the ways adaptation may be carried out in the forest sector are not explicitly referenced
in the NDC, the National Strategy on Climate Change refers more speciﬁcally to the ways that
forestry can contribute to “preventing and coping with natural disasters, ﬂash ﬂoods and landslides in
mountain areas”, and that policy will be needed to “improve quality of forests and afforestation, to
turn bare lands and hills green, to effectively exploit different kinds of forest to secure and improve
resistance against natural disasters, preventing desertiﬁcation, land erosion and degradation; to
enhance protection, management and development of mangrove forests and ﬂooded ecosystems; to
raise the forest coverage to 45% by 2020”. There is also a stated goal to “preserve biodiversity, protect
and develop ecosystems and species which can well resist climatic changes; to protect and preserve
genes and species endangered by impacts of climate change”. In addition, the National Strategy
explicitly refers to “managing forest in a sustainable way, preserving and improving forests’ absorption
of carbon, and maintaining and diversifying local people’s livelihood as well as helping them to adapt
to climate change” [66].
The primary approach for livelihood improvements under REDD+ will likely be household
payments, and it has been calculated that there will likely be a national-level payment rate from REDD+
of around 265,000 (12$US) VND/ha/year in the future. Together with the general ﬁnancial support
from the state budget for forest protection measures (100,000–400,000 VND (5–20$US) /ha/year), as
well as the average payment for environmental services (PES) available for forest protection in some
upland forests (on average 250,000 VND (11$US)/ha/year) [74], participation in forest protection
and management under a combination of REDD+ and other programs can contribute to incomes of
local people, especially for poor and vulnerable groups in remote areas. Existing PES payments to
households in forested areas of Vietnam account for on average 6%–7% (and up to 30%) of household
income in participating areas, and are often used to enable school fees and healthcare bills to be paid, to
help ensure food security through purchases of rice or seedlings, and other forms of investment [75,76].
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When payments can be made to community funds (done in some areas but not others), they can be
used to build community infrastructure (e.g., roads, bridges, community houses, etc.); upgrading
and buying common assets for the community (e.g., school supplies); paying for a village forest
protection group; or even can setting up micro-loans for diversifying livelihood activities and other
activities [77,78]. Through these ways, households and communities could be helped via REDD+
payments to adapt and recover following climatic shocks or disasters, although more research will
need to be carried out once these payments begin to follow how these monies are actually being used
(no areas of Vietnam have received national REDD+ payments as of 2016).
4.2. Subnational Policy on REDD+ and Adaptation and Interlinkages
The primary purpose of the NRAP is to set out key legal and institutional roles as well as priority
interventions in REDD+ for the period 2011–2020 [72]. However, the document is mainly an enabling
document rather than one providing detailed guidance to develop REDD+ interventions on the
ground. Thus, the NRAP is to be supplemented by Provincial REDD+ Action Plans (PRAPs) and
Site-based REDD+ Action Plans (SiRAPs). Depending on the particular context of sub-national levels,
the PRAPs will help to develop mechanisms and set out suggested REDD+ prioritized interventions
that are suitable for the local political, social and environmental conditions in order to support local
actors to participate in REDD+ implementation more effectively and sustainability. Currently, ﬁfteen
provinces are developing PRAPs; ten are completed while ﬁve others are in the development process.
(They include: Ca Mau, Lam Dong, Binh Thuan, Ha Tinh, Bac Kan and Lao Cai (supported by the
UN-REDD+ program); Thanh Hoa, Ha Tinh, Nghe An, Quang Binh, Quang Tri and Thua Thien Hue
(supported by the World Bank Forest Carbon Partnership Facility and the USAID-funded Vietnam
Forests and Delta Program) and Dien Bien, Son La, and Hoa Binh provinces (supported under the
aforementioned JICA project)). Of our three study provinces, only Dien Bien has an approved PRAP
(ﬁnalized in May of 2014). In addition to the development of subnational PRAPs, pilot REDD+
activities for REDD+ readiness or voluntary carbon market accession have been implemented in many
of Vietnam’s provinces, funded by multilateral or bilateral donors or NGOs.
Many provinces have used these donor pilot projects to build off of for development of PRAPs.
Because all provinces already were required to create Forest Protection and Development Master Plans
to 2020 as required by MARD, REDD+ programs have piggybacked onto this process. This means
that the PRAPs usually include both general forest protection and development activities, as well as
speciﬁc activities for REDD+ pilot areas, divided into 5 different approaches: reducing deforestation,
reducing degradation, sustainable forest management, conserving and enhancing forest carbon stocks.
In addition, depending on the characteristic of the activities, PRAP activities also can be broken down
into direct investment interventions (type I) and the supporting interventions (type II). Type I are
deﬁned as direct investment or activities for forest protection, management and development. Type II
are supporting activities, which are mainly focused on providing incentives to forest owners, local
communities and other relevant actors to carry out the type I activities. The supporting activities
include, depending on the local demands, provision of community development funds, ﬁnancial and
technical support for sustainable local livelihoods, or capacity building on various aspects of forest
or livelihoods activities. All these activities have been required to be considered in the development
of PRAPs, as per government decision 5414/QD-BNN-TCLN dated on 25 December 2015. Although
many of these activities likely have adaptation beneﬁts, throughout the national guidance issued
for PRAP development, the words “climate change”, “mitigation” and “adaptation” are rarely used
or not mentioned directly. Part of this inattention is likely due to the fact that PRAPs are primarily
being developed by forestry departments at local levels, with less of the sector integration and
multi-stakeholder engagement that has characterized the NRAP process at the national level.
We analysed the Dien Bien PRAP in some detail to understand the potential for synergies and
linkages with climate adaptation policy. In addition, team members attended several workshops
during the process of the development of the Dien Bien PRAP. Dien Bien was the ﬁrst province in
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Vietnam to have completed and launched a PRAP with the support from JICA under the project
“Sustainable Forest Management in the Northwest Watershed Areas (SUSFORM-NOW)”. The PRAP was
designed to cover the period 2013–2020 and was approved by the Dien Bien Provincial People’s
Committee in early 2014. Because the Dien Bien PRAP was developed and approved even before the
national guidelines for PRAP development were issued, there are some now required activities that
are not mentioned in this speciﬁc PRAP (see Table 1; the left hand column are activities now required
to be addressed in most PRAPs). In particular, some interviewees noted that in fact Dien Bien’s PRAP
is more similar to a general Forest Protection and Development Plan rather than a speciﬁc REDD+
plan focused on forest carbon mitigation.
Key activities to be implemented in the future under the Dien Bien PRAP include forest patrolling
and monitoring; forest land allocation; livelihood support; and forest plantations, but there are few
details on how these will be accomplished yet. Similar to the NRAP, the Dien Bien PRAP does
not mention adaptation directly, and is only implied indirectly through the livelihood development
activities to support forest protection in implementing REDD+. For example, the Dien Bien PRAP
has highlighted that forestland allocation to organizations, households, individuals and communities
should be completed, as one of the supporting activities to reduce deforestation and forest degradation
drivers at the local level. Such activities are considered to have the potential to indirectly improve the
adaptive capacity of local people to tackle other climate impacts by providing more secure access rights
to forests (see Table 1, far right column), although how this will play out in reality will need further
research. Additionally, the PRAP does place emphasis on the need to incorporate climate-resilient
forest species in future forest plantations, and has several other foci of potential adaptation beneﬁts to
forests themselves (Table 1, second column from right).
In addition to helping support the creation and implementation of PRAP for Dien Bien, JICA
developed a guidebook for other provinces carrying out PRAP development as well [79]; however,
the handbook makes no explicit mention of adaptation support or activities. The handbook outlines
a 13-step process that is necessary to develop a PRAP, of which some of the key activities are forest
and socio-economic surveys; calculations of reference emission levels; searches for potential funding
of emissions reductions; surveys on forest monitoring; and policies on safeguards. The handbook
does identify the global Adaptation Fund as a source of REDD+ ﬁnancing, but does not identify
what adaptation activities related to REDD+ should be incorporated into PRAPs. Additionally, the
socio-economic surveys only indirectly touch on climate vulnerabilities, as primarily these surveys
are to “identify forest status such as forest distribution & stock at present and past forest change,
the driver of forest decrease and increase, socio-economic conditions such as demography and
agriculture & forestry production, and to assess past programs & policies relating forest protection and
development” [79]. Thus, there appears to be much more room for PRAPs and PRAP development
guidance to focus explicitly on adaptation.
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Forest protection and natural forest regeneration and enrichment
Forest plantation
Forest rehabilitation and reforestation
Silvicultural-related construction projects
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a. Technical support for forest plantation: climate change resilient seedlings, etc.
b. Forest enrichment in exhausted forest areas
c. Afforestation by land-use conversion projects

2.5. Enhancing carbon stocks

a. Improving the quality of forests: forest enrichment, or diversiﬁcation of crops to adapt impacts of climate change
b. Biodiversity conservation in special-use forests and protection forest and payments for forest environmental services

2.4. Conserving carbon stocks

a. Support to develop and implement the sustainable forest management plan and SFM certiﬁcates
b. Improving the forest governance ability for forest owners

2.3. Sustainable forest management

a. Reducing/ preventing illegal timber logging and utilization
b. Establishing the administrative and technical monitoring system on timber legality assurance
c. Promoting sustainable non-timber forest product (NTFP) models
d. Market orientation to agro-forest products
e. Developing village forest protection and development conventions
f. Encouraging job creation in the REDD+ implementation sites

2.2. Activities to reduce forest degradation

a. Reviewing and analyzing overall land-use planning and forest/forestland planning
b. Reviewing and analyzing the overlap between forest/forestland planning and socio-economic development planning
c. Strictly control the conversion of natural forests into other purposes
d. Supporting the forestland allocation, contracts and lease to households, individuals and local communities
e. Livelihood improvements
f. Establishing small-scale local livelihood credit development funds
g. Enhancing the forest protection and development law enforcement

2.1. Activities to reduce deforestation

II. Prioritized Activities carried out at the potential REDD+ areas

1.1.
1.2.
1.3.
1.4.

I. General Forest Sectors and Plans

x

x

x

x
x
x

x
x

x
x
x

In Dien
Bien PRAP?

Y

Y

Y
Unclear

Y
Unclear
Y

Potential Adaptation
Beneﬁt to Forests?

Table 1. Key sectors and activities in subnational Provincial REDD Action Plan (PRAP) in Dien Bien Province.

Unclear

Y

Y

Y
Y
Y

Unclear
Y

Y
Unclear
Y

Potential Adaptation
Beneﬁt to Households?
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4.3. Project Based Interlinkages with Adaptation
The REDD+ projects in our three study sites differ from the three projects analysed previously
by other reports on adaptation and REDD+ in Vietnam [13]. The REDD+ Community Carbon Pool
Program (REDD+ CCP) is the ﬁrst and only REDD+ project to be implemented in Kon Tum province
and is focused at a site-based level in Hieu commune, Kon Plong District; a 3-year SiRAP had been
developed and approved by the Kon Tum Provincial People’s Committee. Under the REDD+ CCP
project, 18,700 ha forests have been re-allocated with community land use rights, which is intended
to lead to local access and control over forestland and forest resources. The development of local
community forest management institutions that comprised equitable, easy to understand, locally
devised and implemented rules was seen as a way to effectively reduce emissions and provide beneﬁts
to forest-dependent local people, and the project was hopeful to meet the requirements for CCBA
certiﬁcation, which explicitly includes projects that generate beneﬁts for climate change adaptation.
In Dien Bien, the JICA SUSFORM-NOW project aimed to test REDD+ activities in two pilot
communes; develop capacity for forest rangers and commune level ﬁeld ofﬁcers; and prepare the
PRAP and related technical guidance documents as noted previously. Overall, the project aimed to
build efﬁcient models and develop capacity for provincial cadres to implement REDD+ themselves so
that those models would be replicated to other areas. As such, the project was aimed to contribute
to better forest management at the local level and respond to climate change in the forestry sector,
although adaptation was not explicitly mentioned in project documents.
In Kien Giang, the GIZ/AusAid Conservation and Development program was originally designed
as a climate change adaptation, mitigation and integrated coastal zone management project. In recent
years it has also supported research into mangrove forests, awareness raising of forest protection,
and training on REDD+ readiness in Kien Giang and Ca Mau provinces. One of the major activities
funded by the project has supported local communities to develop “green fences” along the coastal
area through mangrove plantations to protect against landslides and coastal erosion due to strong
waves from the seas and future sea level rise. Local people were also supported by the project to
establish mangrove nurseries. The project provided training courses for local people, especially women,
on primary health care services and rural sanitation, for example building toilets and using clean
water, among others, which have adaptation beneﬁts. Kien Giang province also has had since 2005
an initiative of beneﬁt sharing in mangrove forest protection that enables local people to combine
forest protection and aquaculture development to secure local livelihoods. People are allocated two to
three ha of protection mangrove forest, and they are allowed to use 30% of this area to raise shrimp,
as long as they maintain 70% mangrove forest. By 2013, there were 1076 households participating who
were allocated mangrove forest with “green books” (a long-term contract for forest protection) along
200 km of the coast of Kien Giang province. The program aims to give local people incentive to protect
mangrove forest while developing shrimp production for their livelihood; however, according to
GIZ/AusAid project ofﬁcers’ assessments, the expectation from local people is for a higher percentage
of land devoted to shrimp production due to low proﬁts and higher costs of maintaining mangrove
forest as compared to non-participating shrimp farms.
4.4. Household Level Impacts from Climate Changes and REDD+ Projects
Our household survey provided a general summary of the characteristics of households in the
three sites: around 31% of surveyed households were classiﬁed as poor by the government (based on
guidelines of the Ministry of Labor, Invalids, and Social Affairs, as every household in Vietnam receives
regular assessments of their economic status to determine some social beneﬁts); 49% as average; and
11% better off (the rest did not know or did not answer). The average household generated 78 million
(around 3580$US) per HH per year in subsistence and cash income (see Table 2), with great variation
between the three sites, as Kien Giang households had over four times the income as those in Kon Tum.
In each site, a different income source was the primary contributor to local livelihoods: business and
trading in Dien Bien; livestock in Kon Tum; and aquaculture in Kien Giang.
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The primary uses of forests by households were for fuelwood and forest product collection; as
sites for aquaculture in the case of mangroves in Kien Giang (where households generated on average
4758$US per household from aquaculture); as sources of lands for ﬁelds in swidden cultivation systems
in Dien Bien and Kon Tum; and as supplies of wood for house building, particularly for poorer or
ethnic minority households. Forest-based subsistence and cash income was highest in Dien Bien, while
it was surprisingly low in Kon Tum, despite having the most extensive forest cover of all three sites
(and which we explain below was a result of restrictions on forest use instituted by the CCP project).
The living conditions of the populations in the research sites were generally low with poor
infrastructure, making areas difﬁcult to access in the rainy season, leading to limited access to
information regarding markets and services. Local communities were all sensitive to changes in
weather and had been very much impacted by natural disasters that appeared with higher frequency
and more intensity in recent years. In general, local people at all ﬁeldsites had concerns about
climate changes and risk, although the speciﬁc type of impacts varied (see Table 3). In the Northwest
mountainous area of Dien Bien, people were concerned about droughts, with 59% of surveyed
households noting decreases in rainfall, and 53% noting longer dry seasons. In Kon Tum, people were
more concerned with increases in storms and rainfall, leading to localized ﬂooding. Households in
the Mekong Delta area of Kien Giang were particularly concerned about salinity intrusions farther
from the coast in the dry season. During group meetings, communities often linked these climate
changes explicitly to forest policy and activities; for example, in Kon Tum, local people explained that
the higher impacts of storms and ﬂooding were due to deforestation in the last few decades in the area.
In Dien Bien, local people noted that higher temperature and severe droughts had caused forest ﬁres
to increase as well (focus group data).
When asked to rank the most serious climate-related risk to their property and livelihoods,
households choose a variety of answers (Figure 2a). Typhoons and storms were ranked as the most
serious risk by nearly 30% of survey respondents, with landslides and drought chosen as the most
serious risk by fewer than 15% and 10% of households respectively. Although households overall
understood climate risks to be important and in most cases increasing, these risks were put in the
context of other challenges that households had to face (Figure 1b). Health problems were considered
the most serious and frequently encountered risk, with natural disasters and pests ranked second
and third. Problems with access and quality and outcomes of education of their children were also
considered risks, as people were worried they could not afford for their children go to school; these
concerns are reﬂected as “children’s schooling” in the Figure 2b. Other risks included labour shortages
due to health and other problems (such as alcoholism or drug use). Poor infrastructure in the study
areas, especially in health care, education, and public services, increased households’ feeling of
risky livelihoods. This ﬁndings conﬁrmed that vulnerability to shocks, be it climate or health or
unemployment, have long been one of the major challenges for the poor in Vietnam [57]. In particular,
while these climate risks have the potential to impact all income groups, the poor tend to have less
resilience, such as less access to insurance and less ability to rebuild or move away from affected
areas [80,81].
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Dien
Bien
Kon Tum
Kien
Giang

Province

18,390,243

53,053,674

4,464,852
0
104,679,297

Aquaculture/Fishing

Forestry

7,594,240

12,008,551
3,754,609
5,951,666

Business

25,113,156

30,811,538
10,415,938
35,293,787

3%

38%

37%

48%

59%

Decrease
in Rainfall

14%

Increase in
Rainfall

70%

26%

5%

Longer Rainy
Season

30%

17%

53%

Longer Dry
Season

23%

74%

3%

Increase in
Number of Storms

33%

43%

24%

Increase in Storm
Strength

100%

n/a

n/a

Salinity
Intrusion

Table 3. Household perceptions of weather and climate changes in recent years (% of households citing each reason).

78,756,744 (3580$US)

79,772,542 (3626$US)
30,078,040 (1367$US)
126,419,650 (5746$US)

61%

9%

30%

Higher
Temperatures

Total Average HH Subsistence and Cash Income

* At the time of the survey, 1 USD = approximately 22,000 Vietnam Dong (VND).

21,955,750

14,493,982
5,352,315
55,395,454

Livestock
24,124,279
20,136,242
19,965,853

Agriculture

Province

Dien Bien
Kon Tum
Kien Giang
Average across all
households

Table 2. Average household livelihood sources and values in VND.
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(a)ȱ

(b)ȱ

Figure 2. (a) The most serious climate/weather risk as identiﬁed by households; (b) The most serious
of all risks as identiﬁed by households.

4.4.1. Impacts of REDD+ on Livelihoods and Vulnerability
In one of our studied projects, household level REDD+ activities had been conﬁned to awareness
raising of REDD+ and there were no signiﬁcant livelihood or other activities directed at the household
(Dien Bien). In Kon Tum however household activities had been taking place, and showed the
potential negative impacts of REDD+ on both livelihoods and climate vulnerability. The commune
where REDD+ activities were taking place is one of the 300 poorest communes in Vietnam [82]. Most
of the local people are of the M’Nam ethnic group and have long directly depended on forestland
and forest resources for livelihoods, such as rice or cassava cultivation on shifting cultivation plots in
designated forestlands, ﬁrewood collection, and gathering and commercialization of diverse NTFPs.
These forest activities are important because the local climate is highly variable, with rainy and cold
weather affecting agricultural production. As a result, the growing season in Hieu commune is very
short, around 6 months per year, from February until the end of September. Due to this weather, if
households want to increase their rice or cassava production, they can only expand their cultivation
areas (as they cannot diversify out of season), but this conﬂicts with REDD+ project priorities of
conserving forest lands for emissions reductions [83].
In 2011 the initial stage of the REDD+ CCP project began, and the message that households
could “protect forest for selling carbon” that the project delivered to local people through FPIC
awareness-raising activities raised their hopes and expectation of gaining beneﬁts and improving their
livelihoods. The household survey and interviews conducted showed that the local people in Hieu
commune perceived REDD+ as a new type of income source that would be used to replace existing
practices. Therefore, the local people accepted the need to stop expanding their traditional swidden
plots as well as restricting NTFP extraction of “la kim cuong” (Anoectochilus setaceus), a medicinal plant
found in forests, as trade-offs in order to get income from forest carbon in the future. The project drew a
lucrative picture about the beneﬁts of REDD+ and forest carbon, but in reality, difﬁculties have already
emerged from the project, which include scarcity of cultivable land as swiddening has stopped or been
discouraged, and the loss of income from NTFP extraction. Data from the survey and interviews show
that most people already changed their household livelihood strategies several years ago (household
surveys showed lower forest income in Kon Tum than the other two sites, at only 170$US worth of
timber, fuelwood and NTFPs extracted per household), but are still waiting for forest carbon beneﬁts,
which have not yet been paid. While the project ﬁnished at the end of 2014, it could not get carbon
certiﬁcates to sell in the market as per the initial objective, and the project designer, FFI, has been trying
to obtain further funding and access some carbon market to get emissions reductions certiﬁcates.
In the meantime, however, households with differences in cultivable land sources, capital and
labor, have had to adjust their livelihood strategies in different ways. The poor and landless households
are the most vulnerable group in this situation, and their way to adapt to the new context varies within
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this group. Some households have returned to make use of their old swidden plots or tried to ﬁnd
some small pieces of land near their paddy ﬁelds, or even have planted ﬁeld crops like cassava in
the garden surrounding their houses. Some other households, particularly those who do not have
cultivable land, cannot open new swidden plots, and who also cannot wait two to three years for
carbon credits, have decided to give up their rights to participate and get beneﬁts from REDD+ in the
future by leaving the villages or continuing to do restricted activities. For example, some husbands in
these families have decided go to other communes or cities to ﬁnd new jobs to compensate for the loss
of income due to participating in REDD+, which has increased their families’ overall vulnerability to
risk and shocks. Further, “leakage” has been an on-going issue. Statistics by the local authority shows
there has been no more forest clearance since the middle of 2013 in Hieu commune. However, there
were some households who decided to leave and clear some forest of Bo E commune (a commune
nearby but not in the REDD+ project) in order to establish new swidden plots illegally.
4.4.2. Household Adaptation Actions
At the household level in all research sites, some spontaneous adaptation actions are being taken
to cope with climate risks that are already being felt. Households were most proactive in the agriculture
sector, using adaptation strategies to adjust cropping patterns, harvesting time, selecting salt-resistant
varieties, and so on, as to reduce damages to livelihoods. For example, 13% of households in Dien
Bien and 12% of households in Kien Giang stated they had changed a crop variety, while only 3% of
households in Kon Tum had done so. Changing crop calendars and harvesting crops early to avoid
ﬂood and disaster losses was another strategy, one that had been taken by 100% of households in Kien
Giang, 90% of households in Kon Tum, and 60% of households in Dien Bien at least once. However,
most households felt they were not doing enough to adapt to climate change, and needed more policy
support. In particular, households rarely mentioned adaptation actions they were taking with regard
to forestry, indicating that households felt less knowledge about this sector and needed guidance as to
steps to take.
In group discussions, those residents who stated that they had not taken any adaptation
actions explained that they knew that adaptation was necessary but they had a lack of resources.
Poor households in particular stated they did not have enough human, physical or ﬁnancial resources
to protect their ﬁelds and homes from climate hazards, therefore they tended to lose relatively more
when hit by ﬂoods and storms than wealthier households, and had a lower capacity to cope with
and adapt to shocks due to lower access to savings. While acknowledging these challenges, local
government ofﬁcials interviewed stated that they lacked budgets to support households to carry out
climate change strategies, plans and adaptation actions at community levels. These stakeholders at
district and commune levels noted that national adaptation strategies and action plans were normally
very ambitious but often not feasible due to lack of funding and low participation from local people,
since there was very little funding to distribute.
5. Discussion and Conclusions
This study has conﬁrmed that there continues to be a lack of coordination between mitigation and
adaptation policies in Vietnam, particularly with regard to REDD+. While much lip service has been
paid to combining approaches, in reality, policies at the national and provincial level, and site-based
projects, have paid little attention to the adaptation needs of local communities, and how REDD+
activities could facilitate increased resilience in livelihoods. While there were some potential implicit
adaptation beneﬁts of REDD+ projected activities (such as promises of future activities to improve
livelihoods, or to increase forest tenure security which might help local communities have better access
to forest resources), local REDD+ planning through development of PRAPs has not systematically
considered activities that focus on adaptation or resilience. This is despite the fact that many national
policymakers, donors, and NGOs interviewed a few years ago expressed strong support for integrated
attention to adaptation [13]. There was also little discussion in either PRAPs or site-speciﬁc REDD+
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projects regarding EBA (with the exception of Kien Giang), again despite the fact that the idea has been
enthusiastically discussed with regard to Vietnam [84,85].
These are missed opportunities, as our household data shows a great deal of need for assistance in
reducing climate vulnerability (particularly in coping with drought and ﬂoods) and increasing adaptive
capacity in many REDD+ project sites. There are potentials for integration with agricultural adaptation
in particular. REDD+ activities in agroforestry or ﬁnancial support for climate-smart agriculture
could help households deal with the increasing climate risks they are facing, particularly those areas
that are experiencing either drought or ﬂooding as noted in household surveys. Tree shelterbelts
that could be planted to enhance carbon stocks could help to reduce wind and drought pressures
on nearby agricultural ﬁelds. Similarly, using trees to secure landslide and ﬂood prone areas near
ﬁelds can help reduce impacts on agricultural livelihoods from ﬂooding [50]. Other examples of
adaptation needs might include: a stronger focus on useful multipurpose tree species for reforestation
and carbon stock enhancement that could provide for both carbon and increased livelihoods
(e.g., food or products for sale); policies to increase value and marketing of forest goods that can
be harvested sustainability (such as NTFPs); and policies to reduce woodfuel use but increase energy
access (e.g., improved cookstoves or small-scale hydro-powered electriﬁcation projects), among
others [19,86,87]. Poor households in particular showed needs for ﬁnancial support to undertake
adaptation actions in agriculture, which REDD+ payments could potentially be useful for, but
households stated these needed to be coupled with training, education, and other forms of support so
they would know what to invest in to increase resilience. Payments alone will not be sufﬁcient.
Further, within both national and subnational REDD+ policy approaches, our analysis notes a lack
of attention to the potential consequences of climate change on forest structure and composition, and
the implications of this for REDD+ activities into the future. Several of the most serious climate impacts
from the literature on forest vulnerability in Asia include forest ﬁres; pest outbreaks; shifts in species
distributions; higher tree mortality; changes in forest composition; or loss of wood volume [51,88–90].
Very few of these possible climate vulnerabilities of forests are discussed in the National Strategy
on Climate Change (which only mentions the need to “increase capacity and efﬁciency of systems
for evaluating, forecasting, preventing, monitoring, supervising and urgently responding to forest
ﬁres” [66]); in the NRAP; or the in the PRAP for Dien Bien. Future REDD+ projects to address forests’
climate vulnerabilities might focus on reducing ﬁre hazard and risk (e.g., community supported ﬁre
watches) or reforestation projects that prioritize drought and ﬁre resistant native species (e.g., rather
than introduced eucalyptus or acacia, which have been primary species in reforestation in the past but
which are both drought and windfall-prone) [51].
Several pilot REDD+ projects examined also did not explicitly acknowledge how climate-induced
changes might impact household livelihoods, and what role these vulnerabilities may play in REDD+
participation. In the one project we examined that did speciﬁcally have a focus on adaptation
(Kien Giang), livelihood activities were developed that extended beyond typical REDD+ activities,
such as addressing water scarcity and shoreline erosion, adaptation responses that were considered
useful by households facing water and land erosion risks, and which may increase positive feelings
and household participation in other parts of the project (e.g., tree planting). However, in another
project site (Kon Tum), restrictions on livelihood activities had taken place under REDD+ and had
caused negative consequences, particularly for the poorer households, due to restrictions on swidden
agriculture and NTFP collection, the lack of suitable alternative livelihood plans, and delays in seeking
carbon ﬁnancing. Other studies in Vietnam have shown the importance of NTFPs as “insurance” for
poor households, particularly for buffering unpredictable shocks like disasters or health problems [91].
Yet the Kon Tum project did not consider these roles of NTFPs, and how loss of access to these forests
might create unforeseen negative impacts. Indeed, it appears that the project has made households
more vulnerable to the risks of poverty and climate change impacts than before, particularly in the
cases where REDD+ participation seems to have triggered male outmigration in some families.
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Despite the negative outcomes of one of the examined projects, there appear to be opportunities to
promote synergies with adaptation, where REDD+ could improve local actors’ adaptive capacity. For
example, in Kien Giang, the approach to forest management which allows some limited production
activities in mangrove areas has proven moderately successful, and shows that co-management that
allows for some livelihood activities, rather than complete abandonment of forest use as was the case
in Kon Tum, can provide beneﬁts for both people and forests. The fact that livelihoods are supported,
and that mangroves provide useful protection against storms, landslides and river erosion, makes
for a double adaptation beneﬁt. Kien Giang could address concerns from households about low
proﬁtability by expanding the area of mangroves allowed under the 70/30 model from the current
small pilot area to allow for each participating household to manage a larger area. Despite these
successes, however, there have been shortfalls in incorporating mangroves into other REDD+ and
PES policies. Although many reports within Vietnam have noted that mangroves are important for
both mitigation and adaptation [92–94], there have been limited on-the-ground mangrove projects
linked to REDD+, and there are currently no mangrove areas receiving national PES money due to an
inability to determine who the buyers of mangrove ecosystem services are [95]. These are challenges
that should be immediately prioritized in future REDD+ development.
All of these potential synergies rest on removing barriers to integration between REDD+ and
adaptation. Key barriers to integration can be seen in both the PRAP development process and in
individual site projects. These include:
(1)

(2)

(3)

Sectoral specialization: the PRAP process, as seen in Dien Bien, was led by forestry ofﬁcials and
primarily focused on narrow interpretations of forests, and did not involve much input from
agricultural or climate adaptation ofﬁces. The minimal inputs of the Ministry of Environment and
Natural Resources, the key climate adaptation ministry, in REDD+ policy development below the
national level is further evidence of this disengagement.
A primary focus of REDD+ policy on technical measures rather than livelihoods: in the PRAP for
Dien Bien and in national PRAP development guidance, there was far more attention devoted
to reference levels of deforestation and carbon emissions equations than to outlining ways to
involve local people in participatory forestry projects with livelihood beneﬁts. The Kon Tum
CCP project similarly spent time focused on meeting technical requirements for selling emissions
reductions on the market, without interim livelihood activities.
A focus primarily on emissions rather than co-beneﬁts or multipurpose trees: in the NRAP
and in Dien Bien’s PRAP, more attention was paid to maintaining large intact forest areas or
plantations rather than support for small scattered tree plantings, such as in agroforestry or
shelterbelts that would beneﬁt farmers. A focus on maximizing emissions levels in REDD+
through extensive forestry thus might create a disincentive for more adaptive measures in local
household-based forestry.

As we have shown, the potentials for integration of adaptation activities into REDD+ in Vietnam
are there. Climate vulnerable households in our study sites, like many place in Vietnam, are already
feeling the effects of some climate and weather changes now [57], and see natural disasters as serious
risks threatening their families’ wellbeing. REDD+ activities that provide ways to strengthen the
adaptive capacity of these households would therefore be extremely useful and welcome. Future
PRAP development in the remaining forested provinces of Vietnam would do well to consider better
integration of adaptation considerations in future planning, and site-speciﬁc projects clearly need to
learn from previous lessons with regard to the necessity of considering both livelihoods and forest
outcomes simultaneously to avoid increasing the climate vulnerability of participating households.
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Abstract: This study investigates one notable result that the REDD+ (‘Reducing Emissions from
Deforestation and forest Degradation, and enhancing forest carbon stocks and conservation’)
initiative effected within Indonesia’s forest institutions. It argues that during its interplay with
existing National forest institutions REDD+ produced a signiﬁcant beneﬁt; namely, the ‘one map
initiative’ (OMI) being the government’s response to the call for greater transparency and enabling
of REDD+ implementation. It asks: “Does the ‘One Map Initiative’ signify a switch to a new
path of map-making, or is it just another innovation within an existing path dependence of forest
governance?” Through eighty semi-structured interviews with ‘REDD+ policy actors’ and the
deployment of ‘path dependence’ theory, this study seeks to determine the extent to which the
REDD+ initiative created a ‘critical juncture’ (i.e., momentum for institutions to move to a new path).
This study maps the institutional path dependence within forest-mapping as a means for the state to
gain control of forest resources. In its development process the OMI has shown its ability to break the
old path-dependence of map-making (e.g., lack of transparency, low level of public participation, and
poor coordination amongst ministries). Moreover, this paper identiﬁed several historical events (i.e.,
‘critical junctures’) that preceded the REDD+ initiative as contributing factors to the relative success
of REDD+ in effecting forest governance reform.
Keywords: REDD+; One Map Initiative; Indonesia; forest governance reform; cross-sectoral
coordination; participation; transparency; path dependence; critical juncture

1. Introduction
Maps, established via a variety of statistical and cartographic techniques, are fundamental tools in
the construction of state and bureaucratic territories and the governance of natural resources, including
forests [1]. As such, maps, and spatial data more generally, are deeply entwined in the construction
of institutions governing forest resources. The quality of maps, and the extent to which they are
assessable to other sectors and citizens, inﬂuences the political economy and democratic conduct of
a nation.
Indonesia is the world’s largest archipelago, fourth largest political unit, and third largest tropical
forest nation. The mapping of forest resources has been central to the nation’s political economy since
the Dutch colonial era [2]. Since the country’s independence in 1945, and in particular during the
Forests 2017, 8, 14
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Suharto New Order regime (1967–1998), forest resources were deployed to rapidly increase GDP, attract
foreign investment, and consolidate and structure power across a vast archipelago [3,4]. More recently,
the REDD+ (‘Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation, and enhancing forest
carbon stocks and conservation’) initiative has created a new impetus for map-making practices,
deploying both advanced technical techniques, but also norms of transparency and participation.
This particular REDD+ contribution does not obscure the possibility of REDD+ being used by political
and business elites to promote their own interests. For instance, concerns were expressed that REDD+
can provide validation for ‘conservation-justiﬁed enclosures’ by both national and district governments
to reassert control over vast forest areas, and for oil palm companies to lobby decision-makers in
ways that risk corrupting the forest land allocation process [5]. Moreover, Indonesia’s map-making
institutions have long been characterised by ‘clientelism’ (‘clientelism’ describes a long-standing form
of social organisation, also known as ‘patron–client relations’, which involves complex chains of
personal bonds between patrons and their clients founded on mutual advantage, whereby the patron
offers resources and protection; in return their clients provide loyalty, services, and political support)
and ‘crony capitalism’ (‘crony capitalism’ describes an economy which depends on close relationships
between government ofﬁcials and business people, elevating personal proﬁt over public interest or
the rule of law; it can be exhibited by favouritism in the distribution of legal permits, government
grants, special tax breaks, or other forms of state intervention) [6] and have developed to further
political interests: as a means for controlling territory and governing the access of political, business,
and individual interests to land and its resources [7,8].
The ‘One Map Initiative’ (OMI), a national strategic policy instructed by President Yudhoyono in
December 2010 [9], is a signiﬁcant development with the potential to transform Indonesian forestry
institutions. This is because the policy instructs the creation of a national spatial data infrastructure and
the requirement that, (i) ministries, particularly those with land-based competencies such as Forestry,
Agriculture, Public Works and Housing, work together to create a single authoritative state land-cover
map; (ii) the public are provided with free access to digital land-cover maps and the opportunity to
evaluate them; and (iii) indigenous customary lands are integrated into the state map [9]. This has the
potential to address the problem of different land-cover maps being used by different ministries and at
different levels of government, thereby addressing issues of overlapping concession areas, corruption,
land-related conﬂicts, and social unrest [9,10].
The OMI was developed in the context of REDD+, a major international policy initiative that
emerged from the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). However,
this is not to suggest that the OMI is an inherent element of REDD+ institutions. Instead, as argued
within this article, during its interplay with Indonesia’s forest institutions the REDD+ initiative has
prompted the development of the OMI. REDD+ is intended to provide developing countries with
ﬁnancial incentives to produce measurable reductions in carbon emissions beyond what would have
occurred without it [11,12]. The REDD+ mechanism includes several activities that reduce emissions
from forest deforestation and degradation, conserve and enhance forest carbon stocks, and manage
forests sustainably [12].
Of particular importance in relation to the OMI is the performance-based approach within the REDD+
mechanism, whereby reductions in forest carbon emissions must be demonstrated before payments
can be made [13]. This requires a transparent and accountable system for (a) measuring carbon
stocks; and (b) monitoring, reporting, and verifying (MRV) reductions in carbon emissions [12,14].
This entails a signiﬁcant investment in the development of accurate forest datasets and mapping
across multiple spatial scales in REDD+ host countries [10,15]. In Indonesia, REDD+ has generated an
‘interplay’ between internationally-established REDD+ institutions that require the development of
certain policies within national-level forest-related institutions.
Indonesia’s forest governance institutions are complex [16], characterised by the uncertainty
and ambiguity of the legal systems surrounding forest access and land ownership [17,18] and a
rent-seeking environment that maintains deeply-embedded clientelist practices across government
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and society [3,19,20]. This paper examines the origin of the OMI and its implications for future forest
governance and REDD+ implementation in Indonesia. It asks whether the One Map Initiative might
signify a move to a new path of map-making that foregrounds transparency, coordinated cross-sectoral,
and wider public participation, or whether it is just another innovation within Indonesia’s existing
forestry institutions. We employ the concept of ‘path dependency’ within ‘historical institutionalism’
and examine whether REDD+ has been instrumental in creating a ‘critical juncture’ in the form of
momentum for Indonesian resource and land governance institutions to move to a new path.
By positioning REDD+ in this broader context of institutional interplay and political economy, this
paper complements and extends literature on REDD+ governance that analyses (i) the challenges and
opportunities for the REDD+ initiative to effect forest governance reform [21–30] and (ii) the potential
social and economic impacts of REDD+ policies on local people and communities’ participation on
project implementations [31–36]. Moreover, concepts from political economy have been deployed
to explore the challenge of REDD+ in creating incentives for forest conservation that are able to
‘out-compete’ other interests, such as timber, mining, and agricultural economics [10,37–39]. This paper
addresses the need for more empirical evidence on the role of REDD+ in creating new institutional
path-ways and the extent to which the REDD+ policy process is able to transform forest sector and
cross sector regulations in host countries.
Indonesia is a key target country for REDD+ implementation for four important reasons: (a) it
supports the third largest area of tropical rainforest with the fourth-largest forest carbon stock [40,41];
(b) an estimated 80% of the nation’s carbon emissions result from forest clearance and degradation [42];
(c) it has an annual deforestation rate of around 1 million ha [42]; and (d) its forest governance
has historically been regarded as weak [16,17]. The adoption of REDD+ policies in Indonesia is
supported by nearly US$2 billion of donor pledges including US$1 billion from the Government of
Norway [30,43,44]. Nonetheless, the potential of REDD+ to initiate a break from institutional path
dependence is questioned since previous international policy initiatives have achieved minimal success
in effecting forest governance reform [45,46].
2. Materials and Methods
We employ the concept of path dependency from within historical institutionalism to ascertain
the role of REDD+ in the establishment of the One Map Initiative. Our analysis begins with a review
of these conceptual frameworks and then applies them to Indonesia’s forest institutions in order to
highlight the strength of its institutional path dependence. The focus of our analysis is on identifying
critical junctures relating to map-making institutions and particularly on the role of REDD+ as a
driving force for the OMI movement. Finally, we discuss the implication of the OMI for future forest
governance and REDD+ implementation.
2.1. Conceptual Framework
Historical Institutionalism views institutions as formal and informal procedures, norms and
conventions, embedded in the organisational structure of a political economy that determine the
behaviour of political and economic actors [47–49]. It asserts that history matters because the ‘how
and why’ of policy choices made at one point in time affect choices at subsequent points [50,51].
Furthermore, historical institutionalism emphasises the asymmetry of power associated with the
development and operation of institutions that produce forms of path dependency. Institutions
tend to serve the interests of the powerful and give some groups greater access than others to the
decision-making process [47]. For instance, how actors distribute and gain access to a decision-making
process can be explained through an ‘Actor-centred power’ (ACP) approach which highlights three
elements of power, namely coercion, (dis)incentives, and dominant information [52], which are
summarised as follows.
Coercion builds upon the source of physical actions as the power to alter the behaviour of a
subordinate, or the threat to use that force supported by laws [52]. This is particularly relevant when
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explaining how state actors use state laws and regulations to effect the obedience of a subordinate or
relevant stakeholder. Laws can provide certain state actors with the authority to control and enforce
sanctions [52]. Disincentives/incentives are deﬁned as changing the behaviour of a subordinate
through disadvantages or advantages [52]. In the realm of forest governance this is evident in the
awarding of forest concession permits, or access to decision-making processes by political elites to
their supporters. The opposite is effected through preventing access to policy-making or economic
advantages (e.g., the revocation of permits) [30]. ‘Dominant information’ is particularly evident
during policy-making processes, whereby powerful state actors (considered as the principal source of
information) hold the power to inﬂuence a policy outcome, as they decide the type and veriﬁability of
the information distributed, and to which actors the information is available [30,53].
This ACP framework provides the means to analyse how state agencies compete for resources (e.g.,
budget and staff), political authority, and mandate [30,53,54]. They seek to inﬂuence the development
and operation of institutions, often by establishing coalitions with domestic and international actors;
during this process their power may be reduced or increased [30,53,54]. As such, the state is not
considered as a ‘neutral broker’ among competing interests, but as a complex of institutions capable of
structuring the outcomes of group conﬂict to forwarding its own interests [47].
‘Path dependency’ theory posits that institutions are persistent because supporters believe
deviation will compromise their political and economic interests [48,55,56]. Because institutions
affect behaviour, over time they shape actors’ preferences [51]. Moreover, the institutionalisation of
policies leads to the formation of powerful interest groups that resist change [57]. This phenomena is
termed ‘institutional stickiness’ whereby policy actors prefer a given institution and resist change, even
when such change would lead to a better overall public policy outcome [58]. Whilst some believe that
institutions remain essentially stable (at equilibrium) until they are faced with external or exogenous
shock [48], others argue that institutional change ultimately results from a mixture of exogenous and
endogenous pressures that lead to a series of path-changing initiatives [51,55]. Endogenous sources of
change may include actions undertaken by actors within the institutional system as a response to the
exogenous factors of change [59].
The concept of ‘critical juncture’ refers to a crucial founding moment that sets institutional
development on a new path and that signiﬁes a point when institutions move from a period of stability
to change [48,60,61]. Critical junctures have been associated with periods of institutional ‘ﬂuidity’
where structural institutions become less constrained and actors’ decisions are freer, thereby enabling
signiﬁcant change to take place [59,62] During such periods contingency is enhanced, but whilst
contingency implies that wide-ranging change is possible, and even likely, re-equilibrium to older
institutional paths is not excluded [62,63]. Junctures become ‘critical’ when a particular decision is
taken that sets institutions on new paths or trajectories that are subsequently difﬁcult to alter [62,64].
Whilst there is no uniform idea as to what constitutes a critical juncture, three characteristics are
often cited: (i) to constitute a ‘juncture’ the events must be brief relative to the duration of the relevant
institutional path-dependent processes [62]; (ii) they are invariably initiated by an economic crisis,
military conﬂict, and/or the presence of coalitions calling for governance reform [59,62]; and (iii) on
account of structural institutions becoming less constrained, actors shape outcomes in a more voluntary
fashion than normal circumstances permit [62,64]. These characteristics guide our assessment of the
extent to which OMI signiﬁes a critical juncture, or is just another innovation within the path-dependent
institutions of Indonesia’s forest governance, and the extent to which REDD+ can be considered as an
initiating force.
2.2. Data Collection and Analysis
Our analysis draws on the ﬁndings of a broader body of research on the interplay between REDD+
and Indonesia’s forest institutions across multiple levels of government [65,66]. This lead author
conducted an interview survey of individuals engaged in the REDD+ policy process in Indonesia,
reviewed literature on the history of Indonesian forest policy and contemporary policy documents, and
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participated in workshops convened by the REDD+ Task Force and local NGOs (non-governmental
organisations). The latter included workshops on the topics of the forest moratorium and OMI
conducted in Jakarta on 4/5 and 10/11 September 2012 respectively. The following policy documents,
predominantly but not exclusively, were reviewed and used as the basis for analysis: (i) ‘REDD+
Indonesia. A Catalyst for Change’, a document released by the REDD+ Task-Force in 2012 [9]; (ii) Letter
of Intent between the government of Indonesia and Norway on ‘Cooperation on REDD+’ in 2010 [44];
(iii) Presidential Instruction (PI) No. 10/2011 (renewed via Presidential Instruction No. 6/2013 issued
in May 2013) on ‘the suspension of licensing new concessions in the natural/primary forests and
peatlands’ [67]; (iv) Indonesia’s Basic Forestry Law No. 41/1999 [68] and Geospatial Information
Law No. 4/2011 [69]; and (v) The recommendations of the Corruption Eradication Commission after
reviewing the forestry sector in 2010 [70,71].
Interviewees were selected to represent a wide range of perspectives on REDD+ and organisational
types, comprising multi-level government ofﬁcials (23), forest/carbon private actors (11), donor
agencies (12), NGOs/civil society organisations (17), and academia/researchers (17). Interviews
were conducted during the periods March–June 2011 (50 interviews) and April–September 2012
(20 interviews). A further ten OMI-speciﬁc interviews were conducted with key informants directly
involved in the implementation of the OMI during March 2015 and repeated in March 2016 to seek the
latest information on the OMI’s progress. To assure anonymity while gaining meaningful insights,
quotes from interviewees are referenced in a logical and consistent system (i.e., interviewees 1–80) and
are referred to by their organisations.
Primarily, this research takes a qualitative approach for data analysis. Interviewees’ responses on
two main topics, (i) the origin of the OMI; and (ii) its implications for forest governance and REDD+
implementation, were transcribed, examined, and classiﬁed for common themes as well as those that
were unique. This process resulted in six major categories of ‘governance themes’ (that addressed
point (ii)) which emerged from the frequent and dominant responses, namely (i) coordination;
(ii) transparency; (iii) participation; (iv) cost-efﬁciency; (v) improved data quality; and (vi) protection
of indigenous peoples’ land (discussed in Section 3.4). With regard to point (i), the origin of the OMI,
interviewees’ responses largely suggest that the REDD+ initiative played a major role in prompting
the development of the OMI (discussed in Section 3.3).
3. Results
3.1. A Brief History of Indonesia Forest Law and Mapping Institutions
Present-day institutional pathways can be traced back to the Dutch colonial era and the 1870
Agrarian Law. This declared that all land without certiﬁed ownership was to be the domain (property)
of the state [72,73]. This law reﬂected broader policies amongst colonial powers that sought to ensure
the efﬁcient exploitation of forests and in so doing framed forest resources as public goods that need to
be managed in a strategic and rational manner [74].
In the early period of Indonesian independence, the Sukarno presidency (1945–1965) replaced
the 1870 Agrarian Law with the 1960 Basic Agrarian Law (BAL). Whilst this introduced measures to
improve justice in land rights and recognise customary law [73], the BAL retained the path of state
sovereignty of forest resources by stating that state law is superior to customary law [75]. Importantly,
the BAL introduced the right of peasants to settle, cultivate, and claim ownership of up two hectares of
forest land and designated competency for issuing land titles to district level administrations [75,76].
Figure 1 outlines the Basic Agrarian Law (BAL) and Basic Forestry Law (BFL) in Indonesia’s history.
This latter provision introduced a disjuncture between national level forest zoning and local forest
conversion and created tension between local (district) government and higher levels of government.
This was in part because the collection of rents associated with the issuance of land title permits
provided local administrations with a valuable source of revenue, and, as a result, they had incentive
to uphold forest zoning plans prepared by the national government [75].

351

Forests 2017, 8, 14

&RORQLDO5HJLPH
(DUO\WK
FHQWXU\
%$/

,QGHSHQGHQFH(UD
̢
%$/1R

1HZ2UGHU5HJLPH
̢
%)/1R

5HIRUPDVL 
'HFHQWUDOLVDWLRQ
̢
%)/1R

Figure 1. The Basic Agrarian Law (BAL) and Basic Forestry Law (BFL) in Indonesia’s history.

The Suharto New Order regime (1966–1998) introduced separate laws governing forest resources
and agriculture. The 1967 Basic Forestry Law (BFL) reasserted state control over the majority of
Indonesia’s 120–133 million ha of forest land, being 62%–69% of Indonesia’s land area [10]. Importantly,
the BFL introduced powers that enable the government to grant and manage forest concessions.
This provision enabled the Suharto regime to consolidate and extend its power base through the
awarding of lucrative forest concessions to supporters and led to the emergence of forestry institutions
characterised by political cronyism and capital accumulation [3,76].
The imperative of the regime to control the allocation of lucrative forest concessions across a
vast nation of 27 provinces (under the current administration of President Joko Widodo, there are
now 35 provinces) and ﬁve major islands prompted three signiﬁcant policies in the early 1980s:
(i) elevating the department of forestry within the Ministry of Agriculture to a separate Ministry of
Forestry (MoFor); (ii) establishing a state-level forest zoning and classiﬁcation map known as the
‘TGHK’ (Tata Guna Hutan Kesepakatan or Forest Land Use Consensus); and (iii) establishing provincial
representative ofﬁces of MoFor called Kanwil Kehutanan in 1983.
The TGHK mapping project (1981–1985) led by the MoFor further consolidated and stabilised
state power over forest lands [37]. The resulting 1:500,000 scale TGHK 1983 was published in 1983
without meaningful input from either district government, civil society, or communities, and classiﬁed
State forest into six use categories, namely: protection forest, conservation forest, limited production
forest, production forest, conversion forest, and unclassiﬁed lands.
An important policy impetus for the TGHK was the continuation and acceleration of the
transmigration programme by the New Order regime. Originally conceived by the Dutch colonial
administration in 1905, this programme involved moving people from the densely populated islands of
Java, Lombok, and Madura to the larger and less populated islands, principally Sumatra, Kalimantan
(Indonesian Borneo), Sulawesi, and West Papua [77]. It was supported by a series of World Bank loans
between 1976 and 1992 which received increasingly vigorous criticism from civil society groups for the
lack of social and environmental safeguards. Among other things, the transmigration programme was
criticised for accelerating deforestation through the issuance of concession licences, and through this,
further embedded corrupt practices within the political economy of Indonesia [78].
To address some of these criticisms the ofﬁce of Regional Physical Planning Programme for
Transmigration (‘RePPProt’), based within the National Coordination Agency on Survey and Mapping
(‘Bakosurtanal’), led a mapping project to establish a more reliable basis for transmigration. Funded by
the UK Overseas Development Administration, this map-making project applied advanced techniques
(for the time) to produce maps of land systems, land use, and land status and included a revision of
the TGHK at the larger scale of 1:250,000 [9].
Notwithstanding this effort, the data on forests and land-cover maps still varied amongst
ministries and was not well integrated [9]. Moreover, complexity and uncertainty in the governance
of forest land and resources were exacerbated by government ministries and local government often
using inaccurate and outdated maps, resulting in conﬂicting customary and statutory land tenure and
overlapping forest-land concessions [10,30].
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In 1992 the Spatial Planning Law No. 24/1992 was passed to reconcile the issue of different
ministries working from different and/or their own land zoning maps. It introduced rules for spatial
land use planning called ‘RTRW’ (Rencana Tata Ruang Wilayah/Regional Spatial Land Use Planning)
under the authority of the National Development Planning Agency (Bappenas) and its provincial-level
ofﬁces (Bappeda) [37]. In response, the MoFor engaged in the production of its own ‘integrated maps’
(Peta Paduserasi) published in 1997, but these were refused by some provinces who continued to refer
to the earlier ‘TGHK’ map [37].
The above explains how institutions, via basic forestry and agrarian laws and policies related to
map-making, were developed to ensure the strength of path dependency of the country’s political
economy. Through laws and regulations state actors, in particular the MoFor, exercise the ‘coercive
element’ of power to ensure the obedience of citizens and the efﬁcient exploitation of forest resources
by awarding forest concession permits to supporters (‘incentives’). At the same time, MoFor controlled
the ‘dominant information’ on forest concession and map data by limiting public participation in
the map-making process. Moreover, the above also reveals how state agencies (such as MoFor and
Bappenas, amongst others) and district governments competed for the political mandate and resources
to lead the map-making process.
3.2. The Fall of the Suharto Regime, ‘Reformasi’, and Forestry Institutions
The Suharto New Order regime was brought to an end in 1998 by the reform (‘reformasi’)
movement, a response to the Asian ﬁnancial crisis of 1997 which served as an ‘exogenous shock’ to
the political system. (‘Reformasi’, a local term for ‘Reformation’, describes a public movement in
Indonesia, driven by students and other intellectual actors, following the Asian ﬁnancial crisis in 1997
which led to the fall of the Suharto regime in 1998. This movement demanded a governance system
free of corruption, collusion, and nepotism). Viewed from a critical juncture perspective, ‘reformasi’
initiated a period of institutional ﬂuidity including public demonstrations and media calling for an
end to ‘KKN’ (Korupsi, Kolusi, Nepotisme) or corruption, collusion, and nepotism. This period was also
marked by increasing civil society movements which challenged the long-standing collusion between
the state and forest industrialists.
The ‘reformasi’ movement presented a major challenge to the unity of the Indonesian state
and forestry institutions. In response, the Habibie government (1998–1999) acted to manage the
political power of resource-rich provinces by delegating regional autonomy for resource planning, and
devolving decision-making to the third (district) tier of government [3]. This policy was effected via
Law No. 22/1999 on regional autonomy and Law No. 25/1999 on ﬁscal redistribution between the
central and regional governments.
Under a new Basic Forestry Law (No. 41/1999) the state devolved management of all forest lands
(other than national parks and reserves) to regional governments according to standards set by MoFor,
with control over land tenure rights remaining with the National Land Bureau (NLB). This led to
an increase in the overlapping authority and an intense power struggle between different levels of
government and amongst ministries, representing a chaotic implementation of the decentralisation
policy [16,17,46]. It also gave rise to the phenomenon of ‘wild logging’ (‘wild logging’, or penebangan liar,
describes the illegal and uncontrolled logging of Indonesia’s forests, particularly during 1999–2000;
it is associated with the emergence of logging networks at the district level, creating a web of political,
economic, and social exchanges amongst state and non-state actors that operate against State legal
norms) involving government ofﬁcials, community leaders, and ‘local entrepreneurs’ controlling
logging networks [16,17].
In an effort to control this situation and effect forest governance reform, several new initiatives
were implemented including the improvement of forest data and integrated forest-land maps
(see Figure 2), most of which were supported by international donors. For instance, building on
FAO support (1986–1991), in 2002 the World Bank ﬁnanced a Forest Datasets Integration project
which consolidated the plethora of forest maps and data sets. The resulting report emphasised the
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depleted state of Indonesia’s forest resources [79] and, together with the chaos associated with the
decentralisation policy, gave MoFor the pretext to gradually reassert control over forest resources [3,17].
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Figure 2. Previous efforts to integrate forest land maps and forest datasets. TGHK, Tata Guna
Hutan Kesepakatan or Forest Land Use Consensus; RePPProt, Regional Physical Planning Programme
for Transmigration.

Nonetheless, during this ‘reformasi’ period several other initiatives involving international donors
and NGOs gained momentum. Together with REDD+ the European Union FLEGT (Forest Law
Enforcement, Governance and Trade) is the latest in a series of international policy initiatives which
aim to inﬂuence Indonesia’s forest governance. In October 2013, the MoFor signed an agreement on
FLEGT-VPAs (Voluntary Partnership Agreements) which aims to promote trade in legally-produced
timber and has been praised for its design providing a means for stakeholder participation [80].
Effective April 2016 the European Commission conﬁrmed Indonesia’s status as the ﬁrst country to
satisfy the requirements for FLEGT licencing [81]. Furthermore, FLEGT is expected to provide another
means for the state to institutionalise governance reform, including the recognition of community land
and resource rights [81]. Prior to this, in 2009 the Indonesian government established its timber legality
veriﬁcation system, known as SVLK (Sistem Veriﬁkasi Legalitas Kayu), which involved multi-stakeholder
processes, though the state continues to hold ﬁnal authority [81]. In relation to land and resource
tenure the SVLK has shown limited reach [81,82]. The success of these two initiatives has yet to be
determined, and will depend largely on the independent monitoring of activities on the ground and
related anti-corruption measures [81,82]. These two policies were often cited by MoFor interviewees
as their commitment to effect forest governance reform, given their aversion to REDD+ due to the
mandate for its implementation being vested in another state agency (discussed in Section 3.3). In short,
FLEGT and SVLK hold greater appeal to MoFor as both policies reassert their authority through legality
veriﬁcation [80,81].
The above-mentioned development is signiﬁcant as it illustrates that, despite a series of
internationally-supported initiatives to strengthen the capacity of other state agencies (e.g., state
planning ‘Bappenas’ and mapping agencies ‘Bakosurtanal’) to integrate and standardise key datasets
and land classiﬁcation systems, MoFor continued to exercise unilateral control over forest lands [8].
In the case of REDD+, and as discussed in the following sections, initially there was strong resistance
by Mofor (see also [65]), particularly with regard to their willingness to share information with the
public on forest data and maps.
3.3. The Policy and Political Context of the OMI: The Role of REDD+ in Producing a Critical Juncture
Interviews revealed that the ‘One Map Initiative’ (OMI) emerged from the process of establishing
REDD+ policy and measures at the national level. The stated objective of the OMI is to create
an integrated map that will provide a single reference map of Indonesia for any decision-making
related to land-based management [9]. The map is to be based on, (i) ‘one reference’, meaning a
map-making process supported by one ‘geodetic’ control network; (ii) ‘one standard’ of thematic
mapping, namely the Indonesia National Standard (SNI 7645:2000) for land-cover classiﬁcation;
(iii) ‘one database’, meaning one integrated database of spatial and non-spatial information compiled
from across ministries and different levels of government; and (iv) ‘one geo-portal’ which stores all this
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information, a system intended to be fully transparent and enable public participation [9]. Interviewees
from academia and research institutions identiﬁed the emphasis on agreed standards for land-use
classiﬁcation and the geospatial reference system as a signiﬁcant development because the lack of
these had previously compromised the production of integrated thematic maps.
Of particular importance was the timing of REDD+ entry into Indonesia’s political and social
arena in the wake of the ‘reformasi’ era. As mentioned earlier, ‘reformasi’ legitimised discourse
on ‘KKN’ (Korupsi, Kolusi, Nepotisme) which led to the establishment of the Corruption Eradication
Commission (Komisi Pemberantasan Korupsi or KPK) in 2002. This Commission gained wide public
support in the midst of political uncertainty which followed the dismantling of an authoritarian
regime and the introduction of democracy [83,84]. From a critical juncture viewpoint, this period of
structural indeterminism or institutional ﬂuidity provided levels of political freedom for policy actors
and the public-at-large that had not previously been experienced. For instance, in 1999 Suharto’s
successor, President Habibie, revoked the 1963 Anti-subversion Law (a Law which can be used to
criminalise people whose ideas are deemed by the government to be subversive). This meant that, and
as conﬁrmed by interviewees from NGOs and academia, reformists within the government became
more open in their views and acted to form alliances with non-state actors for governance reform.
Signiﬁcantly, hosting UNFCCC’s Conference of the Parties (COP) 13 in Bali in 2007 accrued
political capital to senior political actors internationally and domestically. In the context of the
institutional ﬂuidity following the end of the Suharto authoritarian regime, the conﬂuence of
populist support for anti-KKN policies, and the government occupying, albeit brieﬂy, centre stage on
international climate governance, enabled and empowered inﬂuential policy actors greater freedom
with which to act. Most notably, President Yudhoyono’s voluntary commitment in 2009 to reduce the
country’s greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 26% through its own effort, or 41% with international
support by 2020, was cited by interviewees as an historic landmark in Indonesia’s forest governance.
This commitment led to the US$1 billion commitment from the Norway government to prepare
Indonesia’s REDD+ infrastructure [44].
Moreover, the appointment of Minister Kuntoro Mangunsubroto as the head of the REDD+
Task Force, a well-known reformist who was also the head of the Presidential Delivery Unit for
Development Monitoring and Oversight (UKP4), created greater opportunity for the mobilisation
of wider constituencies for reform. This demonstrated how endogenous and exogenous sources
of institutional change become strongly interwoven when inﬂuential actors within government are
involved. Figure 3 highlights the historical points relating to REDD+ which marked the institutional
development of map-making towards the OMI.
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Figure 3. Historical events in Indonesia’s REDD+ which lead to ‘One Map Initiative’. UNFCCC COP,
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change Conference of the Parties; IMM, Indicative
Moratorium Map.
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In accordance with the Indonesia-Norway partnership agreement in 2010, President Yudhoyono
established a new institutional actor—the ‘REDD+ Task Force’—outside the MoFor. The Task
Force comprised representatives of ten relevant government ministries/agencies and was mandated
with preparing the national REDD+ infrastructure and coordinating all activities related to REDD+
(Presidential Decree No. 19/2010, renewed by Decree No. 25/2011). Interviews revealed mixed
opinions on the merits of this decision. The majority of interviewees from existing government
ministries feared that widening membership of this important policy committee would exacerbate
the problem of overlapping authority inherent in Indonesia’s forest governance. On the other hand,
the majority of interviewees from donor agencies, NGOs, and academia held that introducing new
actors into forest policy is the only way to overcome institutional ‘stickiness’ within forest institutions
and break the path-dependency of weak forest governance. One example often cited by interviewees
from NGOs and civil society was that the recommendations of the 2010 Corruption Eradication
Commission (KPK)’s review of the forestry sector had not been followed through by MoFor, suggesting
‘institutional stickiness’.
The KPK identiﬁed signiﬁcant regulatory uncertainty and inconsistency within MoFor that had
facilitated mismanagement, misuse, and corruption [21]. Key recommendations were the review
and improvement of current regulations for forest concession permits, and the establishment of a
single map at 1:50,000 scale to be used as the only reference basis for issuing forest concessions [70,71].
Interviewees from the NGOs and academia revealed that the MoFor was reluctant to follow up these
recommendations. The response of an interviewee from the private sector captures the wider view:
‘I hold the strong belief that MoFor is more than capable of developing an accurate map with full transparency,
but the question is whether they want to do it, as transparency would limit their income from rent-seeking’
(Interviewee-41). In sum, the REDD+ initiative, as viewed by many interviewees, has provided an
external push for institutional change as initiated by domestic actors such as the KPK.
The REDD+ partnership agreement between Indonesia and Norway included a clause on the
suspension of licensing new concessions in the natural/primary forests and peatlands for two years,
known locally as the ‘Forests Moratorium’. Through Presidential Instruction No. 10/2011 (extended
for another two years via Presidential Instruction No. 6/2013 issued in May 2013) this moratorium
policy included a clause on the production of an ‘Indicative Moratorium Map’ (IMM) with the MoFor
assigned to lead the process. This policy, whilst receiving many criticisms for not providing adequate
protection for ‘secondary’ type forests, has provided the means for efforts that improve coordination
and communication, not only amongst government ministries/agencies but also between them and
the indigenous people and civil society organisations (Table 1).
Table 1. Tasks given to several ministries to integrate data on forests (under Presidential Instruction
No. 10/2011).
Ministries/Agency
MoFor
MoE
MoHA
NLA

Tasks
to build an integrated database related to permits to manage, use and change the
designation of land claimed by the indigenous/local communities
to integrate and build an e-application for an environmental permit for land utilisation
to build an inventory system of data for the location of all permits, or recommendation of
permits, issued by provincial and district governments
to build an integrated database for ‘Business Usage Right’, ‘Transmigration Land
Management Right’, and land claims by indigenous people and local communities

Notes: MoFor, Ministry of Forestry; MoE, Ministry of Environment; MoHA, Ministry of Home Affairs; NLA,
National Land Agency.

The Forests Moratorium and its map (scale 1:19,000,000) was released in May 2011 [85]. Interviews
revealed that influential political actors within MoFor were initially reluctant to release the map. It was
only after robust criticism from civil society and environmental groups of the map’s small scale, format
(absence of ‘meta-data’—meta-data being the additional information associated with geospatial data that
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provides information about the data content, including for example when the image was created, who
created it, and how the data was collected.), and lack of transparency on how it was generated that MoFor
published the underlying land-cover data in 2009 and a series of larger scale (1:250,000) maps in June 2011.
Notwithstanding these criticisms, international donor and academic interviewees held that the release of
the IMM marked a significant step towards greater transparency, stressing the importance of the IMM as
the embryo of the One Map Initiative. The bi-annual updating process of the IMM brings together key
government ministries and agencies (see Table 2) and involves a stakeholder feedback mechanism.
Table 2. Ministries/Agencies tasked to oversee the implementation of the ‘Indicative Moratorium
Map’ (IMM) updating process.
Ministries/Agency

Tasks

UKP4
BIG
MoFor
MoA
NLA

to coordinate the whole process
as a technical coordinator and to provide topographic maps
to provide forest cover and forest status maps
to provide peatland map
to provide land title map

Notes: UKP4, President’s Delivery Unit for Development Monitoring and Oversight; BIG, Geospatial
Information Agency; MoFor, Ministry of Forestry; MoA, Ministry of Agriculture; NLA, National Land Agency.

The IMM updating process involves ground veriﬁcation by a monitoring team of the REDD+ Task
Force and solicits input from government and private stakeholders across all levels of administration [9].
As such, this process can be seen as evidence of the persistence of a coalition of reformist governance
actors within and outside government. One REDD+ Task Force ofﬁcial commented that: “This is the
ﬁrst time in Indonesia’s history of forest governance that various ministries joined force to update the state map
which the public is able to view on-line and review” (Interviewee-59).
Many interviewees cited President Yudhoyono’s instruction to develop the OMI, delivered during
a ministerial cabinet meeting (23 December 2010), as a signiﬁcant moment in Indonesia’s history
of forest governance. This President’s instruction was a response to reports from Minister Kuntoro
Mangunsubroto, the head of REDD+ Task Force, concerning the challenges faced in publishing the
IMM due to discrepancies in land-cover maps between the Ministries of Forestry and of Environment
(MoEnv). In this regard, a MoFor ofﬁcial indicated that the older 1990 MoFor’s map included data from
a ground survey whereas the newer MoEnv’s map was produced by a consultant. The same ofﬁcial
said: “I encouraged fellow ofﬁcials at the MoFor to leave our ‘ego-sectoral’ position and support the One Map
Initiative as it is good for our country” (Interviewee-5). Several interviewees revealed that though the idea
for ‘one map’ and initiatives to integrate forest data have been introduced before, it had never gained
such momentum until it was attached to the REDD+ initiative. One interviewee said: “The signiﬁcance
of REDD+ is that it emphasises public participation and transparency which are key elements of democracy.
Once the people experience these elements it is very difﬁcult to stop” (Interviewee-34).
3.4. The Signiﬁcance of the OMI for Forest Governance Reform
When asked about the beneﬁts that the OMI brings to Indonesia’s forest governance and the
challenges faced with its implementation, interview responses fell into six general governance themes
as stated within Table 3.
Many interviewees cited one of the OMI’s most signiﬁcant contributions as the contingency effect
with respect to policy coordination amongst government ministries. The Geospatial Information Law
No. 4/2011, which mandates the Geospatial Information Agency to lead the implementation of the
OMI policy, including the preparation of system infrastructure and the standardisation of existing
maps, was considered signiﬁcant as it decouples mapping from ‘ego-sectoral’ strategies. Indeed,
several interviewees expressed the hope that the OMI becomes a vehicle to improve sectoral policy
integration by breaking forms of ‘ego-sectoral’ path-dependency that puts the interests of individual
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ministries before those of the nation. A government ofﬁcial stated: “The OMI movement has certainly
increased communication and the sharing of information amongst ministries as never before, and as the technical
working group we have promised to guard the OMI to success” (Interviewee-61). Improved data sharing
and communication amongst Ministries (particularly Forestry, Agriculture, and Mining and Energy)
was seen as a vehicle to improve efﬁciency in natural resource management. The inherently poor
communication and coordination amongst them has resulted in major overlaps in resource concessions.
Table 3. Opportunities the OMI brings to Indonesia’s forest governance according to interviews of ﬁve
organisational categories (in 2011–2016) of REDD+ stakeholders in Indonesia *.

Governance Themes

Indication of Improved Governance

Interviewees *
‘The Majority of Interviewees
Cited Governance Themes’

(i) Coordination

Improved data sharing and communication amongst Ministries via the creation of a
national spatial data infrastructure: ten government ministries/agencies are tasked with
integrating data on forests, and working together to create a single state land-cover map
(see Table 1); improved communication between government and NGOs/civil society

1, 3, 4, 5

(ii) Transparency

Greater transparency: provide public with access to digital land-cover maps and
information about land-use licences/permits via ‘one geo-portal’

1, 2, 3, 4, 5

Promote greater public participation in map-making: public can evaluate and provide
input on state maps

1, 2, 3, 4, 5

(iii) Participation

(iv) Cost efﬁciency

‘One point system’: the process of acquiring and curating satellite data images is
coordinated and provided by one government agency ‘Lembaga Penerbangan dan
Antariksa Nasional’ (LAPAN)

3, 5

(v) Data quality

The procurement of technology and licences that enable the direct reception of satellite
data at LAPAN’s earth station, the use of one standard’ of thematic mapping and ‘one
reference’ of ‘geodetic control network’

1, 3, 5

(vi) Protection of
indigenous peoples’ land

A total of 265 maps covering 2.4 million ha of indigenous peoples’ land were registered
for their inclusion within the State map

1, 3, 4, 5

Notes: LAPAN, The National Institute of Aeronautics and Space. * See Section 2.2 for the breakdown of
interviewees and organisations: (1) multi-level government ofﬁcials; (2) forest/carbon private actors; (3) donor
agencies; (4) NGOs/civil society organisations; (5) and academia/researchers.

A REDD+ Task Force interviewee stated that the OMI is intended to promote greater transparency
and provide all stakeholders with access to information about existing and new land-use licences and
permits (Interviewee-27). In the process, a ‘one geo-portal’ (http://maps.ina-sdi.or.id) was established
to provide the public with greater access to information about the state map as well as encourage
them to provide input that improves it. For some this represents signiﬁcant progress from previous
institutional practice: in the words of a senior REDD+ Task Force ofﬁcial, “The OMI is not merely
a map or product, it is a movement towards greater transparency and public participation in map-making,
and importantly transparency in the land-use licensing process, all of which represent a new paradigm in the
governance of map-making” (Interviewee-14). Whilst acknowledging these positives, interviewees from
civil society organisations and environmental NGOs stated that it is still difﬁcult to gain access to maps
from MoFor, one of them saying: “there is no deliberative action from MoFor to release data, and they will only
do so when we ask” (Interviewee-78). On this account, the ‘one geo-portal’ facility being established under
the OMI policy represents a signiﬁcant change from the old form of limited transparency towards a
‘deliberative’ form of transparency.
Interviewees from academia and donor agencies highlighted possible cost-savings resulting from
the OMI, noting that this is the ﬁrst time in Indonesia’s history of map-making that the costly process
of acquiring and curating satellite data images is coordinated and provided by one government
agency. The National Institute of Aeronautics and Space (LAPAN) received a Presidential Instruction
No. 6/2012 to act as the sole authority to acquire, process, and maintain satellite data on land-cover
and land-use for distribution to other government ministries/agencies. The cost efﬁciency is estimated
to be one fourth when compared with the previous prevailing method by which each ministry/agency
bought satellite imaging data individually [9]. To this end, interviews revealed that the REDD+ Task
Force has procured the technology and licences that enable direct reception of satellite data at LAPAN’s
earth station. This ‘one point system’ for acquiring and processing satellite data images is widely
believed by interviewees to be much less expensive than has been practiced to date. Moreover, several
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interviewees again suggested that reformists within the REDD+ Task Force played a signiﬁcant role in
making this policy materialise.
Interviewees from organisations representing indigenous and forest-dependent communities
view OMI as an important opportunity for indigenous people’s land to be formally integrated into
the State map. One said: “The OMI has provided important momentum for us as our work focuses on
community participatory mapping. We want to ensure that ‘community-made maps’ are used not only when
there is land conﬂict, but for any decision-making process related to communities’ development programmes”
(Interviewee-76). On 14 November 2012, the National Alliance for Indigenous People (AMAN) together
with Participatory Mapping Network (JKPP) ofﬁcially handed to the REDD+ Task Force 265 maps
covering 2.4 million ha of indigenous peoples’ land (Interviewee-75), an important event in the long
running efforts within Indonesia’s system of resource governance.
In summary, Figure 4 illustrates the historical points of institutional development that led
to the OMI. As stated in the text accompanying the ﬁgure, it is evident that in the development
process the OMI, as a policy initiative for map-making, has already shown signiﬁcant signs of its
potential to strengthen forest governance via the promotion of greater transparency and more inclusive
stakeholder participation.

ȱ
Figure 4. Summary of different map institutions in Indonesia (Abbreviations are deﬁned in the text).

4. Discussion
This study asked whether the One Map Initiative might be considered a critical juncture that
signiﬁes a switch to a new pathway of map-making practice, or whether it is yet one more innovation
within the existing path dependence of forestry institutions. The brief history of Indonesian forest
governance presented in Sections 3.1 and 3.2 is consistent with themes in historical institutionalism
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that suggest strong path-dependency and state institutions that further strengthen the power of already
powerful groups.
For instance, the successive revisions of agrarian and forest law and developments in forest
resource mapping strengthened centralised state control of forest lands, and provided a means to
develop and maintain the political capital vested in forest lands. The refusal of provinces to accept the
1997 ‘Peta Paduserasi’ situation is consistent with the phenomenon termed ‘institutional stickiness’ [58]
whereby policy actors prefer the status quo, even when new institutions may offer a better outcome;
their behaviours have been shaped by the long-standing institutions they live within. With regard to
the development and operation of institutions, this event also explained how state agencies competed
to gain the source of power such as mandates and political responsibility [30,52–54]. In this regard, our
account suggests that ‘ego-sectoral’ attitudes, where policy actors put the interest of their ministries
ﬁrst [45], both characterised and produced path dependency in Indonesia forestry institutions. A key
driver of such attitudes is the fear that policy coordination amongst ministries, and across levels of
government, will risk undermining the established rent-seeking practices used to ﬁnance departmental
budget shortfalls [65].
Within the historical institutionalism literature it is recognised that, even when path dependence
appears broken, re-equilibrium to the old institutions practices can occur. The institutional ﬂuidity
created by the 1998 ‘reformasi’ movement, that created a political imperative to decentralise key
competencies in forest governance from the state to the district level, appears to constitute a critical
juncture. However, the ‘Peta Paduserasi’ process, a compilation of authoritative datasets and associated
efforts on the part of MoFor to restore control over forest resources, conﬁrms the ﬁndings of Gellert [46]
and Nomura [86] that this act was insufﬁcient to challenge the powerful domestic industrialist
timber networks involving MoFor, and that until 2008 or even later the prevailing equilibrium within
Indonesian forestry governance institutions remained. Moreover, several policy initiatives promoted
by NGOs and foreign donors, that sought to inﬂuence forest governance reform, achieved limited
success including the FLEGT-VPA (signed in 2013) whose success remains to be seen [82].
The forest moratorium suggests evidence of vertical institutional interplay whereby REDD+ (i.e.,
source institutions) prompted the development of new institutions within existing forest governance
at the national level (i.e., target institutions). In this context, our interviews suggested that the OMI is a
signiﬁcant development within Indonesia’s map-making due to its focus on more open and transparent
access to spatial data. This exercise directly challenges the clientelist and rent-seeking practices built
around MoFor’s (or other departments) producing and curating practices, controlling access to spatial
data (i.e., ‘dominant information’ [30,52]), and decision-making concerning territory and resources
(i.e., ‘(dis)incentives’ [52]).
The OMI signifies an intent to move towards a new path of map-making, one that embodies
principles of open democracy relating to greater transparency and public participation. The commitment
of the government to store, curate, and integrate all spatial and non-spatial information from across
ministries and levels of government in one place, and to provide the public with free access to state
maps and spatial meta-data via ‘one geo-portal’ named ‘Geospasial untuk Negeri’ or ‘Indonesian
Geospatial Portal’ (although, nonetheless, the data provided may not be legible to all peoples including
the indigenous communities—not only may they not have easy access to the internet, they may also lack
the language ﬂuency and ability to interpret and apply the data.) represents a major shift in established
institutional practice. Previously, information could only be obtained by making an ofﬁcial request to
the relevant ministry which took considerable time and often money. The adoption of transparency
principles is particularly important because once the decision was taken to scale-up transparency and
public participation, for example, the involvement of the public to review and improve the map, it
became progressively more difﬁcult to return to the initial point of path dependence. In this light, the
OMI signiﬁes a switch to a new pathway of map-making practice in Indonesia.
The president’s decision to take the ‘OMI path’ and choose a new actor (BIG: Badan Informasi
Geospasial—Geospatial Information Agency), which is now under the coordination of Bappenas (State Ministry
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for Development Planning/National Development Planning Agency) based on the latest Presidential
Regulation No. 127/2015)) to lead its development, as opposed to continuing to use the MoFor (under
the current administration of President Joko Widodo, ‘MoFor’—the Ministry of Forestry is now the
‘Ministry of Environment and Forestry’)’s land-cover map, was critical in setting the development of
map-making on a new path. A different decision could have plausibly led to a strengthening of the
‘status quo’ where would MoFor lead forest land-cover map-making. This ﬁnding resonates with that
of earlier literature [30] which shows a clear decline in the relative power of the MoFor during the
development process of the OMI, mainly because the policy task was given to other state agencies.
Nonetheless, with regard to data on forests (e.g., concession permits, thematic maps) used for the OMI
mapping exercise, MoFor remains the source of ‘dominant information’ [30]—a ﬁnding also revealed
by our interviewees.
From the ‘critical juncture’ lens, the signiﬁcance of this policy is also the contingency and
downstream effects which appear to be unstoppable, such as the improvement of coordination amongst
government ministries/agencies and between them and the indigenous and local communities.
Whilst earlier literature [27,30] held a less optimistic view on the future implementation stage of
‘improved coordination’, this study maintains that the OMI has enabled signiﬁcant progress when
compared with the inherent coordination issues often cited within earlier literature on Indonesia’s
forest governance (e.g., [21,37,65,66]). These ﬁndings lead us to believe that the OMI does indeed
signify a critical juncture. Further, to qualify as a critical juncture the event(s) should be brief relative to
the period of institutional path dependence. This is the case with the OMI. It originated with President
Yudhoyono’s landmark 2009 commitment to reduce the country’s GHG emissions by 26%/41%, and
was formalised in his 2010 instruction to develop the OMI in December 2010.
Our study also sought to ascertain the role of REDD+ relating to the OMI and the construction
of this critical juncture. The rise of REDD+ as a major international policy mechanism came shortly
after the ‘reformasi’ movement and therefore entered Indonesia during a period of structural ﬂuidity.
During this period the president and other inﬂuential reformists within the government held a
signiﬁcant degree of political freedom given the high level of political support existing within the
public-at-large. REDD+ was manifested in the international pressure and support to modernise natural
resource (forest carbon) mapping and accounting, and the OMI created a vehicle to do this, at the
same time further widening political reform in Indonesia. As part of a broader reform agenda it was
supported by a broad constituency from both the domestic and international arena, a phenomenon
that would not have occurred in ‘normal times’. This study provided stronger evidence of the impact
of an international policy (i.e., REDD+) on the resulting OMI, compared with earlier literature [30]
which suggested only ‘a reasonable extent’ of international inﬂuence.
If we accept that REDD+ created the impetus for a critical juncture in the spatial data (mapping)
component of Indonesian institutions, then it is important to analyse why the REDD+ mechanism
has generated changes at a scale that has not been achieved by previous international forest
governance initiatives. In our view the initial policy to generate funding from the carbon market via a
performance-based system is of particular importance. This created a requirement for those countries
wishing to receive payments to establish transparent systems capable of measuring and verifying
the results of REDD+ programmes [13,27,87]. Key to this system is the development of accurate and
consistent forest data sets and land-cover maps, but also the need to map, record, and resolve land
ownership so that contractual arrangements relating to forest carbon can be upheld. This in turn
requires coordination amongst ministries and across different levels of government.
REDD+ held the promise of new ﬁnancial ﬂows associated with carbon management policy, and
the international donor community offered Indonesia substantial levels of ‘REDD readiness’ ﬁnancial
support. However, an expectation of this support was that Indonesia would introduce a moratorium
on the issuance of forest concession licences. This stimulated the development and publication of the
Indicative Moratorium Map (IMM) and in the process promoted transparency and public participation.
The IMM then stimulated the development of the OMI. Moreover, because the REDD+ initiative
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embodies multiple agendas and objectives from climate change mitigation, to poverty reduction, and
the protection of human rights and biodiversity, it created unparalleled levels of support from a wide
range of international and domestic actors [24,30,54,88] who also lent their support to the OMI.
Whilst REDD+ policy has contributed to the development of the OMI at a critical juncture, this
study ﬁnds that a range of exogenous and endogenous factors created a basis of support for REDD+
policy development in Indonesia. For instance, the 1997 Asian ﬁnancial crisis served as an exogenous
shock that generated the ‘reformasi’ movement which, together with an endogenous desire for change,
led to the end of three decades of the Suharto regime. Given these circumstances REDD+ might be
considered as a policy ‘connector’ that gave the issue of spatial data and transparency a political form
and agency which manifested in the OMI (i.e., a modern spatial data infrastructure) as a tool for the
reform of government institutions. The OMI was a product of the exogenous policy force of REDD+
interacting with an endogenous movement of high-ranking politicians and ofﬁcials supported by
domestic constituencies working for reform.
5. Conclusions
Deploying ‘path dependency’ within ‘historical institutionalism’ our study sought to determine
whether the One Map Initiative signiﬁes a switch to a new path of Indonesia’s map-making practice.
Research results show positive signs that the OMI, in its current stage, has already shown its ability
to change the prevailing path-dependence of map-making which was characterised by a lack of
transparency, a poor level of public participation, and inadequate coordination amongst ministries.
During its map-making exercise this policy promotes several good governance norms, namely better
coordination amongst government ministries, greater transparency and public participation, improved
cost efﬁciency and forest data quality, and the protection of indigenous people’s land (see Section 3.4).
Notable is the establishment of ‘one geo-portal’ (named ‘Geospasial untuk Negeri’ or ‘Indonesian
Geospatial Portal’) which shows government’s commitment to provide the public with free access to
state maps and spatial data, and encourage them to be involved in updating and providing input to
state maps. This denotes a very signiﬁcant shift in the established institutional practice of map-making.
Moreover, this article sought to determine whether REDD+ has been instrumental in creating a
‘critical juncture’ in the form of momentum for Indonesian resource and land governance institutions
to adopt a new path. During the establishment process of the ‘forest moratorium’ to enable the
implementation of REDD+, the embryo of the OMI (i.e., the ‘Indicative Moratorium Map’) was created
(see Section 3.3). This ‘forest moratorium’ produces evidence of institutional interplay, with REDD+
prompting the development of new institutions within the forest governance prevailing at the national
level. In this regard, the REDD+ ‘performance-based system’ has required host countries to establish
transparent systems for measuring and verifying the results of REDD+ programmes, which in turn
required the development of accurate and consistent forest data sets and land-cover maps. To this
end, the REDD+ initiative has given spatial data and transparency a political form and agency which
became manifested in the OMI. Viewed via a ‘critical juncture’ lens, the implementation of transparency
principles is particularly important since the decision to scale-up transparency and public participation
(e.g., the involvement of the public to review and improve the map) made it progressively more
difﬁcult to return to the initial point of path dependence. In short, REDD+ has contributed to the
creation of a critical juncture via momentum for forest and land governance to move to a new path
through greater transparency and public participation.
This study also ﬁnds that a number of exogenous and endogenous factors enabled a basis of
support for REDD+ policy development in Indonesia. This includes the large presence of constituencies
for governance reform, and the ‘structural ﬂuidity’ resulting from the ‘reformasi’ movement following
the Asian ﬁnancial crisis of 1997 and the fall of the Soeharto regime in 1998 (see Sections 3.2 and 3.3).
The time that the REDD+ initiative entered Indonesia’s political area, shortly after the ‘reformasi’
movement, was critical to its relative success in effecting governance reform. REDD+ was promoted as
an international policy initiative to reform the governance of forest resources and land via advanced
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forest carbon mapping and accounting. A ‘critical juncture’ lens reveals that this reform agenda was
supported by a broad constituency from both the domestic and international arena during ‘institutional
ﬂuidity’, greater than would have occurred in normal times.
At the initial time of writing the future of the OMI was in question. However, the latest
development, including a commitment by the current President Joko Widodo to accelerate the
implementation of the OMI and position this policy high on the National Development Priority
(based on Presidential Regulation No. 127/2015, the National Development Planning Agency
(Bappenas) is given a mandate to coordinate activities falling under the Geospatial Information
Agency) suggests another positive sign that its grounded implementation is viable. The implication
of the OMI for the future implementation of REDD+ is threefold. Firstly, clarity on categories of
forest land use produces certainty where REDD+ can take place. Secondly, transparency on forest
data, particularly on the concessions already issued, means that there is no risk of REDD+ investment
being undermined by overlapping concessions. Thirdly, and importantly, for the performance-based
approach, and particularly for a market-based system that requires carbon emissions reduction to be
assessed, the development of accurate forest data sets and land-cover maps is critical to the efﬁcacy of
REDD+ implementation.
Further research is necessary to follow the on-the-ground implementation of the OMI to ascertain
whether, in the long run, this policy initiative can serve as a means to break the path dependency
of map-making institutions, or whether there are signs that a ‘re-equilibrium’ within map-making
institutions will occur.
Author Contributions: The lead author conducted the ﬁeld work research in Indonesia which included interviews
of individuals engaged in the REDD+ policy process, participated in workshops convened by the REDD+ Task
Force and local NGOs, conducted the initial data analysis, and reviewed contemporary policy documents as
mentioned in Section 2.2. Working together closely, both authors reviewed literature on the history of Indonesian
forest policy, deployed the academic conceptual framework as mentioned in Section 2.1, and wrote the article.
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Abstract: Community forest management (CFM) is identiﬁed by many actors as a core strategy for
reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation in developing countries (REDD+).
Others however see REDD+ as a danger to CFM. In response to these contrasting views, we carried
out a systematic review of CFM case studies to look at CFM’s potential role in achieving forest carbon
beneﬁts and social co-beneﬁts for forest communities. We evaluated the potential impacts of REDD+
on CFM. Our review showed that there is strong evidence of CFM’s role in reducing degradation and
stabilizing forested landscapes; however, the review also showed less evidence about the role of CFM
in reducing deforestation. For social beneﬁts, we found that CFM contributes to livelihoods, but its
effect on poverty reduction may be limited. Also, CFM may not deal adequately with the distribution
of beneﬁts within communities or user groups. These insights are important for CFM-based REDD+
intervention; measures should be adopted to overcome these gaps. Innovative incentive structures
to existing CFM are discussed. The recognition of rights for forest communities is one ﬁrst step
identiﬁed in promoting CFM. We call for sound empirical impact evaluations that analyze CFM and
CFM-based REDD+ interventions by looking at both biophysical and social outcomes.
Keywords: community forest management; reducing emissions from deforestation and forest
degradation (REDD+); livelihoods; beneﬁt sharing

1. Introduction
Recent estimates suggest that deforestation has been responsible for the emission of 2.9 Gigatonnes
(Gt) CO2 of carbon dioxide (CO2 ) per year over the period of 2001–2015 and forest degradation for
1.0 Gt CO2 per year over the period 1990–2015 [1]. Starting in Montreal and following a proposal
from Costa Rica and Papua New Guinea, the parties to the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) initiated negotiations for the creation of a mechanism that would
provide positive incentives to developing countries to address tropical deforestation. In Bali, at the 13th
session of the conference of the parties (COP 13), countries decided to launch demonstration activities
aiming at reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation in developing countries
(REDD). A policy framework for the creation of a performance-based mechanism was adopted in
Cancun (COP 16) that would compensate developing countries (Non-Annex 1 countries) on the basis
of the measured success in reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation or increase
carbon absorptions through carbon stock enhancement, sustainable management of forests and forest
conservation (REDD+). The Warsaw Framework, including a set of seven decisions, consolidates
Forests 2016, 7, 170

368

www.mdpi.com/journal/forests

Forests 2016, 7, 170

REDD+ as one of the key policy option in the climate change mitigation toolbox [2], and REDD+ is
mentioned explicitly as a component of the 2015 Paris Agreement [3].
While REDD+ might bring an unprecedented level of funding to tackle deforestation, with the
potential to signiﬁcantly contribute to rural poverty reduction, one of the challenges that REDD+ faces
in developing countries is to create a governance structure that can ensure genuine participation and
equitable beneﬁt-sharing of those who depend on forest for their livelihoods. The Cancun Agreement
speciﬁes safeguard measures that should be respected and monitored in unfolding REDD+ activities
in developing countries, including respect for the knowledge and rights of indigenous people and
full and effective participation of indigenous peoples and local communities and the enhancement of
social beneﬁts, while considering “the need for sustainable livelihoods of indigenous peoples and local
communities and their interdependence on forests in most countries” [4].
Community Forest Management (CFM) has been identiﬁed as one interesting option to reduce
emissions or increase removals from forests [5]. Various academic publications, policy reports, popular
press and advocacy papers place CFM at the core of REDD+ implementation [5–11]. Further, the
majority of the readiness proposals for REDD+ presented to the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility
(FCPF) (http://www.forestcarbonpartnership.org/fcp/node/203) of the World Bank and most of
those presented to the Collaborative Programme of the United Nations for REDD (UN-REDD)
(http://www.un-redd.org) refer to community forest management. For some countries such as
Ethiopia, Madagascar, Nepal, the United Republic of Tanzania and other countries in Central and
South America, a community management program, organized at a national level, is central to the
REDD+ national strategy proposed [12].
CFM at the heart of REDD+ is somewhat surprising given that it is well established that the
major causes of deforestation and forest degradation in tropical countries are large scale conversion
to commercial agriculture and commercial timber exploitation [13,14]. These activities are generally
carried out by corporations with government approval, and not by rural communities, even if the local
inhabitants are co-opted as labourers. The reason for CFM being placed at the centre of REDD+ in
many countries probably relates to the fact that it is much more difﬁcult, politically and economically,
to tackle large scale enterprise-based deforestation than community forestry, and because support
organizations for indigenous and local communities have been vociferous in the policy debate in
demanding that these groups beneﬁt from REDD+.
The popularity of CFM in the global REDD+ discourse at the international level can be partly
explained by the fact that it is perceived as being a strategy to achieve dual objectives, forest protection
and poverty alleviation. In contrast to protected areas where conservation policy may feature
substantial social costs due to exclusion and/or restriction on access and use [15,16], CFM is seen as
an option to protect the forest, as well as meeting social goals. Many supporters of CFM see REDD+
as a means of increasing ﬁnance for community management and securing new grounds for forest
communities through tenure reform and decentralization. They have therefore promoted CFM as a
win-win governance framework to be adopted in the planning of national REDD+ programs [7].
Not all of those who have traditionally promoted CFM as a sound policy approach for forest
management however consider REDD+ as a good thing for community forestry [17], and some identify
REDD+ as a potential threat to forest decentralization and devolution [18]. In the light of past forest
tenure reforms, it has also been argued that there is little to expect in terms of beneﬁts for forest
communities from REDD+ national policies [19].
Several reviews exist of CFM impacts on forests, livelihoods or both, using more or less systematic
approaches. Our systematic review is the ﬁrst to focus directly on CFM in the REDD+ context in order
to generate lessons from CFM experiences for REDD+ and evaluate how REDD+ may inﬂuence CFM.
This study takes a new angle by examining the role of CFM in achieving REDD+ climate mitigation
objectives and social co-beneﬁts, and the potential of REDD+ in promoting and sustaining CFM
through access to new income sources, among other co-beneﬁts.
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Through a systematic review of literature and in the context of an existing debate and contrasting
views about the role of CFM in REDD+ and of REDD+ for CFM, we attempt to answer three main
questions: (1) Does CFM appear to deliver carbon beneﬁts? (2) Does CFM appear to deliver social
beneﬁts (co-beneﬁts)? and (3) How can REDD+ affect CFM? For the ﬁrst two questions, we look at
reported evidence of positive biophysical and social outcomes in the CFM literature by analysing
published CFM case studies. The ﬁrst question is directly linked to the environmental effectiveness of
REDD+ activities and assesses reported evidence of the success of CFM at reducing deforestation and
forest degradation, conserving forests, sustainably manage forests and enhance forest carbon stocks
(Section 3.1). The second question looks at reported evidence of the success of CFM at generating
social beneﬁts including on income, employment, security, empowerment and equity at the local
level (Section 3.2). For biophysical and social outcomes, we also test for statistical relationships with
potential contextual factors or modiﬁers that can have an inﬂuence on the outcomes of CFM. For the
third question (Section 3.3), we use small-scale community carbon sequestration projects and early
experiences in REDD+ demonstration projects to explore early reported evidence on the same outcomes
as for the ﬁrst and second questions, acknowledging that there are still limited quantitative cases
studies. We also discuss different beneﬁt-sharing proposals as well as opportunities and risks that are
relevant for designing better interventions with REDD+ implementation in the CFM context or at the
community level.
In the following section, we discuss the global trend and underlying rational for the promotion of
CFM in developing countries. Then, we look at evidence that CFM is fulﬁlling REDD+ climate
mitigation activities, after which we examine the reported social outcomes of CFM. We ﬁnally
review experiences directly relevant to REDD+ beneﬁt-sharing and participation in community
forestry settings.
Community Forest Management: A Global Overview
CFM has various deﬁnitions and interpretations (Table 1) reﬂecting a variety of interventions,
the speciﬁcs of which vary from place to place. It is a subset of the community-based management
of natural resource practices that were initiated in the mid-1970s, designed speciﬁcally to promote
forest management in a way that takes better account of the needs and interests of forest people.
It was considered one of the most promising options for combining forest conservation with rural
development, thus meeting poverty reduction objectives.
Table 1. Concepts of community forest management.
Deﬁnitions, Interpretations and Synonyms

Sources

An approach to forestry implying community or local control and management of
forest resources

Glasmeier and
Farrigan [20]

Any situation which closely involves local people in forestry activity

FAO [21]

The sustainable management of the forest for wood, non-timber forest products and
other services with a social or environmental value, performed by forest-dependent
families or smallholders, community groups and indigenous peoples

Growing Forest
Partnerships [22]

Type of management in which communities have some degree of responsibility and
authority in forest management that encompasses multiple uses involving subsistence
and marketing with the goal to conduct an ecologically sustainable use of the forest

Charnley and
Poe [23]

Associated terms: “community forestry”, “community-based forest management”,
“social forestry”, “participatory or collaborative forestry” or “agroforestry”

Arnold [24],
Hajjar [25]

The rationale for promoting greater control by communities in forest protection lies in the
following assumptions about the relationship between people and the forest [23]. First, people are
more likely to take responsibility for forest resources if they have a sense of ownership and control over
them. Secondly, because of their geographical proximity, local communities should be better able to
provide effective protection of forests and enforce the rules of access and use. Third, local communities
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may be encouraged to defer current livelihood beneﬁts and take future proﬁts into account if they
have more control over them [26]. Finally, there are numerous examples of communities managing
forests sustainably under customary institutions [27].
In terms of social beneﬁts, thanks to local control, a larger portion of forest rents and greater
beneﬁts should accrue to forest communities under CFM in comparison to other conservation
approaches [28]. Indeed, it is often assumed that greater local control will produce more social
and economic beneﬁts for forest communities. The logic behind this assumption is that: (1) central
governments are more likely to prioritize national interests and industries, while local communities
will favor their own interests; (2) local institutions are able to respond to community needs more
efﬁciently than central governments because of better information and accountability; and (3) local
control provides more opportunities for marginalized groups to inﬂuence policy [23,29–31].
Since the mid-1970s, decentralization has become a major trend in global forest governance
accompanied by reforms initiated by the governments of major forested countries [32]. This transition
came about for multiple reasons. First, it was a response to mismanagement by central governments
and international pressure from donors for better forest governance. Centralized control and
management of public forests is increasingly regarded as untenable [28]. Public agencies have often
been poor stewards of forests due inter alia to the difﬁculty of defending the forest against residents
who have little interest in maintaining it if they do not have rights to it and also to abuse by political
elites and corrupt interests [33]. Second, it was considered a way of reducing the ﬁnancial burden of
forest governance on governmental budgets. Third, this trend for decentralization has been in response
to social demands, domestic and international, for the recognition of the rights of indigenous peoples
and local communities over forest resources and for their greater role in managing local forests.
A concomitant forest tenure transition is also taking place. While public ownership of forests
still predominates (Figure 1), the absolute area of public forest land administered by governments in
25 of the world’s 30 most-forested countries has decreased from 2583 Mha in 2002 (80% of the global
forest estate) to 2409 Mha in 2013 (73%) [33–35]. The percentage of forest in developing countries
either owned or directly administered by indigenous peoples and other forest communities reached
27% in 2008 (This ﬁgure includes data from the 15 countries with most reliable data sets) (Figure 2),
representing a signiﬁcant share of forest area in developing countries. In reality, the forest area
de facto managed by local people under customary tenure greatly exceeds the area of community and
indigenous lands acknowledged by statuary law (see Table 2 for key concepts).

ȱ
Figure 1. Changes in statutory forest tenure per region, from 2002 to 2013. Public forest ownership is
predominant in South America, Asia and Africa. There has been a noticeable increase in forest area
designated for indigenous peoples and local communities in Latin America and Asia. Forest owned by
individuals and ﬁrms has increased in all three regions since 2002. Source: Rights and Resources
Initiative—RRI’s forest tenure database accessible through the Tenure Data Tool. Available at:
http://rightsandresources.org/en/resources/tenure-data/.
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Figure 2. Forest tenure distribution for the 15 most forested developing countries (millions of hectares) in 2013. Source: RRI’s Forest tenure tool [35]; * No data were
available for the year 2013.
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Table 2. Key concepts for community forest management.
Deﬁnition

Decentralization

The transfer of both decision-making authority and payment responsibility to
lower branches of the government OR refers to a full or partial transfer of assets
and power a from the central government to the lower branches of the
government or local institutions. Decentralization is generally observed in
forest management.

Devolution

The transfer of rights and responsibilities (of assets and power a ) to non-state
agents who are neither created nor controlled by the state including citizens or
forest user organizations

Tenure systems

Rights that deﬁne ownership and resource speciﬁc user rights including duration
and conditions

Customary tenure
systems

Tenure systems established by custom or tradition and determined at the local
level, rather than by law or contract, often based on oral agreements

Statutory tenure systems

Tenure systems applied by governments and codiﬁed by law.
a

Charnley and Poe [23].

In CFM, the form of tenure and the institutional arrangements between local community or
forest user groups and public agencies contribute to determining rights and responsibilities in the
management of forests (with the involvement of non-governmental organization or not). There is
a vast diversity of institutional arrangements and of realities that will have an impact on forests
and livelihoods outcomes. Broadly, we can distinguish three different basic governance models:
(1) collaborative/participatory forestry in which the land is formally held by the government and a
contract or agreement is reached with local people regarding offtake rates and possibly silvicultural
practices such as ﬁre watching, in return for recognition of rights to certain forest products (e.g., Nepal,
Tanzania, India, Kenya); (2) community-owned forest where the resources belong to the community
and the government provides ﬁnancial support for conservation through PES or for sustainable timber
management (e.g., Mexico, Costa Rica) and (3) indigenous peoples’ reserves in which granting of land
rights (usufruct) is usually on traditional lands and which are usually more extensive.
2. Materials and Methods
In order to assess the role that CFM can play in REDD+, we examined the contribution of CFM
to carbon and social beneﬁts and generate lessons for CFM in the REDD+ context and for REDD+
implemented with forest communities. We performed a narrative systematic review, including also
quantitative evaluation. Systematic review is a research methodology used to compile, critically
appraise and assess results of primary research to build evidence that can be used to inform policy,
highlight knowledge gaps and identify further research needs. This review is narrative as it uses
textual and graphical descriptions of ﬁndings and key characteristics obtained from systematic review,
and it is complemented by a quantitative synthesis with statistical testing.
Publications relevant to the issues were selected through search in the ISI web of knowledge,
google scholar and internet. The keywords used in this search included: “Community forest
management”, “community forestry”, “community forest”, “community-based forest management”,
“social forestry”, “participatory or collaborative forestry”, or “agroforestry” and crossed with “carbon”,
“land cover”, “deforestation”, “degradation”, “conservation”, “carbon sequestration”, “livelihoods”,
“development”, “Clean Development Mechanism” and “Reducing emissions from deforestation and
forest degradation”. Individual terms were combined using appropriate Boolean operators. We also
used available reviews on CFM to access original studies through their cited references and contacted
expert authors to obtain their reference lists when not publicly available. The initial search generated
>3000 results that were assessed for relevance using the title and abstract. The article screening
was performed through an iterative process to examine the search results and select the studies
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included in this review (inclusion/exclusion criteria). We based our selection on the research questions
developed to identify publications reporting on case studies. For the ﬁrst and second research questions,
we included studies of CFM-type of interventions that provided an evaluation of the biophysical
outcome in terms of forest conditions, of social beneﬁts including livelihoods and development
outcomes or of both biophysical and social outcomes. For the third question, we considered experiences
related to carbon mitigation including early REDD+ projects, Clean Development Mechanism for
small-scale Afforestation and Reforestation project, and community-based carbon sequestration
projects. We limited the geographical scope to developing country cases. The temporal scope chosen
for this review ranges from 1992 to 2014. We excluded several publications that discussed the potential
of CFM (many cases for small-holders agroforestry) for carbon mitigation (not empirically-based),
studies evaluating the contribution without comparator that could be directly assigned to the CFM type
of intervention, or cases providing accounts that were too speciﬁc (e.g., war context), too theoretical,
or with a methodological focus, as well as studies that were not largely applicable and directly relevant
to the questions at hand (Figure 3).

ȱ
Figure 3. Diagram of the selection and ﬁltering process for the systematic review.
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Three broad types of publications were used to answer our research questions: case studies
(63/145), reviews (16/145) and papers providing theoretical perspectives (65/145). Most of these are
from peer-reviewed publications (122/145) and from journal articles (119/145). We systematically
reviewed empirical case studies to obtain a quantitative appraisal of the contribution in both social
and biophysical outcomes of CFM (Questions 1 & 2), as well as of small-scale carbon sequestration
and early REDD+ project cases (Question 3).
2.1. Critical Appraisal and Data Extraction
In the systematic review of case studies, we used the publication as the unit of analysis and we
deﬁned a coding approach to extract data that allows integrating opposite outcomes reported in the
same publication. This approach was considered the most realizable despite its limitations since the
pool of empirical studies varies greatly in terms of geographical scope and methods, which are often
not clearly reported. Separating by speciﬁc area of CFM would have required much more information
than what is currently published for most cases or relying on a very limited sample size. Our approach
aimed to strike a balance between extractable information and sample size. For each study, we coded
the outcome as: positive (1), neutral (0), or negative (´1). When multiple cases of CFM were compared
in the same study with diverging outcomes or if the same case study was reporting both positive and
negative outcomes on the same criterion (e.g., gain and loss of income), the outcome was coded as
mixed (1/´1). When a case did not report on a criterion, it was considered a missing value (NA).
Therefore, we provide the number of studies that reported on each aspect, or the sample size (n),
and we report on the percentage of studies, based on the sample size.
We assessed the reported biophysical and social outcomes of CFM, with 31 studies addressing
biophysical outcomes, 23 addressing social outcomes, and nine studies addressing both. For the
biophysical outcomes, we assessed reported studies in relation to the ﬁve REDD+ activities,
i.e., (1) reducing deforestation; (2) reducing forest degradation; (3) carbon stock enhancement;
(4) sustainable management of forests; and (5) forest conservation. Positive outcomes at reducing
deforestation were identiﬁed when the study showed a decline in deforestation rates over time under
CFM or lower deforestation rates compared to an area that is not under CFM. Positive outcome
at reducing degradation was identiﬁed when poor forest conditions were noted to have improved
over time under CFM or in comparison to other non-CFM areas. A positive outcome in carbon
enhancement was noted with quantiﬁed growing stocks or biomass increment. Positive outcomes
in terms of sustainable management of forests were observed with no change in forest cover despite
community extraction, and conservation impacts qualiﬁed as positive with improved or no change
in forest conditions were assessed. For social outcomes, we adapted a framework developed by
Lawlor, et al. [36] and looked at the reported results in terms of (1) income; (2) employment; (3) security;
(4) empowerment and (5) equity. Positive outcomes in terms of security were identiﬁed if the case
study results reported improvements in land ownership and management rights, access and use rights,
carbon rights, health and education through infrastructure development or ecosystem services. Positive
outcomes in terms of empowerment were identiﬁed if the case study results reported an increased
participation in decision-making regarding local land-use and development, capacity-building and
training for building social capital to participate more effectively. Positive outcomes for equity were
identiﬁed if the case study results reported equitable or ‘pro-poor’ distribution of beneﬁts among
wealth groups. For both social and biophysical outcomes, we identiﬁed the approach of comparison
used in the study for evaluating the impacts of intervention (Is the intervention being compared with
no intervention or are alternative interventions being compared with each other? (See Pullin and
Stewart [37])). We also included an assessment of the robustness of the methodological approach
used by the case study based on the strength of counterfactuals used to demonstrate impacts of
CFM interventions, with three tiers of quality (1 = Strong; 2 =Regular; 3 = Weak). The quality of
the methodology was qualiﬁed as ‘strong’ when the success of CFM was evaluated with a control
or counterfactual and/or over time (using before and after comparison), assessed with statistical
methods and controlling for covariates, i.e., the heterogeneity of the context. ‘Regular’ quality was
assigned for studies using comparators, but only when the study did not account explicitly for some
375

Forests 2016, 7, 170

relevant covariates. Study methodological approach was qualiﬁed as ‘weak’ when it relied on residents’
perceptions and covariates are not accounted for. In evaluating the methodological robustness of
case studies, we made a differentiation between studies assessing biophysical outcomes of CFM and
those assessing social outcomes. The success of biophysical outcomes can be measured based on
quantitative data with methods that are independent of the users, i.e., using a remote sensing approach
and forest carbon inventories. For evaluating social outcomes, we acknowledge that measuring
the success of the intervention, particularly for empowerment, security and equity criteria, is much
harder to quantify and relies on inputs from the users. We took these differences into account when
evaluating the methodological strength of case studies; however, for evaluating the outcomes of CFM
interventions, we generally favored studies that apply rigorous counterfactuals, with a quantitative
approach, including statistical testing to support evidence. The literature on CFM covering social
outcomes includes a number of contributions based on qualitative research methods. These case
studies were set in a separate class (‘QR’), since they addressed different research goals and typically
did not use formal counterfactuals.
Moreover, for each case study, we identify basic characteristics for each one including the country,
the type of arrangement (as identiﬁed by its authors), the type of ownership (community ownership or
designation for use by governmental authority), as well as the main type of extraction (subsistence,
enterprise, or both). These characteristics (or modiﬁers) have been identiﬁed in the literature as
inﬂuencing the outcome of CFM and were tested in this study. The full list of references and case
studies evaluation is made available in Supplementary materials.
The reviews and theoretical perspectives publications were used to generate insights on
key aspects of tenure, decentralization, participation, enforcement, equity and beneﬁt-sharing,
to obtain contextual information that typically characterizes the diverse array of CFM arrangements.
Since REDD+ implementation has only just begun, there is a limited set of cases to compare. We have
taken advantage of CFM experiences that are directly transferable to the REDD+ context, as well as
papers with a more theoretical perspective to identify elements that are central to REDD+.
2.2. Data Synthesis
Data extracted was synthesized by determining the number of studies reporting on each of the ten
outcomes. We also used Pearson’s Chi-square test with simulated p-value for a relationship between
the 10 outcomes and four CFM characteristics (the type of ownership, the type of extraction, the region
and the type of arrangement), with a total of 40 contingency tables. For the type of arrangement,
we reduce the number of categories from the authors’ typology; we re-classiﬁed the 30 levels into
seven categories: community forestry, indigenous reserve, joint forest management, community forest
management, carbon project, REDD, and mixed. The null hypothesis for each Chi-square test is of
independence between the two categorical variables. We use Freeman-Tukey (FT) deviates and/or
the standardized residuals post hoc tests, to test for signiﬁcant difference between the observed and
the expected values in each cell of the contingency table [38]. The evaluation spreadsheet built for
this review was imported in R statistical software [39] as a comma separated value (csv) ﬁle and
summary statistics and statistical testing were performed based on selected criteria. We assessed the
main cited criteria identiﬁed under CFM for obtaining positive forest condition, social condition and
equity outcomes with relevance for REDD+ implementation at the community level by analyzing the
content and recommendations of both empirical and reviews that aim to identify the factors promoting
success in CFM. In the following sections, we provide the results from this review and summarize
the main points identiﬁed in the case studies reviewed, as well as results from other reviews and
theoretical work.
3. Results and Discussion
3.1. REDD+ Activities Realized by Community Forest Management
We sought to determine the contribution of CFM in slowing, halting and reverting forest
cover loss and therefore its usefulness in terms of carbon beneﬁts by looking to the ﬁve types of
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REDD+ activities. This question is crucial, as the ultimate goal of REDD+ is to reduce emissions or
increase removals of GHGs by forests.
Less than 23% of the studies reviewed report positive results at reducing deforestation (Figure 4).
Although reducing deforestation contributes directly to forest conservation, the inverse is not true.
Forest conservation does not necessarily imply a reduction in deforestation, a nuance that is important
in the REDD+ context. To demonstrate its potential to reduce deforestation, CFM must be located in
areas where the pressure of deforestation is strong; at the agricultural frontier, for example. This makes
reducing deforestation harder to prove, since it has to be shown that without CFM intervention,
forests would have been cut down. It is interesting to note that the studies reporting success at reducing
deforestation are only for cases in Latin America, in indigenous reserves or CFM implemented in
indigenous areas, with studies from Brazil, Mexico, Colombia, Panama, Guatemala, and Nicaragua.
This relationship between success in reducing deforestation and region (Latin America) is statistically
signiﬁcant (FT deviate = 2.13; Critical value = 2.02, df = 6), see Table 3. For example, Nepstad, et al. [40]
have shown the ability of indigenous reserves to control deforestation and ﬁres in the Brazilian Amazon,
where deforestation rates are very high. Aboriginal reserves also appear effective in preventing
deforestation in the Guiana Shield in Colombia, despite their limited area [41]. Nelson and Chomitz [42]
have demonstrated the effectiveness of Aboriginal reserves in Brazil in preventing forest ﬁres compared
to uninhabited protected areas. A recent study by Porter-Bolland, et al. [43] based on a statistical
meta-analysis comparing 40 protected areas and 33 cases of community-managed forests found that
forests managed by communities have slightly lower and less variable rates of deforestation than
protected areas.

ȱ
Figure 4. Frequency of the outcome identiﬁed for the ﬁve REDD+ activities evaluated in this systematic
review. The number of studies reporting on each criterion is indicated as the sample size (n).
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Reducing deforestation
Reducing degradation
Carbon stock enhancement
Sustainable management
Forest conservation
Income
Employment
Security
Empowerment
Equity

Outcome
0.116
0.139
0.262
0.658
0.648
0.775
0.248
0.019 *
0.311
0.527

7.851
6.905
3.075
1.381
1.381
3.560
6.530
15.438
4.909
7.481

2.890
5.692
0.797
0.556
1.806
9.936
7.736
4.152
4.359
8.438

X-Squared
0.639
0.229
0.866
0.999
0.550
0.035 *
0.088
0.592
0.427
0.219

p-Value
15.630
2.827
0.283
4.315
4.315
9.973
12.450
11.347
9.098
10.102

0.013 *
0.900
0.999
0.202
0.210
0.384
0.069
0.232
0.162
0.371

p-Value

Region
X-Squared

Characteristics
Type of Extraction
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The asterix ‘*’ shows a statistically signiﬁcant result (at 95% conﬁdence level).

p-Value

X-Squared

Type of Ownership

11.924
13.620
4.765
5.181
8.838
22.080
10.401
17.628
10.054
11.178

X-Squared
0.500
0.359
0.676
0.626
0.232
0.087
0.453
0.288
0.511
0.780

p-Value

Type of Arrangement

Table 3. Pearson’s Chi-squared test with simulated p-value between the assessed outcomes and four CFM characteristics. The null hypothesis for each test is of
independence between the two nominal variables.
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The results of our systematic review of published case studies show that there is substantial
evidence that CFM is effective at promoting sustainable landscapes through sustainable management
of forests and forest conservation as this was reported in 87.5% of the cases [44–46]. CFM has also been
shown to be effective at restoring forest cover and carbon density [47,48]. Sixty-nine percent of the
studies indicated positive results for carbon stock enhancement and 60% for reducing degradation
(Figure 4). For example, Hayes [49] showed the contribution of CFM to forest conservation and carbon
stock enhancement for 163 forests located in 13 countries by reporting no signiﬁcant difference between
the forest conditions in protected areas and those managed by communities, with higher vegetation
density in areas under local community control. In India, Somanathan, et al. [50], using state-managed
forest as the comparison, showing no signiﬁcant difference for broad-leaved forest and more percentage
crown cover in pine forests under Village-Council forest management (VCFM), and also noted that VC
forest management is seven times cheaper than management by the state. The positive contribution
of CFM to the sustainable management of forests and forest carbon stocks enhancement was also
measured directly through repeated forest carbon inventory by Karky and Skutsch [51] in Nepal.
Our results also show no statistical relationship between the ﬁve REDD+ activities and the types
of ownership, extraction or arrangement (Table 3). We were unable to unveil clear patterns for these
variables among the studies reviewed, but individual case studies identiﬁed that the size and type of
forests, the quality of the resource, the type of utilization as well as a whole set of institutional and social
factors can inﬂuence the forest outcomes. Some documented cases show persistent forest cover loss,
indicating that CFM performance varies across communities and contexts. In Mexico, Dalle, et al. [52]
show low rates of deforestation in ejidos of the Mayan zone of Quintana Roo. In Ecuador, indigenous
reserves that do not overlap with land under conservation status display similar rates of deforestation
to private lands. Furthermore, exogenous forces can inﬂuence the forest outcome, not just the activities
of the communities themselves [12,53–56]. The success of CFM in protecting forest resources is more
likely where population pressure is low, and less likely in the face of conﬂicts, market pressures,
and rising population [57]. For example, while areas under CFM had lower rates of deforestation than
protected areas under low colonization pressure in Mexico, in Guatemala both of these conservation
strategies failed to maintain forest cover under high colonization pressure, an element symptomatic of
weak governance [58].
Evaluation of the ecological outcomes of CFM has however been subject to criticism on the
grounds of the methodology used [57,59,60]. In order to demonstrate the role of CFM in forest outcome,
studies have to use data from comparable cases and/or counterfactuals. Most studies have compared
CFM sites with other types of management (e.g., protected areas) in terms of forest cover change,
while controlling for other confounding factors using appropriate statistical methods. Appropriate
for quasi-experimental contexts, matching methods and propensity scores are especially interesting
to avoid biased comparison and to control for heterogeneity across biophysical and community
characteristics, and have been used in some of the studies we reviewed. Our analysis showed that
56% of the studies (n = 39) had a strong methodological approach. The most frequent approach
to comparison combined before-and-after or time series of remote sensing images to assess forest
cover change over time while controlling for confounding factors. When both social and biophysical
outcomes are measured, the assessment of forest conditions often relied on local people’s perceptions
as ascertained through interviews, and was thus based on rather weak methodological underpinnings.
The lack of spatially-explicit national data on forests managed by communities has been and is still
a major obstacle to a better understanding of the role of CFM in forest outcomes [61]. Information on
the extent and location of CFM is highly fragmented, unavailable to the public or non-existent. Recent
studies making use of newly available data sets for indigenous territory polygons in Panama [62]
and Brazil [63] have been able to demonstrate the contribution of these reserves in conserving forests
and the carbon they contain. In this sense, it is important to highlight the work of Rights and
Resources Initiative for the creation of its Forest Tenure dataset (http://www.rightsandresources.org/
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resources/tenure-data/) and the World Resources Institute’s Status of Land Tenure and Property
Rights map (http://www.wri.org/resource/status-land-tenure-and-property-rights-2005).
3.2. Livelihoods and Development Outcomes of Community Forest Management
We assessed the contribution of CFM in producing social co-beneﬁts through improved livelihoods
and development. Recent global comparative studies conﬁrm the importance of forest resources in
the livelihoods of the rural poor in developing countries, estimating that these represent on average
21.1% of total household income [64]. The importance of forest for subsistence purposes is particularly
important where chronic poverty and forest cover overlap geographically [65]. This is due to the
dependence of the poor on these environmental incomes, especially in remote areas, where often no
substitute for forest products and services exists [66]. For communities living in poverty, restrictions in
access to and use of forest resources can have a major impact on livelihoods, and such restrictions may
conﬂict with the objective of poverty reduction [67].
The beneﬁts derived from CFM depend on the quality of the forest resources, the access rights
granted and the beneﬁt-sharing mechanisms, which display high contextual variation. Almost all
governments maintain certain rights of control over the use of land and resources, regardless of the
formal property system [33,68]. Compared to the open access situation, CFM typically places new
restrictive rules and regulations on extraction of forest-based resources. Even with statutory rights,
communities do not automatically have rights to all resources (e.g., timber), and they are not always
able to access or translate those rights into beneﬁts [19].
We found that 44% of the studies reported beneﬁcial impacts of CFM through an increase in forest
incomes, and a further 44% reported neutral effects, neither positive nor negative (Figure 5). One case
was reported as having negative impacts on income and two studies reported both negative and
positive impacts. For the Pearson Chi-square test on income and the type of extraction (subsistence,
enterprise or both), the null hypothesis was rejected at p < 0.05 signiﬁcance level, meaning that the
two variables are not independent; the fact of belonging to one category of the ﬁrst variable inﬂuences
the membership category of the second variable. However, none of the FT deviates or standardized
residuals (Z statistic) post hoc tests showed a signiﬁcant difference for all pairwise comparisons
(FT critical value = 1.85 or Z critical value = 2.54, df = 4), indicating that the difference between the
observed and the expected values is not large enough for individual cells to show signiﬁcant results
between income and the type of extraction. Beneﬁts from employment were noted in 39% of the
studies. However, the Chi-square test results were not signiﬁcant for all the variables tested, meaning
that the region, the type of extraction, arrangement or ownership are independent of the creation of
employment beneﬁts.
According to Mahanty, et al. [69], the potential for increases in the quality of life of rural populations
through CFM depends largely on the type and size of the beneﬁts created, how communities can make
sure they get at least a part of these beneﬁts, and how they are distributed locally. The importance of
access rights was demonstrated in CFM in Ethiopia, as forest user group members had lower total
income and assets than non-members where only subsistence use is allowed, while it was higher for
members where timber harvesting is also permitted [70]. In Nepal, a study comparing the beneﬁts
and costs of CFM from eight user groups indicated that the impacts of this practice are highly variable
within and between groups [71]. It was also shown that CFM tends to divert proﬁts from individual
households to the community level, with a decline in forestry-based income, but an increase in new
sources of income (including grants, soft loans and other income-generating activities) that beneﬁt
poor households. Forest condition is also mentioned as a factor that will inﬂuence whether incomes
generated through CFM are enough to cover the management costs and provide a direct beneﬁt
to communities [72]. In some cases, forests assigned by governments to communities can be of
poor quality, as such forests have often been exploited and degraded by the logging industry and
abandoned when the industry has no continued interest in exploiting them commercially [28,48]. It is
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also important to acknowledge that even if very small, the income generated by CFM can make a
difference for very poor households, as exempliﬁed in Malawi by Jumbe and Angelsen [73].

ȱ
Figure 5. Frequency of the outcome identiﬁed for the ﬁve social criteria evaluated in this systematic
review. The number of studies reporting on each criterion is indicated as the sample size (n).

In the studies reviewed, security was the most frequently mentioned beneﬁt, in 72.4% of
the cases (Figure 5). We also found a relationship between security and the type of ownership
(Table 3), with positive outcomes on security with community-owned forests (FT deviate = 2.05;
Critical value = 2.02, df = 6). This is not surprising since, generally, CFM involves a process that entails
clariﬁcation and agreement on access and use rights. Beneﬁts through empowerment, which is a
more qualitative characteristic than variables such as income, were mentioned in 47% of the studies
reviewed. In Mexico and Brazil, for example, Hajjar, et al. [74] showed that despite the fact that
governments have maintained signiﬁcant control over forest resources through heavy regulations on
timber extraction, communities have effective decision-making power over the day-to-day planning
and they derive considerable beneﬁts from forest management.
One important ﬁnding is on the outcome observed on equity inside community-managed forest
(Figure 5), and this is irrespective of the type of extraction, arrangement, region or ownership (Table 3).
Sixty percent of the studies reported a decline in equity with respect to the distribution of local beneﬁts
for poorer and/or women-headed households under CFM. It is important to keep in mind that the
notion of ‘community’ is a construct simplifying the heterogeneity of diverse actors found at the
village-level who have diverse and sometimes competing interests (See also [75]). Indeed, processes
and institutional arrangements that govern the implementation of CFM at the local level can easily be
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dominated by the wealthier or more powerful community members, producing results that reinforce
and perpetuate social inequality, including gender inequality [68,76]. In Nepal, negative effects of
devolution have been reported among the poorest households as a result of a reduced access to
forest products necessary for their livelihood, due to more stringent harvesting regulations and more
‘equitable’ distribution of beneﬁts from forest, without taking into account the fact that the poorer
households generally need more forest resources [77,78]. Vyamana [72] also found that devolved
management through CFM does not support an equitable local distribution of beneﬁts and costs in
Tanzania, and that arrangements exclude the poor from income-generating activities because of initial
investment costs for participation.
Thirty-seven percent of the studies reviewed were classiﬁed as having strong methodological
underpinnings for assessing evidence of social beneﬁts. These studies evaluated the impacts of CFM
using strong comparative indicators, and by removing rival explanations or confounding factors that
were unrelated to this type of management. Propensity scores and covariate matching models have
been used for controlling for these confounding factors and for achieving a better attribution of the
outcomes of CFM programmes [70,73]. The importance of collecting baseline data or Before-After
Control-Impact (BACI) methodology to evaluate the welfare outcomes is paramount [79,80]. As shown
in these results, stratiﬁcation by welfare groups needs to be done in order to evaluate local distribution
of beneﬁts. The contribution of qualitative research methods with rigorous approaches is also essential,
especially for understanding power dynamics and the kind of beneﬁts that are important to local
people but hard to measure.
Only a few studies provide an analysis of both stated objectives of CFM, i.e., improved
forest condition and livelihoods beneﬁts [26,81]. Based on the International Forestry Resources
and Institutions datasets (http://www.ifriresearch.net/resources/data/), factors associated with
win-win outcomes for forest carbon and livelihoods are identiﬁed including: rulemaking autonomy,
local enforcement rules, well-deﬁned property rights, and the design of effective institutional
arrangements. Factors promoting synergies in achieving positive forest and social outcomes are
synthesized in Table 4, as well as factors promoting equity at the local level.
Table 4. Criteria identiﬁed under CFM for assessing successful outcomes with relevance for REDD+
implementation at the community level.
CFM Success Factors

Forest Carbon
Beneﬁts

Social
Equity
Beneﬁts

Sources

Poverty reduction as a stated objective

X

Schreckenberg and Luttrell [76]

Allowing for both subsistence and
commercial use of forest products

X

Ibid.

Design of effective
institutional arrangements

X

X

Transparent and equitable
beneﬁt-sharing mechanism
at the local level
Sufﬁcient support and training
during establishment

X

X

Well-deﬁned property rights

X

X

Community interests and incentives

X

X

Fair representation and active
participation of the poor and
women/Pro-poor measures

X

Ibid.

X

Ibid.

X

Schreckenberg and Luttrell [76];
Hajjar, Kozak and Innes [74]
Pagdee, et al. [82]; Robinson, et al. [83]
Pagdee, Kim and Daugherty [82]

X

Mahanty, Guernier and Yasmi [69];
Maharjan, Ram Dakal, SureshThapa,
Schreckenberg and Luttrell [71]

Rulemaking autonomy

X

X

Chhatre and Agrawal [26]; Persha,
Agrawal and Chhatre [81]; Ostrom [84]

Local rules enforcement

X

X

Chhatre and Agrawal [85]

Local power dynamics check and
balance arrangements

X
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3.3. REDD+ Beneﬁts and the Incentive Structure for Community Forest Management
There are active debates around the potential of REDD+ in promoting CFM with some seeing
it as a way of reinforcing existing CFM by promoting the generation of new income sources and
community development, others as a model to be scaled-up for REDD+ national strategy [5] and
yet others as a potential threat to CFM that could destabilize successful existing community forest
governance through a top-down approach and re-centralization [17–19,86]. REDD+ success in each
country is seen largely as contingent on how forest management rules and incentives in place shape
local actions related to the use of forests and forest land conversion [87]. In order to reduce emissions
or increase removals of GHG at the scale required, REDD+ would need to generate sufﬁcient incentives
and social acceptability at the local level to stimulate participation and sustain it through time.
However, there are trade-offs between effectiveness in reducing GHGs, cost-efﬁciency of mitigation
activities implemented, and equity between those who beneﬁt and those who assume the costs. It is
unrealistic to assume that ´win-win-win´ solutions can be found in all or indeed in the majority of
cases, with existing tradeoffs [88]. It may be more realistic to aim for ´no-harm´ situations, by ensuring
that this new global policy affecting land use and forest management does not exclude or damage
existing CFM initiatives, for instance, by taking away existing rights through new restrictions or
exclusion, by reducing local control and decision-making power or by capturing carbon payments that
should belong to forest communities. Since REDD+ and CFM policy interventions do not share the
same goals and mechanisms, analysis of available evidence of the potential contribution of CFM to
REDD+ objectives and of potential beneﬁts and risks for CFM is important [89].
3.3.1. Early REDD+ and Carbon Mitigation Projects in Low-Income Communities
The failure of the Clean Development Mechanism to promote widespread adoption of afforestation
and reforestation (A/R) projects provides useful lessons on the distribution of costs and beneﬁts and the
generation of incentives in carbon-based projects. This mechanism was created as a way for developed
countries to meet part of their emission reduction targets under the Kyoto Protocol, by purchasing
credits from veriﬁed, sustainable and additional forest carbon sequestration activities carried out
in developing countries. Only 68 out of 8705 CDM projects (http://cdmpipeline.org/Accessed on
the 30 July 2014) (or 0.78%) are A/R projects, largely due to the complications in administration,
ﬁnance and governance issues related to these projects [90,91]. The high transaction costs and long
validation times associated with CDM have been proven prohibitive for small-scale projects [92,93].
Other issues include the modalities, ﬁnancial and production risks, labour demands, liquidity/sunk
costs, and perceived equity [94]. Mixed effects of carbon projects on local populations and on poverty
alleviation have been found [95,96]. What we can learn from this is that the transaction costs, the
administrative quagmire, the potential risks, and the modality arrangements that are negotiated for
REDD+ are likely to have a signiﬁcant impact on community incentives and participation in REDD+.
In this review, we found indications of negative impacts on security (four of nine cases),
on empowerment (two of six cases) and on equity (four of eight cases) criteria of carbon mitigation
projects. In Tanzania, Beymer-Farris and Bassett [97] provide a cautionary note for REDD+ projects
that are modeled on decentralized forestry schemes that are not decentralized in practice. It appears
that, in spite of extended policy discourses on devolved decision-making, justice and equity in terms of
resource access and actual local-level decision-making are not always forthcoming. Early results from a
REDD+ pilot project in Nepal show that it imposes direct additional costs through new restrictions on
forest product harvesting and reduced grazing, and indirect costs in time and labour due to increased
participation as well as forgone beneﬁts [98]. These results suggest that REDD+ payments, if based
only on the exchange value of the carbon saved, might not generate sufﬁcient incentive in the long
run [98]. In Mozambique, the carbon incomes generated were found to be small even with liberal
carbon accounting [96]. Lack of equity between participants and non-participants in a CDM project is
discussed in Vietnam, where new restrictions are imposed on non-participants who do not receive
project revenues, threatening the long-term carbon mitigation outcomes of the project [99].
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Concerns over additionality (Reduction of emissions or increased removals due to project activities
compared to a business-as-usual scenario), leakage (displacement of emissions) and transaction costs
have been voiced for community carbon and REDD+ projects [96,100]. It is also recognized that because
most CFM projects are small, high transaction costs will be involved [100]. Since many CFM projects
already have positive forest carbon outcomes, it is questionable whether they would be considered
additional and thus deserving of REDD+ payments; although it would of course be possible to expand
the areas under CFM and achieve additionality in this way. This option however implies paying the
newcomers but not those who have protected their forests in the past, raising important questions
regarding whether such an approach would be considered politically legitimate or fair. For ensuring
fairness, existing CFM participants should also be provided with incentives.
3.3.2. Incentives Structures for REDD+ as CFM
Different REDD+ incentive structures have been identified for CFM under REDD+. Skutsch, et al. [101]
proposed two possible REDD+ incentives structure approaches for CFM. In the ﬁrst, payments are
ex-post, based on performance measured in terms of the amount of avoided or sequestered carbon
compared to a baseline (carbon outputs). In the second approach, payments are made to compensate
for management inputs and formulated to incentivize speciﬁc norms of sustainable forest management,
that is, they are related to management inputs. Management inputs could include forest monitoring
where the community would be paid for measuring forest carbon stocks and changes [102].
For performance-based payments, REDD+ would likely entail new restrictions on use and access
to land and forest resources. Recent research demonstrates that some non-trivial forest income ﬂows
could be at stake for the rural poor [103]. In this matter, it is relevant to make a distinction between
communities that use the forest mainly for subsistence and family consumption and those who would
use it commercially (e.g., timber, non-timber forest products) [56]. For subsistence use, it may not
be possible to compensate a reduction in forest access and use; resources will have to come from
elsewhere. In many cases, calculated opportunity costs underestimate the true value that forest has for
communities [104]. Other alternatives must be created to compensate for a limit placed on the supply of
forest resources. In Tanzania, Fisher, et al. [105] show that paying communities to reduce deforestation
from fuelwood collection is not sufﬁcient; alternatives should be implemented to avoid an increase in
the value of ﬁrewood and a displacement of emissions. If there is no real alternative or if the supply
is insufﬁcient, forests will continue to be used by communities. In Nepal, Karky and Skutsch [51]
reported that introducing forest communities to the carbon market involves high opportunity costs
because forests provide many non-monetary beneﬁts to the local population, and indeed these are
the main reason they conserve and manage them; the carbon credits will not be sufﬁcient to cover the
costs engendered by not exploiting forest resources. In other cases, compensation to local communities
in exchange for differing livelihood beneﬁts could be attractive enough to strengthen carbon storage
beneﬁts [26]. In tropical dry forests of Guinea-Bissau, Mali and Senegal, Skutsch and Ba [106] showed
that even if only 10% of the ﬁnancial return on the carbon value from reduced degradation and
carbon stock enhancement were to reach the community, this would be a signiﬁcant incentive for
their participation in REDD+. Therefore, depending on the context, different incentive structures for
REDD+ can be made to ensure that REDD+ contributes to the sustainability of CFM interventions.
In cases where the primary focus of CFM is for commercial timber production, with beneﬁts in
terms of additional income or direct employment, it is possible that REDD+ can strengthen existing
forest enterprises or stimulate the creation of new businesses. The economic viability of community
forest enterprises dedicated to timber extraction, as well as incomes, may depend inter alia on the
volumes of timber harvested [107]. For commercial CFM activities, Putz and Romero [108] proposed
synergies between the forest management certiﬁcation and forest product legality as established by
forest auditors, by facilitating on-the-ground veriﬁcation and allocation of additional carbon incentives
to these reduced impact operations. Tomaselli and Hajjar [109] argue that REDD+ direct support
should be oriented towards the development and sustainability of community forest enterprises by
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creating a conducive business environment and fostering the provision of business development and
appropriate ﬁnancial services.
Other authors suggest that the real way forward is to extend the coverage of forests under
CFM [100], by using REDD+ to promote access and recognition of use rights, as well as deﬁning and
securing community forest tenure [7,110]. Effectively, as shown above, there are large forest areas
already managed by communities under customary institutions and for which tenure rights recognition
could contribute to both positive forest and social outcomes. The transfer of tenure to communities
however might not be sufﬁcient on its own for facilitating positive forest preservation outcomes.
A recent review of the impacts of tenure form and tenure security on forest cover change concluded
that it is tenure security that is associated with less deforestation, not the form of the tenure itself [111].
Effectively, tenure recognition is only a ﬁrst step [19,112]. The implementation of those rights, their
defence and ensuring access to the beneﬁts by communities is a process through which REDD+ could
help address fairness issues. To defend those rights in the context of REDD+ implementation, Robinson,
Albers, Meshack and Lokina [83] argue that CFM REDD will face external forest change pressures
similar to those of all previous enforcement programs aimed at preventing deforestation. Support from
other institutions will be necessary for enforcement and for protecting those rights.
As we have noted, fears have been expressed that REDD+, which if carried out under UNFCCC
rules will imply a coordinated national programme, may result in a return to re-centralization
and top-down management [18]. The only way to avoid this trap is to design appropriate
institutions at different levels which mediate between the social, economic, and environmental
factors that cause tropical deforestation [87,113,114], without removing the management authority
from local communities [18]. CDM experience illustrates the need for more effective institutions
working at multiple levels to integrate local forest management into a national and global
framework [115], with institutions providing grievance and redress mechanisms accessible at the
local level. The development of multi-level or nested governance as a way to integrate REDD+ at
multiple scale [116–118] remains a major challenge for policymakers and practitioners.
4. Conclusions
There is clear evidence of positive outcomes of CFM on forest conditions and terms of carbon
beneﬁts. However, our study indicates that CFM is more successful in forest conservation, sustainable
management of forest which results in reduced rates of degradation, and enhancing carbon stock, than
in reducing deforestation. The performance of CFM has been shown to be equivalent or better than
that of protected areas in terms of maintaining forest cover. Reducing deforestation can be achieved
through CFM, but several other factors exogenous to the governance and control of communities have
to be taken into account. In terms of social beneﬁts, there is some evidence of positive outcomes, but it
would be prudent to say that, although CFM could provide a contribution to poverty alleviation, it is
by no means a panacea to rural poverty. It is also clear that CFM does not deal very well with equity
issues at the local level. We obtained very few signiﬁcant statistical relationships when testing between
forest or social outcomes and CFM characteristics (types of ownership, extraction and arrangement as
well as region), perhaps because of the large heterogeneity of contexts found for CFM.
Revisiting assumptions about CFM experiences in order to derive realistic expectations based
on strong evidence is paramount for designing better interventions in forest communities under the
REDD+ context. Our results on equity in CFM indicate that other mechanisms or interventions would
have to be put in place to ensure equitable distribution of beneﬁts for the poor at the local level.
REDD+ brings a whole new set of challenges and access to beneﬁts in the form of carbon payments
is no guarantee of equitable distribution, given what web have observed from CFM experiences.
Deliberate action from government is needed to provide incentives as well as complementary poverty
reduction interventions to CFM-type interventions. Recognition of rights for forest communities will
be an important ﬁrst step in promoting sustainable landscapes, but to address fairness in REDD+,
a better evaluation of synergies and trade-offs between the different stated objectives is needed.
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Further interventions will be necessary to avoid possible negative impacts on existing CFM cases
and on the forest communities already involved in REDD+. Improving institutional coordination,
an equitable beneﬁt-sharing mechanism and capacity-building for community forest carbon monitoring
are important areas requiring attention [89].
In order to keep learning about how to improve interventions for forest carbon and livelihood
outcomes, reliable research methods using solid methodology are needed. Even if there have been
recent improvements, the variation in methods still inhibits comparisons and meta-analyses of case
studies that would provide the necessary quantitative evidence for policy recommendations [119].
Matching techniques and other contextual controls are essential in the selection of sites for
comparison [103], and the construction of credible counterfactuals [79] must be a key element in the
evaluation methods used. More emphasis on analyzing the human and natural aspects concurrently is
much needed to be able to reach strong conclusions about these complex interactions, as well as to
test for synergies and trade-offs between the two and with contextual factors [88]. The construction of
global, spatially-explicit datasets of CFM will be crucial to evaluate the national and global outcomes
of this approach, especially with the major changes happening in forest governance in the context
of REDD+.
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