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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Highlights
	▪ The novel feature of REDD+—payments for results at 

the scale of national or subnational jurisdictions—is 
only now beginning to be tested, more than a decade 
since it was first embraced by the international 
community. Lessons are emerging about the degree 
to which such payments can prompt land use policy 
reforms to mitigate the emissions that cause  
climate change.

	▪ National REDD+ initiatives have helped create 
domestic conditions for addressing deforestation 
and forest degradation, providing an important 
foundation for future impact. These conditions 
include better understanding of deforestation drivers, 
improved forest monitoring capacities, and increased 
stakeholder engagement.

	▪ Subnational jurisdictional approaches are gaining 
traction as a strategic way to link REDD+ incentives, 
sustainable supply chain initiatives, and related 
domestic policies and finance. Many subnational 
jurisdictions across the tropics have made progress 
toward reducing deforestation; but more targeted 
policy reforms, including alignment of incentives at 
subnational, national, and international levels, are 
needed to sustain it.

	▪ A first generation of REDD+ projects has yielded 
important insights into the drivers of deforestation 
that must be addressed at higher levels, including 
land tenure insecurity and demand for globally 
traded commodities. Rigorous evaluations of early 
project-scale REDD+ interventions can help inform 
the design and implementation of jurisdictional-scale 
policies, programs, and initiatives.
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Since it emerged more than 10 years ago, REDD+, 
with its focus on results-based payments through 
global demand for reducing deforestation and 
forest degradation, has been seen as a way to 
promote both climate and development benefits 
from forests. Reducing tropical deforestation and other 
“natural climate solutions” are essential to keeping global 
warming below 1.5°C. Forests not only help mitigate 
climate change through actively sequestering and storing 
carbon, they also provide goods and noncarbon ecosystem 
services that contribute to income, health, access to clean 
water, and moderation of natural disasters, which are 
especially important to poorer households. They also 
regulate hydrology, which is key to maintaining local and 
regional agricultural productivity.

This report summarizes the REDD+ experience 
over the past decade. It draws on research conducted 
under the Global Comparative Study on REDD+ by 
the Center for International Forestry Research to take 
stock of lessons learned from REDD+ implementation 
to inform future forest-based climate change mitigation 
activities. It describes how the idea of REDD+ has 
evolved through international negotiations and early 
implementation, while complementary global initiatives 
have emerged. It analyzes the progress and challenges 
arising from REDD+ initiatives at national, subnational, 
and project scales, and concludes with forward-looking 
recommendations.

REDD+ Evolved in Scale, Scope, Finance Sources, 
and Global Context
The scale of REDD+ implementation has evolved 
from local to jurisdictional. Although REDD+ 
now focuses on the national scale for implementation 
(with subnational in the interim), there was an early 
proliferation of local REDD+ projects largely oriented 
toward the voluntary carbon market. Meanwhile, dozens 
of countries initiated national REDD+ programs, and 
subnational governments began pioneering “jurisdictional 
approaches” to REDD+ and low-emissions development.

The scope of REDD+ also broadened beyond 
its original focus on emission reductions to 
encompass wider sustainable development 
objectives. This was evident in the adoption of REDD+ 
social and environmental safeguards by the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change.

The sources of finance evolved, with most 
funding now coming from a few donor countries’ 
development agencies after the anticipated global 
carbon markets based on compliance regimes 
failed to materialize. This change in the nature of 
finance resulted in a shift away from the core results-
based payments aspect of REDD+ toward support for 
the preparation and implementation of national REDD+ 
strategies. Large-scale, results-based payments as a 
reward for reducing deforestation have been limited to  
a few forest-rich countries.

REDD+ is now embedded in a broader context 
of complementary global initiatives. These 
include corporate zero-deforestation commitments to 
reduce conversion of forests to agricultural commodity 
production, pledges to restore degraded forests and 
landscapes, and initiatives to strengthen the land rights  
of indigenous peoples and local communities.  
Proponents of these initiatives increasingly recognize 
opportunities to integrate their efforts with REDD+ at  
the jurisdictional scale.

REDD+ Progress and Challenges at National, 
Subnational, and Local Levels
Of the more than 50 countries that have launched 
national REDD+ initiatives, most have failed 
to stop or reverse deforestation in absolute 
terms, but clear progress has been made toward 
intermediate milestones. These achievements 
include a better understanding of deforestation drivers, 
stronger and improving forest monitoring capacities, 
and engagement of stakeholders in national forest 
policy discussions. Evidence from Brazil, Indonesia, and 
Guyana—the first recipients of results-based finance—
suggests that REDD+ initiatives positively influenced 
forest governance through increased transparency and 
public participation. REDD+ finance remains dwarfed by 
the underlying drivers of deforestation.

At the subnational level, dozens of provincial and 
district governments are beginning to implement 
jurisdictional strategies that link REDD+, 
sustainable supply chain commitments, and 
domestic policies. A recent study of 39 subnational 
jurisdictions, which encompass 28 percent of the world’s 
remaining tropical forests and which have made clear 
commitments to reducing deforestation, highlights their 
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advances in establishing integrated land use strategies, 
robust multistakeholder processes, and clear performance 
targets. Despite this progress, political and financial 
challenges still need to be addressed.

Lessons from more than 350 local REDD+ 
projects can inform higher-level jurisdictional 
programs. Although land use restrictions can be 
extremely effective in curbing local forest clearing, 
incentives are needed to alleviate the burdens of 
such restrictions on local communities. The rights, 
participation, and livelihoods of local farmers and 
communities, including women, must be prioritized in 
jurisdictional programs to ensure more effective and 
equitable outcomes. It is clear that systemic issues, 
such as land tenure insecurity, must be addressed at 
jurisdictional scales.

Recommendations
Industrialized countries must show greater 
coresponsibility for REDD+ finance beyond 
the few donors that have stepped forward with 
significant pledges of support. Given the ecosystem 
services and climate benefits that forests provide, 
along with their key role in rural development, forest 
conservation should be globally supported through 
increased financial flows to forest-rich developing 
countries and rewarded with market-based incentives. 
Increased transparency about what drives deforestation 
and who benefits from it can inform appropriate demand-
side policies and investments, especially from REDD+-
friendly donor countries.

REDD+ proponents must build constituencies  
for forests across levels and sectors. Strong 
domestic constituencies for forests are needed to 
maintain long-term political interest in forests and 
counteract business-as-usual interests. New narratives 
about the positive contributions that forests make to both 
economic development and climate stability can help 
develop such constituencies.

The international community should encourage 
international and national ambition toward 
climate goals while supporting subnational 
progress and innovation. Bold national policy 
reforms are needed to raise ambition toward planning 
for and achieving REDD+ in Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) toward climate goals. Strategies 

to address deforestation drivers should include rigorous 
implementation of forest law, sustainable commodity 
supply chains, and viable alternatives for those who base 
their livelihoods on forests or on the industries that drive 
deforestation and degradation. Support is also needed for 
subnational jurisdictional approaches that have shown 
concrete progress toward reducing deforestation  
despite scarce international finance. Synergies could be 
achieved by explicitly linking commodity supply chain, 
restoration, and indigenous rights initiatives to the 
REDD+ institutional infrastructure that has been built  
at national and international levels.

Governments should recognize the rights of 
indigenous peoples and local communities. In 
many locations, securing rights for indigenous peoples 
and local communities is key to successful forest-based 
climate change mitigation. Recognizing indigenous 
peoples and local communities as substantive rights 
holders, instead of project beneficiaries, can help place 
them at the center of forest and climate initiatives.

INTRODUCTION
REDD+— short for “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”—debuted on the global stage more than a 
decade ago. The idea prompted high expectations that an 
approach featuring results-based incentives for reducing 
tropical deforestation and degradation could rapidly 
succeed where other approaches had failed. Since then, 
more than 50 countries have launched national REDD+ 
initiatives; dozens of subnational governments have 
experimented with “jurisdictional approaches” to REDD+ 
and low-emissions development; and more than 350 local 
REDD+ projects have been implemented globally. What 
are the lessons learned from REDD+ implementation at 
multiple scales so far? How can those lessons support 
future forest-based climate change mitigation?

This report begins by highlighting the importance of 
REDD+ for meeting global climate and development 
goals. It then discusses how the idea of REDD+ has 
evolved through international negotiations and early 
implementation. It continues by analyzing the progress 
and challenges arising from REDD+ initiatives at 
national, subnational, and project scales based largely 



Forest-Based Climate Mitigation: Lessons From REDD+ Implementation

ISSUE BRIEF  |  October 2019  |  5

on research conducted under the Global Comparative 
Study on REDD+ by the Center for International Forestry 
Research (CIFOR). The report concludes with forward-
looking recommendations.

Why REDD+ Is Important to Forests, Climate Change, 
and Development
In 2007, at the Conference of the Parties to the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) in Bali, climate negotiators embarked on talks 
to determine how international cooperation to reduce 
emissions from deforestation should be incorporated into 
global climate mitigation efforts. A review commissioned 
by the British government had identified reducing 
tropical deforestation as a key element of any strategy to 
substantially reduce global emissions (Stern 2006), and a 
coalition of forest-rich developing countries had proposed 
that such reductions be compensated with financial 
incentives from industrialized countries (Coalition 
for Rainforest Nations 2005). REDD+ was seen as a 
potential quadruple win, with climate benefits linked to 
cobenefits for poverty reduction, better forest governance, 
and biodiversity conservation (Brown et al. 2008). It 
was ultimately incorporated into Article 5 of the Paris 
Agreement in December 2015.

In the meantime, the case for addressing deforestation 
to meet climate goals has become even stronger. Recent 
estimates suggest that stopping deforestation and 
other “natural climate solutions” such as conservation, 
restoration, and improved management of forests, 
wetlands, grasslands, and agricultural lands, could 
provide 37 percent of the cost-effective emissions 
mitigation needed by 2030 to meet the Paris Agreement 
goal of keeping global warming below 2°C (Griscom et 
al. 2017). In addition, emerging science suggests that the 
impact of tropical deforestation on the global climate 
is amplified through accompanying land use emissions 
from forest fires, and agricultural emissions from former 
forestlands, as well as through nongreenhouse gas 
pathways, such as the loss of water cycling functions  
and impacts on atmospheric chemistry (Wolosin and 
Harris 2018).

In addition, evidence of forests’ contributions to 
development objectives continues to accumulate.  
Natural forests and wildlands provide on average 28 
percent of total household income in communities in  
and around forests—nearly as much as agricultural 

crops—supplying food, fuelwood, and fiber for 
consumption and sale (Angelsen et al. 2014). When 
forests are converted to other land uses (such as 
plantation agriculture), households that lose access to 
forest-based livelihoods do not necessarily benefit from 
new sources of employment and income (German et 
al. 2011). Women in these communities may be more 
adversely affected by deforestation than men because 
their rights to land and forests may be less secure (Colfer 
et al. 2016).

The contributions that forests make to health, access 
to clean water, and moderation of natural disasters are 
especially important to poorer households but remain 
largely invisible in national economic decision-making 
(Seymour and Busch 2016). Important initiatives (e.g., 
WAVES1 and the Natural Capital Project2 ) are under way 
to capture the value of forests and other natural resources 
for inclusion in countries’ economic performance 
accounting. New science is illuminating the impacts of 
forests at broader scales. Forests regulate hydrology, 
which influences rainfall, flooding, and groundwater 
recharge both locally (Ellison et al. 2017) and remotely 
(Arraut et al. 2012). Deforestation can induce warmer 
and drier conditions (Silvério et al. 2015), with grave 
implications for maintaining agricultural productivity 
(Lawrence and Vandecar 2014), and the effects can be  
felt over long distances.

The sum of services provided by forests implies that 
the opportunity costs of conserving them for climate 
mitigation is lower than commonly thought and may  
even be negative. In other words, the noncarbon benefits 
of forests may provide sufficient economic justification for 
conserving them.

Lessons from more than  
350 local REDD+ projects  

can inform higher-level  
jurisdictional programs
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THE EVOLUTION OF REDD+
The scale and scope of implementation, sources of 
finance, and broader context for REDD+ initiatives have 
evolved since the idea was first introduced. The three 
sections below summarize key elements of that evolution.

Scale and Scope of Implementation
Since the idea of REDD+ first entered international 
climate negotiations, REDD+ initiatives have been 
promoted at multiple scales, even while the concept 
itself continued to evolve and before the main elements 

were agreed upon under the UNFCCC (Seymour and 
Busch 2016; Angelsen et al. 2018a; Box 1). A UNFCCC 
call for “demonstration activities” in 2007 led to an early 
proliferation of hundreds of local REDD+ projects (Figure 
1). These projects were predominantly implemented by 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) or for-profit 
companies with an orientation toward voluntary carbon 
markets and a focus on smallholders or small-scale forest 
users (Simonet et al. 2015; Sills et al. 2014).

Meanwhile, international funding for “REDD readiness” 
activities (development of national strategies or action 
plans, policies and measures, and capacity building) 
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became available through new entities such as the Forest 
Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF), which became 
operational in 2008, and the UN-REDD program, 
launched in 2008. Dozens of countries initiated national 
REDD+ programs. Simultaneously, provincial and 
district governments began pioneering “jurisdictional 
approaches” to REDD+ and low-emissions development 
(Boyd et al. 2018; Stickler et al. 2018a). Figure 1 
illustrates the growth in the number of initiatives at  
these scales over time.

The final UNFCCC REDD+ framework agreed to in 
2013, often referred to as the Warsaw Framework, 
focuses on the national jurisdictional scale and allows 
subnational jurisdictional programs in the interim. 
Approaching REDD+ at the jurisdictional, rather than 
the project scale, can better address drivers and enabling 
conditions, reduce leakage (i.e., displacing deforestation 
to outside intervention areas) and the risk of reversals 
(e.g., local forest loss from fires or storms), avoid the high 
transaction costs associated with project-scale accounting, 
and give developing countries greater control over their 
forest-based mitigation strategies (Skutsch et al. 2007). 
Moreover, a growing body of research shows that national 
(and subnational) policies are more important than local 
projects in reducing overall deforestation rates (e.g., 
Angelsen and Kaimowitz 1999; Busch and Ferretti-Gallon 
2017; Börner et al. 2018).

During negotiations and early implementation, the 
scope of REDD+ broadened beyond its original focus 
on emission reductions to encompass wider sustainable 
development objectives. The UNFCCC REDD+ social 
and environmental safeguards, which include respect for 
the rights of indigenous people and local communities, 
effective stakeholder participation, promotion of 
livelihoods, and biodiversity conservation, demonstrate 
international policy consensus around this broader focus 
(UNFCCC 2011).

Sources and Targets of Finance
The nature of REDD+ finance was critical to its 
evolution. Key to the original REDD+ theory of change 
was that large-scale results-based finance generated by 
international demand for carbon emissions reduction 
would provide sufficient incentives for protecting 
forests. When anticipated carbon markets failed to 

materialize, the core results-based payments approach 
was de-emphasized and REDD+ became funded 
predominantly through rich countries’ development 
agencies (Seymour and Angelsen 2012). The reliance 
on constrained donor budgets has resulted in a lack of 
certainty among developing countries that performance 
would result in payment. Potential demand for 
performance-based payments far outstrips firm donor 
funding commitments.

Furthermore, the REDD+ donor community has been 
limited to a few countries (such as Norway and Germany), 
which makes REDD+ funding potentially vulnerable to 
political fluctuations (Atmadja et al. 2018). And because 
most aid agencies were used to traditional input-based 
investments, REDD+ finance shifted away from a focus on 
ex post rewards for results and toward ex ante support for 
the preparation and implementation of national REDD+ 
strategies (Angelsen and McNeill 2012; Seymour and 
Busch 2016).

Most international REDD+ funding has been through 
bilateral and multilateral sources outside of the UNFCCC 
and used for “readiness” activities—that is, those focused 
on building systems to monitor forests, increasing 
stakeholder participation in national planning and 
policy processes, and developing systems to safeguard 
against unintended negative social and environmental 
consequences (Lee and Pistorius 2015). Importantly, 
forest-rich developing countries themselves have also 
made substantial investments in REDD+ readiness,  
which are not often acknowledged in global climate 
finance discourses (Atmadja et al. 2018).

The key feature that distinguished REDD+ from 
prior efforts to reduce deforestation—the prospect 
of offering large-scale, results-based financing to 
developing countries as a reward for performance—is 
only now beginning to materialize. In February 2019, 
multilateral REDD+ financing facilities made a series 
of announcements regarding prospective international 
payments to Brazil, Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DRC), and Mozambique for results achieved in reducing 
forest-based emissions, with the latter two focused on 
implementation at the subnational level. The same 
month, it was announced that Indonesia had qualified  
for its first results-based payment under a bilateral 
REDD+ agreement with Norway. In September 2019, 
Norway agreed to pay Gabon $150 million for conserving 
its forests (CAFI 2019).
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BO
X 1 KEY ELEMENTS OF REDD+

As negotiated under the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and endorsed in 
the 2015 Paris Agreement, REDD+ finance and accounting 
take place at the national scale, or at the scale of subnational 
jurisdictions for an indeterminate interim period. REDD+ 
comprises three phases. Phase 1 (“readiness”) includes 
development of national strategies or action plans, 
policies and measures, and capacity building; Phase 2 
(“implementation”) is implementation of Phase 1; and Phase 3 
(“results-based finance”) is payment for emissions reductions 
achieved. To be eligible for results-based finance, countries 
must develop the following elements:

National REDD+ strategy or action plan: A country’s 
strategy or plan is highly dependent on national 
circumstances but should address drivers of deforestation 
and forest degradation, land tenure and forest governance 
issues, gender considerations, and the UNFCCC REDD+ 
safeguards.

Forest Reference Emission Level (FREL) and/or Forest 
Reference Level (FRL): National (or subnational in the 
interim) FRELs and/or FRLs are expressed as metric tons 
of CO2 equivalent per year for a reference period with 
which emissions and removals from a results period will be 
compared. FRELs/FRLs should be transparent, consistent 
with the most recent guidance and guidelines of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), and 
updated periodically.

National Forest Monitoring System (NFMS): A robust and 
transparent national (or subnational in the interim) forest 
monitoring system combines remote sensing and ground-
based forest carbon inventory approaches to estimate 
emissions, removals, and forest area change. It builds on 
existing systems, as appropriate, and enables the monitoring 
of different forest types following national definitions.

Safeguard information system: This system provides 
transparent and accessible information on how all UNFCCC 
safeguards have been addressed and respected. It should 
recognize national sovereignty and legislation, relevant 
international agreements, and gender considerations.

Measurement, Reporting and Verification (MRV) of 
results-based actions: After FREL/FRL assessment, a 
separate technical analysis is conducted to measure, report, 
and verify “anthropogenic forest-related emissions by sources 
and removals by sinks, forest carbon stocks, and forest 
carbon stock and forest-area changes” resulting from the 
implementation of REDD+ activities. MRV should be done as 
part of a national forest monitoring system and follow IPCC 
guidance and guidelines.

Although a number of early REDD+ jurisdictional-scale 
results-based finance agreements were concluded before the 
UNFCCC negotiations were completed, all contain language 
related to the above elements to a greater or lesser degree.

Source: REDD + Web Platform n.d.. https://redd.unfccc.int/fact-sheets.html.
Accessed July 2019.

The evolution of REDD+ has resulted in contradictory 
discourses about forest-based climate mitigation 
policy options. Local projects are quite different from 
national and subnational REDD+ programs, and 
public finance is quite different from market-based 
approaches. Nevertheless, different stakeholders use the 
term “REDD+” to refer to all of these. Early opposition 

to REDD+ was generated prior to 2009 when it was 
understood as predominantly private, project-scale 
transactions to be financed through compliance-based 
markets for forest carbon offsets. Although such 
transactions were never implemented, the skepticism  
of REDD+ among some stakeholders continues despite  
its considerable evolution over the past decade.
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Complementary Global Initiatives
In the meantime, global initiatives that are 
complementary to REDD+ have emerged to reduce 
conversion of forests to agricultural commodity 
production, restore forests and landscapes, and 
strengthen the land rights of indigenous peoples  
and local communities.

The commitments of hundreds of companies to eliminate 
deforestation from their agricultural commodity supply 
chains brought widespread attention to the potential 
positive role of the private sector in helping reduce 
tropical deforestation (Taylor and Streck 2018). These 
“zero deforestation” commitments were made largely 
in the context of the Consumer Goods Forum and the 
2014 New York Declaration on Forests (NYDF) with 
ambitious targets for full implementation by 2020. 
So far, evidence of the impact of these commitments 
has proved elusive (Taylor and Streck 2018). Many 
private-sector initiatives were initially disconnected 
from public policies and programs, but participating 
companies supporting platforms such as the Tropical 
Forest Alliance increasingly recognize the importance of 
linking their efforts to government initiatives–including 
offering conditional preferential sourcing across entire 
jurisdictions–to be able to realize their goals (Stickler et 
al. 2018b; Pacheco et al. 2018).

As REDD+ and zero-deforestation commitments put 
forest protection high on the international agenda, 
increasing momentum behind the 2011 Bonn Challenge 
raised international ambition for forest and landscape 
restoration. The pledge to restore 150 million hectares 
of cleared and degraded land by 2020, and 350 million 
hectares by 2030, was endorsed at the 2014 UN Climate 
Summit and included in the NYDF and has been 
complemented by regional initiatives in Africa and Latin 
America. The recent international declaration of 2021–30 
as the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration could help 
scale up these efforts (UNEP 2019).

Finally, there has been renewed global attention to the 
importance of strengthening the rights and livelihoods 
of indigenous peoples and local communities. Recent 
research highlights the vast amount of carbon stored in 
locally managed forestlands, one-third of which lacks 
formal recognition of customary rights (RRI 2018). 
Indigenous peoples and local community members have 

been subject to increasing acts of violence, murder, and 
intimidation related to conflicts over land and resources 
(Global Witness 2017; Sunderlin et al. 2018b). There are 
strong calls to secure collective tenure rights (Dooley and 
Stabinsky 2018) and encourage collaborative partnerships 
with indigenous peoples (Garnett et al. 2018) to meet 
climate, conservation, and development objectives.

Proponents of global initiatives such as REDD+, 
sustainable commodity supply chains, forest and 
landscape restoration, and rights-based approaches to 
development are increasingly recognizing opportunities 
to integrate their efforts at the jurisdictional scale. 
Jurisdictional approaches to forest and land use 
governance across entire governmental territories offer 
opportunities to connect international REDD+ financial 
incentives and market-based incentives linked to 
deforestation-free supply commitments with domestic 
policy and finance to protect and restore forests and 
improve the rights and livelihoods of local people 
(Nepstad et al. 2013; DiGiano et al. 2016; Boyd et al. 
2018; Stickler et al. 2018a; Umunay et al. 2018).

NATIONAL REDD+ INITIATIVES
Following the concept’s inclusion in the 2007 UNFCCC 
Bali Action Plan, more than 50 countries have initiated 
national REDD+ programs (Figure 2), and 55 countries 
explicitly mention REDD+ in their Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) to the Paris Agreement (Pham et al. 
2018). As of September 2019, 39 countries had submitted 
forest reference emission levels (FRELs) to the UNFCCC, 
7 had sent links to their national REDD+ strategies, 
and 4–Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, and Malaysia–had 
fulfilled all UNFCCC requirements to access results-
based payments through the Green Climate Fund, which 
launched a pilot program to finance that aspect of REDD+ 
in 2017. Although most national REDD+ initiatives have 
so far failed to arrest and reverse deforestation in absolute 
terms, discernible progress has been made toward 
intermediate milestones, which are described as follows.

Progress Achieved with Readiness Finance
Internationally and nationally funded readiness activities 
have improved the enabling conditions to tackle 
deforestation and forest degradation in several countries 
(Lee and Pistorius 2015). Achievements include a better 
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Source: Adapted from Seymour and Busch 2016.

understanding of deforestation drivers, stronger and 
improving forest monitoring capacities (Romijn et al. 
2015), engagement of stakeholders in national forest 
policy discussions, and improved policy coordination 
among national ministries involved in the governance 
of forestlands. Countries that were further advanced in 
the process used readiness funding to develop national 
REDD+ strategies (with strategies for subnational 
implementation where relevant and feasible), national 
forest monitoring systems, FRELs, and safeguard 
information systems.

Brazil (2008)

Indonesia (2010)

Liberia (2008)

Peru (2014)

Colombia (2015)
Guyana (2009)

Countries with performance-based finance agreements signed
Countries that have initiated REDD+ programs

Ecuador (2014)

Mozambique (2019) 

Democratic Republic
of the Congo (2019)

Gabon (2019)
Ghana(2019)

In Colombia, readiness finance contributed to putting 
forests on the national political agenda through 
interministerial coordination and the establishment 
of a national multistakeholder platform. This progress 
resulted in the government’s pledge to achieve zero net 
deforestation in the Colombian Amazon by 2020 (Streck 
et al. 2015), and a four-country partnership (among 
Colombia, Germany, Norway, and the United Kingdom) 
for results-based funding signed in November 2015. 
Readiness finance also supported Colombia’s national 
strategy for controlling deforestation, Bosques Territorios 
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de Vida, which includes subnational strategies in the 
Amazon and Pacific regions (Government of Colombia 
2019). President Ivan Duque’s 2019 announcement of a 
new offensive against illegal deforestation suggests the 
political resilience of the national commitments in the 
face of significant challenges following the country’s 2016 
peace agreement.

The DRC used readiness funds to develop its national 
REDD+ strategy, establish a national fund for REDD+ 
finance, create a platform for the participation of civil 
society, and improve its forest monitoring capacity (Johns 
2015). In Ghana, REDD+ funding catalyzed cooperation 
between the forestry commission and companies engaged 
in cocoa production to promote climate-smart cocoa 
(Asare 2015). In Mexico, REDD+ funding was used to 
develop a forestry policy with rural development at its 
core, and to pilot sustainable management practices 
that can be scaled up in a national program (Bauche 
2015). Mexico also developed a safeguards system with 
legal, institutional, and compliance frameworks for 
implementation at national and subnational levels (SIS 
2019).

Progress Achieved in Anticipation of Results-Based 
Payments
Brazil (2008), Guyana (2009), and Indonesia (2010), 
were the first recipients of firm commitments to results-
based payments, which were offered by Norway and 
played a role in REDD+ being integrated into national 
development policy (Norad Evaluation Department 
2017). Evidence suggests that REDD+ initiatives 
positively influenced forest governance through increased 
transparency and public participation, with the results-
based payment aspect of REDD+ likely contributing to 
these outcomes (Seymour and Busch 2016).

Brazil succeeded in reducing Amazonian deforestation 
by about 80 percent from 2004 to 2012 through a series 
of public policies and private and sectoral measures 
(Assunção et al. 2012; Nepstad et al. 2014). Although the 
initiation of these efforts predated Brazil’s 2008 REDD+ 
memorandum of understanding with Norway, some have 
argued that the agreement helped consolidate the political 
will needed for continued progress (Seymour and Busch 
2016). While the Amazonian deforestation rate in Brazil 
remains lower than when the bilateral agreement started, 
it has increased since 2012 (Moutinho et al. 2016). A 27 

percent uptick in deforestation in 2015–16 compared 
with 2014–15, combined with a lower reference level 
(consistent with rules established for performance-based 
contributions to the Amazon Fund3) led to a 62 percent 
reduction in Norway’s 2017 payment compared with the 
average of previous payments (Norwegian Ministry of 
Climate and Environment 2017).

The February 2019 decision of the Green Climate Fund 
(GCF) to pay Brazil $96.5 million for forest-based 
emissions reductions in 2014–15 (as one of the first 
grants from its REDD+ pilot program) was controversial 
in light of President Jair Bolsonaro’s announced 
intentions to relax various forest protection measures. 
The Brazilian case highlights the importance of timing 
of verification-payment cycles in REDD+: the greater 
the lag time after performance, the more likely it is 
that a new administration will inherit the reward. The 
payment, however, provides an important signal to the 
new Brazilian administration, and to other forest-rich 
developing countries, that the international community is 
committed to rewarding the global public good of tropical 
forest conservation. In addition to Brazil, Colombia and 
Ecuador have reported verified emissions reductions at 
the national level, and have also presented proposals to 
the GCF for results-based payments. In July 2019, the 
GCF agreed to pay Ecuador $18.6 million for results 
achieved in 2014.

In Indonesia, the national REDD+ initiative catalyzed by 
a 2010 letter of intent with Norway facilitated a number 
of important achievements. It prompted new policy 
measures, including a moratorium on new licenses for oil 
palm and timber plantations and logging concessions in 
mature forests and peatlands after May 2011, the “One 
Map” initiative to collect and harmonize spatial land use 
data, and progress on anticorruption efforts (Seymour 
and Busch 2016). Importantly, it also bolstered the 
indigenous rights agenda, as described in Box 2.

Forest loss in Indonesia declined in 2017, and again 
in 2018. Government initiatives to extend and expand 
the 2011 moratorium–to include peatlands already 
covered by licenses–and other measures in the wake of 
the catastrophic 2015 forest fires likely contributed to 
this outcome (Weisse and Goldman 2018, 2019), along 
with other factors such as wetter weather conditions 
and low commodity prices. In 2018, the moratorium 
on new licenses for oil palm plantations was extended 



12  |  

BO
X 2 REDD+ AND THE INDIGENOUS RIGHTS AGENDA IN INDONESIA

“We see REDD+ as an opportunity for us [indigenous 
people] to be seen. . . .When you talk about forests you 
cannot exclude talking about us.”

—Mina Setra, Deputy Secretary General, Indigenous People’s 
Alliance of the Archipelago (AMAN) in an Indonesia Center for 
Global Development podcast, August 7, 2014. www.cgdev.org/blog/
surprising-indigenous-view-redd-mina-setra-and-frances-seymour.

Indonesia’s forest rights agenda made considerable progress 
in the decade following initiation of the country’s national 
REDD+ program. Ongoing efforts to achieve progressive 
changes in law and policy accelerated. The most prominent 
achievement, Indonesia’s landmark 2012 Supreme Court 
decision to recognize indigenous rights to forest land 
(Constitutional Court Decision 2012), led to Presidential 
recognition of 18 customary territories, and spawned 
numerous district-level regulations.

This progress was enabled by several factors. Civil society 
organizations concerned with forest access and rights have 
been well organized in Indonesia since 1998 (Di Gregorio et 
al. 2012), and indigenous rights issues featured prominently 
in the evolving REDD+ policy arena (Moeliono et al. 2014). 
An open and transparent early REDD+ process facilitated by 
a national REDD+ task force (later briefly incarnated as an 
agency) encouraged multistakeholder collaboration to design 
the national REDD+ strategy. While the overall REDD+ policy 
network was characterized by multiple actors and policy 
coalitions with often conflicting and competing interests 
(Brockhaus et al. 2014) and different understandings of equity 
(Di Gregorio et al. 2013), safeguards and forest rights were 
consistently high on the REDD+ agenda.

Civil society organizations such as AMAN (a national 
federation of indigenous groups) leveraged the policy space 
created by REDD+ to legitimize a social justice agenda, taking 
strategic advantage of REDD+ as a prominent multilevel policy 
formulation process. In 2012, the REDD+ task force invited 
AMAN to submit maps of indigenous territories to be included 

in the moratorium map that year. Subsequently, AMAN won 
the Supreme Court decision (Constitutional Court Decision 
2012) that opened the door to government recognition of 
indigenous territories within state forest lands.

Interests opposed to recognizing indigenous rights to forests 
had come from both the public and private sectors. National 
and regional forestry officials stood to lose control over state 
forests and associated revenues, while corporate concessions 
for timber, mining, and plantations could be jeopardized. 
District governments, which must grant recognition to 
indigenous communities to qualify for land rights transfers, 
also grant permits to companies for resource extraction 
from government land. These factors may help explain why 
recognition of indigenous rights to land has been rare (van 
der Muur 2018).

In 2015, the opportunity to leverage the national REDD+ 
process to advance the indigenous rights agenda shifted 
when a new government dissolved the REDD+ agency and 
subsumed REDD+ affairs into the newly created Ministry of 
Environment and Forestry (Korhonen-Kurki et al. 2017). In this 
process, the focus of REDD+ and forest rights was redirected 
to a revived “social forestry” agenda (dating back to the late 
1980s), which aims to devolve management of large areas 
of forestland to local communities. Over the past decades, 
previous social forestry programs had mixed impact (Maryudi 
et al. 2012; Moeliono et al. 2017), granting communities 
increased responsibilities but only limited forest management 
rights.

While Indonesia’s national REDD+ initiative initially provided 
an opening for indigenous groups to advance their territorial 
rights claims, it remains to be seen whether forward 
momentum can be maintained. While AMAN endorsed the 
candidacy of Joko Widodo for President in the 2014 election 
based on his promises to advance the indigenous rights 
agenda, the alliance withheld its endorsement for either 
candidate in the 2019 election, having been disappointed by 
limited progress (Gokkon 2019).

https://www.cgdev.org/blog/surprising-indigenous-view-redd-mina-setra-and-frances-seymour
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/surprising-indigenous-view-redd-mina-setra-and-frances-seymour
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again for another three years. In February 2019, Norway 
announced that it will pay Indonesia for 4.8 megatonnes 
of carbon dioxide (MtCO2) reduced in 2017 against the 
historical baseline (2006–16) as the REDD+ agreement 
moves into the results-based finance phase (Norway in 
Indonesia 2019).

In Guyana, REDD+ finance accelerated the formulation 
of several key national forestry policies; development of a 
strong national measurement, reporting, and verification 
(MRV) system (Norad 2013); and tenure regularization 
of indigenous lands (Laing 2015). While REDD+ has 
persisted on the national agenda since Guyana and 
Norway’s agreement in 2009, questions remain about the 
role of REDD+ finance in relation to the country’s current 
dependence on mining exports and future as a major oil 
exporter (Laing 2018). A recent analysis, however, shows 
that prospective REDD+ payments are competitive with 
state revenues from logging and mining leases in light of 
the low level of rent capture from extractive industries 
(Overman et al. 2019).

With bilateral agreements limited to a handful of 
countries, most countries are looking to multilateral 
REDD+ mechanisms for results-based finance. As of 
September 2019, 20 countries had progressed to the 
Carbon Fund (i.e., results-based payment) phase of their 
participation in the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, 
a multilateral trust fund managed by the World Bank 
to support REDD+ efforts. The Carbon Fund requires 
development of national REDD+ strategies, MRV 
systems, and environmental and social safeguards to 
be eligible for emission reduction payment agreements 
(ERPAs) in which the REDD+ country is the seller and the 
FCPF is the buyer of verified emissions reductions. DRC, 
Mozambique, and Ghana are the first countries to sign 
ERPAs so far. National stakeholder involvement in FCPF 
processes has substantially raised government, and in 
some cases private sector, interest in and understanding 
of the role forests play in climate change mitigation, 
ecosystem service maintenance, and land tenure issues 
(Stolle 2018).

Challenges in Addressing the Underlying Drivers  
of Deforestation
For REDD+ to be successful, a transition away from 
the forces that drive business-as-usual deforestation is 
needed both within and beyond the forestry sector, and 
far beyond the policy domains of tropical countries where 

deforestation takes place (Brockhaus and Angelsen 2012). 
Such a transition requires transformational change, 
which has been defined as shifts in political discourses, 
economic incentives, and power relations that lead 
away from business-as-usual policy approaches that 
directly or indirectly support deforestation and forest 
degradation (Brockhaus and Angelsen 2012; Di Gregorio 
et al. 2012). For instance, dominant narratives of national 
development often privilege the role of extending 
agriculture and infrastructure into forest frontiers as a 
way of generating revenue and employment.

Strategies for achieving REDD+ objectives inherently 
require coordination across sectors. However, there are 
often fundamental differences in goals and interests 
related to forests and natural resources, and political 
coalitions may actively undermine sustainability efforts 
and local peoples’ rights (Larson et al. 2018a). Those who 
deforest, such as government agricultural and mining 
agencies, private firms, and elites with special interests, 
may coordinate more effectively with one another than 
those seeking low-emissions alternatives (Ravikumar et 
al. 2018). Not all solutions will be resolved through better 
coordination; regulations and law enforcement, as well as 
collective action, are also needed (Larson et al. 2018a).

Many REDD+ initiatives have thus far failed to address 
the key underlying drivers of land use change. A growing 
evidence base shows that the drivers of deforestation 
are embedded in global and domestic commodity chains 
and investments in commodities such as beef, palm oil, 
soybeans, cocoa, timber, and pulp and paper (De Sy 
2015; Austin et al. 2017; Henders et al. 2015; Curtis et 
al. 2018). Brazil’s early success in tackling large-scale 
drivers resulted from a policy mix that was built on 
command-and-control interventions (Börner et al. 2015) 
and included global commodity chain actors (Gibbs et al. 
2015).

Not all forest-rich countries, however, have aimed to 
address these drivers or to change the behavior of the 
domestic and transnational agents who benefit most from 
deforestation. For instance, a review of early REDD+ 
readiness documents from 43 countries found that most 
proposed interventions did not match the identified 
large-scale, and often commodity-driven, drivers of 
deforestation. Instead, proposed activities fell under the 
categories of sustainable forest management, woodfuel 
efficiency, and agroforestry, and seemed to shy away from 
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controlling large commercial actors with well-developed 
lobbying capacities (Salvini et al. 2014). Despite improved 
understanding of deforestation drivers through improved 
spatial assessments using remote sensing and ground 
data and new platforms to trace commodity supply 
chains, powerful agents of deforestation can ignore or 
control this information to protect business-as-usual 
interests (De Sy et al. 2018). More recently national 
REDD+ strategies from select countries explicitly include 
interventions to tackle commodity-driven deforestation, 
such as deforestation-free palm oil agreements at national 
and subnational levels in Colombia and Ecuador. And 
as described further below, REDD+ initiatives are 
increasingly being linked to sustainable commodity 
supply chain initiatives at subnational scales.

Triggering Transformational Change
Featured prominently in a study of factors triggering 
progress toward transformational change in countries 
advancing REDD+ initiatives was the presence of diverse 

coalitions calling for such change, as in Indonesia and 
Brazil (Korhonen-Kurki et al. 2014; Korhonen-Kurki 
et al. 2019; Brockhaus et al. 2017). The strength of 
these coalitions varied considerably among countries, 
but nowhere did they become stronger than the long-
established coalitions for business as usual (Di Gregorio 
et al. 2017; Brockhaus and Di Gregorio 2014).

The study also revealed that financial incentives 
accelerated REDD+ implementation in countries with 
national forest ownership such as Brazil, Indonesia, 
and Guyana. However, national ownership can prove 
ineffective for transitioning away from large-scale drivers 
of deforestation if governments are closely tied to those 
who represent powerful business-as-usual interests (see 
Cole et al. 2017 for Laos; May et al. 2016 for Brazil; and 
Brockhaus et al. 2017). The scale of REDD+ financial 
incentives pales beside its business-as-usual competition. 
For example, the value of illegally traded timber alone 
may exceed the total value of all official development aid 
(Barber and Canby 2018), and large-scale investments in 
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SAMPLE OF STATES AND PROVINCES DEVELOPING LOW-EMISSIONS DEVELOPMENT 
STRATEGIES INCLUDED IN EARTH INNOVATION INSTITUTE, CIFOR, AND GOVERNORS’ CLIMATE 
AND FORESTS TASK FORCE STUDY ON SUBNATIONAL JURISDICTIONAL APPROACHES

Note: Tropical states and provinces in green are members of the Governors’ Climate and Forests Task Force; those in purple are developing low-emissions development 
strategies outside of this network.

Source: Stickler et al. 2018a.
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land conversion and subsidies to the agriculture sector 
vastly outstrip investments in reducing forest-based 
climate emissions in tropical countries (ODI 2015; 
Climate Focus 2017).

In summary, while many countries have made significant 
progress in addressing forest loss through national 
REDD+ initiatives, multilateral results-based payments 
are only just beginning to flow, and the scale of available 
finance is dwarfed by the scale of the challenges.

SUBNATIONAL JURISDICTIONAL 
APPROACHES TO REDD+ AND  
LOW-EMISSIONS DEVELOPMENT
The emergence of subnational governments as leaders in 
REDD+ and low-emissions development was bolstered 
by the Governors’ Climate and Forests Task Force, 
established by nine governors from Brazil, Indonesia, and 
the United States in 2008, which recognized subnational 
jurisdictions as important sites of forest-based climate 
policy implementation, innovation, and learning (Boyd 
et al. 2018). Subnational governments have legal and 
political power in decentralized systems (Larson and 
Ribot 2009, Boyd et al. 2018) and are closer to the 
farmers and communities making land use decisions 
(Stickler et al. 2014).

The state of Acre in Brazil developed the world’s first 
jurisdictional REDD+ program through its 2010 System 
of Incentives for Environmental Services law and has 
been supported by the German government’s REDD+ 
Early Movers (REM) program since 2012. Acre’s FREL 
and safeguard information systems are aligned with those 
at the national level to ensure compatibility with national 
REDD+ goals. Acre was one of the first members of the 
Governors’ Climate and Forests Task Force, and as of 
September 2019, the task force had 35 tropical member 
states and provinces in eight countries (www.gcftf.org). 
Figure 3 shows tropical member states and provinces, as 
well as others undertaking low-emissions development 
strategies.

For example, the signed ERPAs in DRC and Mozambique, 
mentioned earlier, will be piloted through subnational 
jurisdictional REDD+ programs in the provinces of 
Mai-Ndombe and Zambezia, respectively (Reyniers 2018, 
Simonet and David 2018). Furthermore, district and 

municipal networks to promote sustainable development 
have been implemented in Brazil (e.g., the Green 
Municipalities Program) and in Indonesia (Roundtable 
for Sustainable Districts, or LTKL).

In addition, a number of programs in subnational 
jurisdictions have been initiated with an explicit focus 
on linkages to sustainable commodity supply chains. For 
instance, the BioCarbon Fund’s Initiative for Sustainable 
Forest Landscapes (ISLF), managed by the World Bank,  
is targeting subnational jurisdictions in Colombia, 
Ethiopia, Indonesia, Mexico, and Zambia where 
agriculture is a key driver of land use change (World 
Bank 2019). Better alignment of results-based REDD+ 
payments with preferential access to markets and finance 
for commodities that are legally and sustainably produced 
could create incentives stacked at different jurisdictional 
scales. However the effectiveness of such incentives will 
be limited if a significant share of demand for forest-risk 
commodities is from domestic or emerging markets that 
are not yet sensitive to concerns about deforestation.

While subnational jurisdictional approaches are attracting 
substantial attention, many such initiatives are still in the 
formative stages, and further assessment of key design 
and implementation principles and their relationship 
to outcomes is needed. A recent study of the 39 tropical 
states and provinces (see Figure 3) that have made 
formal commitments to reducing deforestation shows 
most made progress toward their goals by developing key 
enabling measures. Such measures included developing 
integrated jurisdictional land use management strategies, 
establishing robust multistakeholder processes, and 
formulating clear performance targets. Deforestation 
decreased in just under half of these jurisdictions in 
2012–17 relative to projected subnational FRELs, 
although the impacts of sustainability policies–both 
individual policy interventions and sets of policies 
implemented as a whole–on deforestation outcomes 
remain to be evaluated (Stickler et al. 2018a; Stickler, 
2018b).

In the meantime, experience from subnational 
jurisdictional approaches to REDD+ and low-emissions 
development shows potential for increasing benefits to 
indigenous peoples and local communities by prioritizing 
the rights recognition and participation of traditional 
forest guardians across entire jurisdictions (DiGiano et 
al. 2016). Indeed, in 2018 the Governors’ Climate and 
Forests Task Force adopted a set of guiding principles 
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for collaboration and partnership between subnational 
governments, indigenous peoples, and local communities 
to support such rights-based approaches (GCF Task  
Force 2018).

Political and Financial Barriers to Subnational 
Jurisdictional Approaches
Subnational jurisdictional approaches to REDD+ and 
low-emissions development present new opportunities 
for creative alternatives to business as usual. However, 
there are very real political challenges for the elected 
officials pursuing these approaches, including difficulties 
in moving from commitments to implementation, limited 
rewards–and sometimes significant political risk–for 
their efforts, and political turnover that impedes any 
government-led approach (Boyd et al. 2018). Subnational 
governments, in particular, may face barriers to 
innovation due to national governments’ tendencies to 
centralize decision-making at the national level (Trench 
et al. 2018) and limited budgets and capacities (Libert 
Amico and Trench 2016).

Finance and investment to support the progress of 
subnational jurisdictions is still lacking. Germany’s 
REDD+ Early Movers program provided direct results-
based finance to the states of Acre and Mato Grosso 
in Brazil for reducing their deforestation rates from 
their historical baselines, but most international 
climate finance committed to subnational jurisdictions 
has not been conditional on results (Stickler et al. 
2018b). Approval of the California Tropical Forest 
Standard—specifically designed to support tropical forest 
jurisdictions through potential international, sector-based 
forest offsets in the California cap-and-trade system—
by the state’s Air Resources Board in September 2019 
provided an important signal for potential market-based 
finance to reward progress.

Finally, although the jurisdictional approach concept 
is increasingly being adopted by key supply chain 
companies (e.g., Unilever, Mars), platforms (e.g., 
Consumer Goods Forum, Tropical Forest Alliance), 
and initiatives (e.g., Cocoa and Forests Initiative), 
barriers to private-public partnerships still need to be 
resolved (Luttrell et al. 2018a; Boyd et al. 2018). These 
barriers include questions about how to operationalize 
preferential sourcing and investment at jurisdictional 

scales, and what metrics of jurisdictional performance 
should be used. Companies and investors may not know 
how to engage with local governments and may face 
significant reputational risk associated with investment in 
places that are just beginning to address deforestation. To 
address these barriers, there is a need for simple and safe 
partnerships between committed companies and local 
governments to realize mutually defined goals (Nepstad 
2019). Transparent monitoring and reporting of progress 
toward these goals in the context of sustainable sourcing 
arrangements is also needed to hold private and public 
actors accountable for their promises.

LESSONS FROM LOCAL REDD+ 
INITIATIVES
Although under the UNFCCC, REDD+ finance and 
accounting take place at jurisdictional scales, rigorous 
evaluations of early REDD+ projects can help inform 
the design and implementation of jurisdictional policies, 
programs, and initiatives that will likely affect the rights 
and livelihoods of rural producers and local communities. 
Since 2010, CIFOR has evaluated the impacts of 23 local 
REDD+ projects in Brazil, Peru, Cameroon, Tanzania, 
Indonesia, and Vietnam.

Findings highlight some important early impacts:

	▪ Some reduced deforestation. Nine local REDD+ 
initiatives reduced deforestation in their communities 
relative to control areas with the reduction in average 
annual deforestation rates ranging from 0.4 to 2.3 
percentage points (Bos et al. 2017).

	▪ Some evidence of livelihood benefits. No systematic 
negative impacts of these REDD+ interventions were 
observed on local welfare (Sunderlin et al. 2017), 
with some evidence of significant livelihood benefits 
(Duchelle et al. 2018a).

	▪ Little effect on land tenure. Sensitive and systemic 
issues such as land tenure conflicts cannot be fully 
addressed at the project scale. For instance, while 
REDD+ interventions did not worsen smallholder 
tenure insecurity, there is little evidence that projects’ 
efforts to address tenure security produced positive 
results (Sunderlin et al. 2018a).



Forest-Based Climate Mitigation: Lessons From REDD+ Implementation

ISSUE BRIEF  |  October 2019  |  17

	▪ Need more attention to gender. While there are 
examples of REDD+ projects enhancing women’s 
participation in village decision-making (Kariuki 
and Birner 2016; Sharma et al. 2017), there is also 
evidence that implementers could do more to 
promote gender equality and safeguard women’s 
rights. Stereotypes and false assumptions regarding 
women’s roles in forest management may help explain 
the limited attention given to gender in early REDD+ 
activities (Larson et al. 2018b).

	▪ Need more local participation. Meaningful 
participation in local REDD+ projects is often 
limited. Some projects did not exhibit comprehensive 
free, prior, and informed consent, and others gave 
insufficient attention to integrating local needs 
(Sunderlin et al. 2018b; Duchelle et al. 2018b).

	▪ Incentives alleviate the burden of restrictions 
on land use. Incentives for smallholders and 
communities (e.g., payments, infrastructure, 
livelihood support) significantly alleviated the 
burdens of land use restrictions (e.g., through law 
enforcement, protected areas) associated with some 
local REDD+ initiatives (Duchelle et al. 2017).

An extensive review of recent impact studies of REDD+ 
projects is consistent with the findings summarized above 
(Duchelle et al. 2018c). The few studies published on 
carbon/land use outcomes show moderately encouraging 
results, while the more numerous studies on well-being 
highlight small or mixed results that are more likely to 
be positive when incentives are part of the intervention. 
While many REDD+ projects take place in areas with 
long histories of forest-related conflict and injustice, 
early concerns that REDD+ would systematically worsen 
those conditions is not supported by the overall evidence. 
In some places, however, REDD+ projects created high 
expectations locally, especially related to the prospects of 
substantial cash transfers, which were never realized due 
to lack of predictable finance (Angelsen and Vatn 2016).

Together, these project findings highlight the importance 
of addressing systemic issues such as land tenure 
insecurity at jurisdictional scales and the need to avoid 
shifting REDD+ burdens to the local level since the actual 
drivers of deforestation are often operating at higher 
levels (Luttrell et al. 2018b). They also underscore the 
importance of prioritizing the rights, participation, and 

livelihoods of local farmers and communities, including 
women, in jurisdictional REDD+ initiatives to ensure 
more effective and equitable outcomes.

CHALLENGES OF INTEGRATING REDD+ 
ACROSS SCALES
As REDD+ moves into the results-based finance phase, 
countries are wrestling with issues of integrating 
accounting, strategies, and finance across local, state/
provincial, and national scales. Accountability for 
NDCs to the Paris Agreement, negotiations around the 
Agreement’s Article 6 (which governs the international 
transfer or sale of emission reduction units), and 
the prospect of the inclusion of forest carbon credits 
in various emissions-reduction compliance regimes 
(including one being developed by the International 
Civil Aviation Organization) all require the alignment of 
REDD+ accounting across scales to avoid double counting 
results when emission reductions are claimed, sold, or 
traded (Lee et al. 2018).

National governments are unlikely to meet climate 
targets based on reducing land use emissions without 
meaningful engagement of subnational governments, 

Stereotypes and false 
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given to gender in early  

REDD+ activities 
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especially in countries where local jurisdictions exercise 
authority over land use planning and permitting. A 
review of NDCs of REDD+ countries shows that less 
than one-fourth highlight the potential contribution of 
subnational governments to their national mitigation 
goals (Sarmiento Barletti et al. 2018). As mentioned 
earlier, decentralization can give subnational 
governments substantial legal and political power, 
but there is a need to clarify both the authorities and 
resources required for local governments to implement 
policies effectively. Effective decentralization has been 
impeded in many countries, such as Vietnam (Yang et al. 
2016), Peru (Kowler et al. 2016), and Indonesia (Indrato 
et al. 2012) by a lack of financial and labor resources 
and capacity, despite the increased responsibilities 
and mandates devolved to lower levels of government. 
The evolution of REDD+ finance and accounting to the 
jurisdictional scale has also changed the dynamic for 
existing REDD+ projects, which can no longer anticipate 
direct participation in international transactions with 
Paris-compliant carbon markets. There is an opportunity, 
however, to “nest” existing REDD+ projects into 
jurisdictional programs, and catalyze new local actions,  
to contribute to higher-level emission reduction targets 
(Lee et al. 2018).

As international results-based finance begins to flow, 
national governments must also grapple with downstream 

benefit-sharing mechanisms. Debates around benefit 
sharing involve questions of equity; that is, Who should 
benefit from REDD+? Who has a right to the benefits? 
and Whose perspective matters? For instance, Luttrell 
et al. (2013) describe different rationales for benefit 
sharing, including purposefully channeling benefits to 
those with legal rights; those who have achieved emission 
reductions; low-emitting forest stewards; those who have 
incurred costs and require compensation; facilitators 
of REDD+ implementation; or, the poorest. A critical 
examination of the underlying narratives that influence 
design of benefit-sharing mechanisms is needed relative 
to their contextual conditions if REDD+ is to be effective, 
equitable, and legitimate (Wong et al. 2019). Lessons 
from earlier benefit-sharing experiences can be used 
to identify and mitigate risks of inequitable outcomes 
(Loft et al. 2017). For example, under the REM program 
in Acre, Brazil, 70–90 percent of German funds go 
directly to local actors, including indigenous peoples and 
traditional communities that act as conservation stewards 
and farmers and cattle ranchers, who are reducing 
deforestation along the agrarian frontier (KfW 2017).

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION
Given the lessons learned from REDD+ implementation 
to date, and new prospects of results-based finance on the 
horizon, we lay out the following recommendations for 
moving forward:

Accelerate transformational change in REDD+ finance 
and market incentives
Greater coresponsibility is needed from the international 
community beyond the few countries that have stepped 
forward with significant pledges of REDD+ finance. Given 
the ecosystem services and climate benefits that forests 
provide, along with their key role in rural development, 
forest protection should be globally supported through 
increased financial flows to forest-rich developing 
countries and rewarded with market-based incentives.

Currently, the obligations of donor countries–in terms 
of the amounts or modalities of funding to be provided–
are not as well articulated in the REDD+ framework as 
are the requirements for recipient countries (Martius 
et al. 2018). A functional carbon market or broader 
partnerships between rich and forest-rich countries that 
create demand for jurisdictional forest-based emissions 
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reductions could increase incentives for change. Efforts 
in that direction have progressed slowly, in part due to 
outdated leakage concerns about the quality of forest 
carbon credits based on project-scale implementation.

In addition, the effectiveness of REDD+ finance could 
be bolstered by nascent demand-side policies to address 
illegal logging or the conversion of forest to agricultural 
production, and to reward production practices certified 
as legal and sustainable. Efforts to reduce the conversion 
of tropical forests to produce globally traded commodities 
have not yet balanced obligations between producer 
and consumer jurisdictions. Some rich countries, such 
as those in the European Union, have begun to restrict 
imports (or at least eligibility for subsidies, in the case 
of biodiesel based on palm oil) linked to deforestation. 
Positive incentives for sustainable production (such as 
preferential sourcing or price premiums) have been much 
slower to materialize.

Build stable and more powerful constituencies for 
forests across levels and sectors
Transformational change within countries will require 
strong domestic constituencies that support forest 
conservation and sustainable land use across sectors 
and levels of government. Such constituencies can help 
maintain long-term political interest in forests, even 
through governmental turnovers, and help counteract 
the multilevel influence (and venue shopping) of 
deforestation agents. New narratives about the positive 
contributions forests make to both economic development 
and climate goals can help support such constituencies 
(Angelsen et al. 2018c). In fact, elements of successful 
forest conservation and restoration initiatives in Brazil, 
Costa Rica, Ethiopia, India, South Korea, and other 
countries have been identified as national and political 
ownership through a proforest narrative, long-term 
political will, and cross-sectoral coordination (Angelsen  
et al. 2018c).

Promote transparency to address the drivers of defor-
estation
More effort is needed to tackle the large-scale drivers 
of deforestation. While governments and private sector 
actors have made new commitments through national 
and subnational jurisdictional approaches, increased 
transparency is needed to hold actors accountable to 
their promises (Boyd et al. 2018). Increased transparency 

related to the revenue flows from business-as-usual 
development and prospective REDD+ benefit-sharing 
mechanisms can help create political support for 
transformational change (Overman et al. 2019). 
New information on drivers and benefit flows from 
deforestation can also inform rich countries’ demand-
side policies, such as the Norwegian pension fund’s 
divestment from more than 60 companies associated 
with deforestation (Norges Bank 2019), and the European 
Union Communication, Stepping Up EU Action against 
Deforestation and Forest Degradation (European Union 
2019). Such actions will be particularly important for 
donor countries promoting REDD+ to ensure credibility 
and policy coherence in their efforts to halt deforestation.

Encourage international and national ambition while 
supporting subnational progress and innovation
Forest-rich developing countries can substantially raise 
ambition toward planning for and achieving REDD+ in 
their NDCs by tackling the drivers of deforestation and 
forest degradation. As Angelsen et al. (2018c) conclude, 
bold policy reforms are needed, such as those that led to 
massive reduction in Amazonian deforestation in Brazil. 
Although REDD+ is explicitly mentioned in the NDCs of 
55 countries, the credibility of targets for reducing forest-
based emissions would be strengthened by strategies to 
address drivers of deforestation and forest degradation 
(such as removal of perverse subsidies), as well as forest 
governance and safeguards issues (Pham et al. 2018). As 
demonstrated in Brazil, such strategies should include 
rigorous implementation of forest law, sustainable 
commodity supply chains, and viable alternatives for 
those who base their livelihoods on forests or on the 
industries that drive deforestation. It is also important 
to recognize the continued work required to maintain 
such successes through political upheaval, as evidenced 
by the recent backsliding of Brazil in terms of both 
environmental and social protections.

Subnational jurisdictions across the tropics have shown 
concrete progress toward reducing deforestation despite 
scarce international climate finance (Stickler et al.  
2018a, 2018b). These innovations include integrated  
low-emissions development strategies for entire 
jurisdictions and robust and inclusive multistakeholder 
processes. Recommendations for supporting these 
approaches include developing broadly shared definitions 
of success in addressing tropical deforestation; 
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purposefully investing in jurisdictions at all stages of 
progress, not just the most advanced; and providing 
support for government partnerships with indigenous 
peoples, local communities, and companies seeking to 
make their commodity supply chains more sustainable 
(Stickler et al. 2018b).

Support a rights-based approach to forest-based 
climate mitigation
In many locations, securing rights for indigenous 
peoples and local communities is central to successful 
forest-based mitigation (Sunderlin et al. 2018b). The 
emergence of REDD+ brought new attention to pre-
existing rights concerns (see Box 1) and provided 
opportunities for the rise of legal norms to protect the 
rights of indigenous peoples (Jodoin 2017). Yet there is 
a chicken-and-egg problem. While tenure reforms are 
considered insufficient to ensure implementation of 
REDD+ safeguards (Sunderlin et al. 2018b), the slow 
implementation of REDD+ may have done damage to the 
indigenous rights agenda by delaying the national policies 
and actions needed to protect local rights (Savedoff 2018). 
Recognizing indigenous peoples and local communities 
as substantive rights holders (rather than project 
beneficiaries) can help place them at the center of  
forest and climate initiatives (Sarmiento Barletti and 
Larson 2017).

Leverage domestic finance for forests
There is an urgent need to promote new sources of 
financing for forests, with several promising national 
initiatives under way. In 2014, India created one of the 
first ecological fiscal transfers for forests by including 
forest cover in the formula to determine how much tax 
revenue the central government will distribute to states 
annually. The level of funding at stake is substantial, 
estimated at $6.9 billion to $12 billion annually from 
2015 to 2019 (Busch and Mukherjee 2017). There are 
also emerging opportunities in Colombia, Indonesia, and 
Mexico in carbon tax and green bonds programs. New 
sources of international financing could complement such 
domestic fiscal policies (Seymour and Busch 2016).

Learn from early experiences with results-based  
payments
The technical and sociopolitical challenges involved in 
creating and implementing a results-based payment 
system at a jurisdictional scale, which was REDD+’s 
initial and novel idea, were vastly underestimated. 
Lessons can be learned from other forms of results-
based aid; for example, that agreements must be backed 
with credible funding and that not all REDD+ finance 
should be performance based (Angelsen 2017). REDD+ 
incentives could support results achieved during all three 
phases of REDD+ (Angelsen et al. 2018b). For instance, 
some argue that payment for policy performance could 
help foster national ownership and more equitable 
sharing of costs and risks (Savedoff 2016).

As described above, lessons are emerging about the 
circumstances under which such payments can prompt 
essential policy reforms in land use planning, tenure, 
and agriculture in the absence of broader political and 
social change. The pilot results-based payment schemes 
now under way, both within and outside the UNFCCC 
framework (e.g., Green Climate Fund, FCPF) will soon 
provide a wider set of experiences from which to draw 
conclusions. Any results-based payments must address 
key technical and political challenges, including what 
to pay for, how to set reference levels, and whom to pay 
(Angelsen et al. 2018b).

Realize synergies between REDD+ and related global 
initiatives
As described above, there are opportunities to link 
jurisdictional REDD+ implementation with initiatives 
to promote sustainable commodity supply chains and 
to advance the indigenous rights agenda. And although 
the recent push for forest landscape restoration to meet 
global climate and development goals is welcomed, such 
efforts should not detract from the need to protect the 
world’s remaining tropical forests. Synergies could be 
achieved, and dis-synergies avoided, by contextualizing 
restoration efforts squarely in the “+”—that is, the carbon 
stock enhancement component— of REDD+. Similarly, 
new discourses on “natural climate solutions” (e.g., TNC 
2019) and “natural carbon capture” (e.g., CLUA 2019) 
should be explicitly linked to the REDD+ institutional 
infrastructure that has been built at national and 
international levels.
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In conclusion, conserving tropical forests is essential to 
meeting climate and development objectives, and REDD+ 
has served as a testing ground for multiple approaches 
to addressing these objectives. Deforestation and forest 
degradation, however, are deeply rooted in powerful 
business-as-usual interests, and REDD+ finance has been 
meager, thus progress has been slower than expected. 
Few rigorous studies are available that assess the impacts 
of REDD+ policies and interventions. More learning is 
needed about REDD+ implementation and outcomes at 
national and subnational levels before labeling REDD+ 
a fad or failure and moving on to the next big idea 
(Angelsen et al. 2017, 2018a). For true learning to take 
place, impact assessment should not be an afterthought 
but rather integrated at the outset with a clear plan for 
establishing a realistic counterfactual or baseline against 
which to measure impacts (Angelsen et al. 2018c).

The initial, novel feature of REDD+, results-based 
payments at jurisdictional scales, remains largely 
untested. Yet REDD+ helped create a global alliance for 
forest protection that encompasses tenure and rights, 
public-private partnerships, and increased monitoring 
and transparency, which is novel compared with 
previous conservation efforts. Through progress in many 
tropical countries, we know more about the problem of 
deforestation and forest degradation, and elements of the 
solutions, than ever before. Now is the time to mobilize 
that knowledge through action by rich and forest-rich 
countries alike.

FURTHER READING
Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR) 
Global Comparative Study on REDD+. https://www.cifor.
org/gcs/publications/.

Center for Global Development (CGD) Forest and 
Climate Paper Series. https://www.cgdev.org/page/
wfwn-paper-series.

World Resources Institute (WRI) Ending Tropical 
Deforestation Series. https://www.wri.org/
publication-series/ending-tropical-deforestation.
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worldwildlife.org/projects/the-natural-capital-project.
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