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Rethinking REDD+ and the promise of 
forest-based climate change mitigation
Introduction
There is a global proliferation of programmes 
and initiatives seeking to mobilize forests and 
trees for climate change mitigation. REDD+ is a 
flagship initiative of this kind¹ that over the past 
decade and a half attracted more than 10 billion 
USD in financial support to transform forest 
governance and landscapes across the global 
South, promising to curb deforestation and forest 
degradation, conserve biodiversity, reduce rural 
poverty and provide a pathway to green devel-
opment. 

While scholarly work on REDD+ overwhelmingly 
indicates that the scheme has produced poor 
results at best, jubilant celebration of ‘progress’, 
‘results’ and even ‘success’ continue to circulate 
among REDD+ proponents. These contribute to 
the ascendancy of new but similar forest-based 
climate change mitigation initiatives under the 
broad banner of “Natural Climate Solutions” and 
“Nature-Based Solutions”.

This brief which is based on a journal article (see 
Asiyanbi and Lund, 2020) presents insights into 

REDD+ is often touted as a tool capable of delivering multiple benefits including biodiversity preservation.

1 Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation 
and foster conservation, sustainable management of forests, and 
enhancement of forest carbon stocks.



this tension between evidence of poor outcomes 
and the persistence of REDD+ along with a 
celebratory global anticipation of the promises 
of forest-based climate change mitigation. We 
present these insights along four themes: 1) the 
embedding of REDD+ in ‘development-as-usual’ 
2) the market-based orientation of REDD+ 
framing and operationalization 3) REDD+ as 
a complex network 4) the politics of REDD+ 
knowledge. We then build on them to provide 
recommendations for how to rethink REDD+ 
and the promise of forest-based climate change 
mitigation.

REDD+ and development-as-usual
Despite its discursive framing as a market-based 
scheme, REDD+ has since its inception been 
firmly set within and driven by the international 
development industry, including development 
banks, bilateral donors and development 
consultants and NGOs. As these long-standing 
establishments have lent durability to REDD+, so 
have REDD+ funds, knowledge and governance 
systems in turn reinforced the power of this 
industry with the implication that inequalities 
surrounding international development remain 
unchallenged. Typical of new fashionable ideas 
within this industry, REDD+ was widely marketed 
early on as a win-win initiative, capable of 
addressing multiple problems at once, such as 
biodiversity preservation, climate mitigation and 
rural poverty reduction. It has continued to be 
touted as a ‘natural’, ‘cheap’ and ‘quick’ means 
to reduce carbon emissions, despite the more 
complicated reality of actual REDD+ programmes 
across various contexts. This rhetoric has served 
to mobilize actors and align REDD+ with regional 
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and global agendas including the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs).

Looking back on the trajectory of REDD+ as one 
in the historical succession of what some have 
described as ‘conservation fads’, the continuities 
with the long history of conservation and devel-
opment is striking. Yet, claims of novelty linked 
to the promises and potentials of REDD+ have 
created significant (as yet, largely unmet) expec-
tations around REDD+. Not only have REDD+ 
promises been only sparingly realised (if at all), 
the scheme has also tended to reinforce existing 
inequalities in the traditional relations, modalities 
and geographies of international development. 
This reproduction of inequalities can be observed 
in the distribution of funds, the concentration of 
activities and in the prioritisation of countries, 
regions and organisations.

REDD+ has manifested the financial extravagance 
that characterizes the development industry. 
Project developers, international consultants and 
academics have found lucrative labour oppor-
tunities in REDD+ irrespective of its outcomes, 
while forest-dependent communities have 
continued to shoulder the livelihood burdens 
and financial risks of project success and failure. 
Adversely affected communities have often not 
had access to effective means of redress. 

With significant funds sunk into international 
administration, consultancy and training, many 
subnational and local governments in the global 
South bear more cost of REDD+ than they receive 
in REDD+ funds (Luttrell et al., 2018). This pattern 
is linked to the ways that REDD+ also reflects 

REDD+ often results in stricter enforcement of exclusionary forestry regulations. (Photo: Henrik Meilby)



 

 

and reproduces the technical power imbalance 
in favour of traditional development actors. The 
complex technical processes needed for ‘REDD+ 
readiness’ and carbon commodification, tend to 
variously exclude local communities and policy 
makers who are often forced to rely on interna-
tional support for critical aspects of programme 
design (Lund et al., 2017). This entrenches the 
powers of traditional development actors.

All these build on a long history of inequity in 
conservation and development – a history that 
goes back to colonial origins  which have left 
often pernicious legacy in contemporary forest 
conservation laws, practices and approaches 
across much of the global South. For instance, 
REDD+ has failed to break with the long history 
of vilifying subsistence livelihood practices of 
indigenous peoples and local communities. 
Labelling local livelihood practices as ‘drivers 
of deforestation’ taps on this long history to 
legitimate the often violent exclusion of local 
peoples from the forests. Thus, REDD+ fits into 
and reproduces historical patterns of inequity in 
international development.

Market-based orientation of REDD+ 
framing and operationalization
The initial framing of REDD+ as a market-
based instrument positioned the scheme 
favourably within the current neoliberal capitalist 
hegemony. While REDD+ has not arrested 
global forest loss, it has contributed to legit-
imizing continued production, consumption 

and capital accumulation in the global North. 
For instance, oil majors continue oil production 
while supporting (or claiming to support) REDD+ 
and other so-called natural climate solutions to 
carbon emissions. Similarly, the aviation industry 
hinges part of its emissions reduction commit-
ments on REDD+ offsets. Thus, REDD+ persists 
partly because of its role in legitimating tradi-
tional circuits of capital and commodity markets. 
In this way, REDD+ may be facilitating the lock-in 
of emission intensive systems and ‘mitigation 
deterrence’, which means that fossil emissions 
reductions are further delayed as a consequence 
of (generally inefficacious) initiatives like REDD+ 
(Carton et al., 2020).

With the objective of leveraging private finance, 
public donor funds have promoted private 
control of REDD+ projects in particular cases, 
as well as industrial investments in mineral 
resources, plantation forestry and climate smart 
agriculture. This is the case in the Biocarbon Fund 
and the FCPF whose criteria for prioritization of 
REDD+ programmes favour private investment, 
including in a range of land-uses that ostensibly 
contribute to carbon sequestration. Around 70% 
of all REDD+ projects entered into the registry of 
the major certification company, Verra by 2018, 
involved private sector proponents and for-profit 
ventures. Though REDD+ agreements and a great 
deal of funding have been channelled through 
governments, and the initiative has indeed inten-
sified state control of land and forests in some 
cases, countries such as the Democratic Republic 
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Photo: Qantas is one of many airline companies offering their customers to offset their flight emissions 
with a basis in forest conservation projects  preservation.



of Congo and Tanzania have also seen an 
overwhelming control of specific REDD+ projects 
by for-profit ventures and NGOs. 

The rather sluggish attempts to financialize 
REDD+ through bonds, special funds and other 
finance instruments often come with a profit 
mandate that seek investment returns not merely 
in carbon offsets sale but in any potential source 
of value on the landscape, including timber, 
charcoal, minerals, and agriculture. Against 
assumptions that REDD+ would discourage 
large-scale, forest-intensive land uses such as 
industrial agriculture and extractive investments, 
there is a sense in which, in practice, REDD+ 
appears to actively mobilize such investments 
or at least facilitate a convenient co-existence 
with them (see Krause, 2020; Schoneveld, 2014). 
Meanwhile, many REDD+ projects result in 
restrictions on local resource access and use.

REDD+: a complex network
In certain ways, REDD+ manifests as a complex 
amalgam of policies, ideas, interests and 
ambitions. Its specific manifestations across 
locales reflect peculiarities that make the initiative 
appear ambiguous and malleable. This complexity 
has posed significant challenges for those 
seeking to substantiate a generalized critique of 
the scheme and, thereby, has contributed to its 
persistence. 

REDD+ rests on claims of non-consumptive forms 
of forest commodification through standard 
measurement, reporting and verification (MRV). 
The complex combination of actors, expertise, 
tools, practices and strategies across scales for 
producing carbon as a commodity is remarkable. 
This complexity makes a wide range of processes 
pass under the banner of REDD+, and contributes 
to its resilience in the face of criticism and contes-
tation. 

Yet, the complexity of REDD+ also reflects 
the long-standing challenge of demonstrating 
additionality, i.e. that REDD+ efforts lead to 
additional emissions reductions as opposed to a 
‘without REDD+’ scenario. Attempts at demon-
strating additionality rests on typically contested 
baselines and hypothetical counterfactuals (Mertz 
et al., 2018). This challenge is compounded 
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by the virtually intractable nature of local, 
regional and international leakage – that is the 
displacement of economic activities from REDD+ 
sites to other locations. Added to this comes the 
relatively overlooked problem of carbon perma-
nence exacerbated by growing climate-related 
disturbances like wildfires and pests. The volatility 
of carbon stored in trees is the fundamental 
reason it must not be equated with fossil carbon. 
These fundamental challenges to REDD+ as 
project-based offsetting are beyond dispute.

Indeed, efforts to address these so-called 
technical challenges continue to serve as a 
basis to enrol an ever-wider network of actors 
including researchers, consultants, critics, NGO 
employees and policy makers. At the same 
time, a wide array of actors including critical 
researchers, activists and indigenous commu-
nities continue to highlight these challenges as 
well as the overwhelming evidence of adverse 
impacts of REDD+ across locales. These adverse 
impacts, which are becoming more visible as 
case studies from REDD+ locales mature, have 
occurred in spite of uneven attempts to develop 
and apply safeguards. They appear to be an 
inevitable outcome of the framing of REDD+ as 
a techno-scientific interventions aimed at carbon 
commodification as opposed to locally-controlled 
and –directed forest conservation.

Politics of REDD+ knowledge
REDD+ persistence also owes much to 
knowledge asymmetries. Unequal relations are 
manifest not only in the North-South flow of 

Photo: Complex systems of management planning and record keeping 
are often burdensome to forestry officials and local communities alike.



 

 

• Abandon the idea that REDD+ and forest-based mitigation can offset continued fossil CO2 
emissions. Undo the false equivalence between biotic and fossil carbon. 

• Abandon the ambition of creating a global market for forest-based carbon credits in favour of 
more reliable and sustainable publicly funded financing arrangements and a wider conception of 
how to incentivize forest-based mitigation. 

• Support other local values (including cultural practices) that undergird forest management and 
conservation in the global South, while creating space for local communities to effectively govern 
their own forests. 

• Adopt simpler and genuinely locally-controlled and -directed models for REDD+ and forest-based 
mitigation (see for instance Lund et al. 2019). 

• Redirect financing of REDD+ and forest-based mitigation in ways that avoid reproducing the 
extravagancies and depoliticizing technical blueprints associated with the development industry. 

• Redirect support to knowledge production on REDD+ and forest-based mitigation towards 
knowledge production institutions in the countries where such interventions take place.

Policy Recommendations

REDD+ standards, safeguards and guidelines, but 
also in scholarly knowledge production. While 
REDD+ implementation happens exclusively in 
the global South, more than half of the REDD+ 
academic literature is produced by researchers  
based in Europe, Canada and the US. Only 7%, 
10% and 20% is produced by researchers based 
in Africa, Latin America and Asia, respectively. 

This pattern also relates to how REDD+ 
knowledge is circulated, validated and policed. 
The preference for consultants in REDD+ project 
design and evaluation by funders implies 
that most REDD+ reports tend to foreground 
accounts that are favourable to funders and 
proponents. Often, such accounts ignore messy 
realities and adverse impacts. This selective 
reporting of REDD+, in turn, spawns ignorance of 
the reality of REDD+ impacts.

Similarly, we see dynamics of selective 
knowledge production and validation within 
the REDD+ research community. For instance, 
some scholars continue to argue that research 
knowledge on REDD+ remains sparse and incon-
clusive, which paradoxically ignores the massive 
body of scholarly evidence much of which reveal 
conflict and tension, and poor performance 
overall (Milne et al., 2019; Duchelle et al., 2018). 

This paradox is partly reflective of epistemo-
logical and methodological differences, including 
a fundamental division over whether studies 
of REDD+ should emphasize an ever-evasive 
‘REDD+ ideal form’ or engage with the multi-
plicity of ‘REDD+ in practice’. It also reflects the 
positionality of analysts across a future-positive 
practice-oriented approach and a more critical 
approach. 

Yet what is clear is that REDD+ has not made 
(and does not look poised to make) a dent on 
the trajectory of global emissions, neither has its 
resulted in the promised prosperity to the rural 
poor. 

The future of REDD+ and 
forest-based climate change 
mitigation
In sum, in spite of a poor track-record, REDD+ 
persists and is now mobilized and renewed as 
part of ever-more ambitious ideas of forest-
based offsetting and climate change mitigation 
under the headings of Nature-based Solutions/
Natural Climate Solutions. Old promises are being 
rehashed and new actors are being enrolled. In 
order not to repeat past failures, we urge policy-
makers and funders to adopt the below recom-
mendations.
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