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bilateral and multi-lateral donors has also established a so-called 
Interim REDD Partnership to coordinate financial flows to REDD 
activities. Many concerns have been expressed by civil society that 
this informal partnership might pre-judge or undermine the formal 
negotiations within the framework of  the FCCC.2

Independent monitoring of  national REDD policy development by 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and Indigenous Peoples’ 
organizations in developing countries themselves has revealed 
that the potential impacts of  REDD on rights could vary widely.3 
For example, in countries with strong and well-implemented 
legislation to protect Indigenous Peoples’  rights, community 
governance, and biodiversity, REDD could provide opportunities 
to strengthen rights-based approaches to conservation.4 However, 
in countries such as Indonesia or Paraguay, where legislation is 
weak or compromised by non-compliance, REDD could have 
serious negative impacts.5 It should be noted that deforestation 
rates tend to be higher in the latter category of  countries, as high 
deforestation rates are typically a result of  bad forest governance; 
thus, the potential of  REDD to halt deforestation in these countries 
is arguably very limited upon that basis alone. In addition, few (if  
any) draft REDD policies address gender concerns, so the rights of  
women are also threatened by REDD.6

The Roots of REDD: “The Polluter is Paid” Principle

About six years ago, Kevin Conrad, a close friend of  and advisor to Michael Somare, the Prime Minister of  Papua New 
Guinea, came up with an idea. The Prime Minister was complaining to him that the World Bank had forced him to comply 
with a number of  strict conditions on a loan to the Papua New Guinea Forestry Sector that were aimed at conserving 
the forests. As the biodiversity and carbon stored in these forests were of  global importance, Conrad advised his Prime 
Minister to ask for compensation from the world community for the ‘environmental service’ of  reducing deforestation. 
Subsequently, Papua New Guinea took the lead in reintroducing the concept of  payments for environmental services 
under the guise of  the REDD programme in the international climate negotiations.7

This anecdote is often told by Conrad himself  at international meetings. However, 
he seldom specifies that the conditions of  the World Bank required the Government 
of  Papua New Guinea to make a strong effort to combat corruption in its forestry 
service and illegal logging in general. Thus, the Prime Minister of  Papua New Guinea 
essentially wanted to be compensated for complying with his country’s own forestry 
laws.8 Although a demand for compliance is still relevant, as the Papua New Guinea 
forestry sector continues to be plagued by corruption and violations of  local community 
rights,9 in essence, the legal and political roots from which REDD has grown uphold 

2   Lang, C., 2010a. “Civil society and indigenous peoples’ statement on Paris-Oslo process”. Last accessed August 18, 2010, at http://www.redd-
monitor.org/2010/04/12/civil-society-and-indigenous-peoples%e2%80%99-statement-on-paris-oslo-process/#more-4491.
3   Global Forest Coalition, 2009a. REDD Realities, the potential impacts of  REDD on Indigenous rights and biodiversity in developing countries. Global Forest 
Coalition: Amsterdam.
4   Global Forest Coalition, 2009a.
5   Global Forest Coalition, 2009a; Global Forest Coalition, 2008. Life as Commerce, the impact of  market-based conservation on Indigenous Peoples, local 
communities and women. Global Forest Coalition: Amsterdam; Friends of  the Earth International, 2008. REDD Myths, a critical review of  proposed 
mechanisms to reduce emissions from deforestation and degradation in developing countries. Friends of  the Earth International: Amsterdam; and Lang, C., 2010b. 
“Papua New Guinea plans to Scrap REDD Safeguards”. Last accessed August 18, 2010, at: http://www.redd-monitor.org/2010/06/11/papua-new-
guinea-plans-to-scrap-redd-safeguards.
6   Global Forest Coalition, 2009a.
7   Clabbers, B., 2009. Tropical deforestation and degradation under the UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol. ETRFN News No. 50, European Tropical Forest 
Research Network: Wageningen, the Netherlands.
8   Lovera., S., 2006. Reducing Deforestation: It’s the Money we Love. Forest Cover 20, Global Forest Coalition: Amsterdam.
9   Lang, C., 2010c. “Recent Videos about Carbon Cowboys and REDD in Papua New Guinea”. Last accessed August 18, 2010, at: http://www.

Figure 1. The Mby’a guaraní community in Paraguay 
discussing REDD and payments for environmental 
services. © Simone Lovera
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the “polluter is paid” principle, in a perverse reversal of  the internationally recognized “polluter pays” principle.10 If  it is 
considered legitimate to pay a land owner for not destroying all of  the primary forests left on his property, an extrapolated 
line of  reasoning would consider it legitimate to pay a factory for not contaminating all of  the remaining air or water 
resources in the world. In fact, one of  the critiques of  carbon offset schemes such as REDD is that they actually create the 
rights of  industries and countries to emit greenhouse gases.11

REDD: Undermining Existing Successes?
The suggestion that industrialized countries should contribute financially to policies and actions taken by developing 
countries to reduce emissions from deforestation and forest degradation has been embedded in the FCCC since it was 
signed in 1992. Article 4(1)(d) stipulates that:

All Parties, taking into account their common but differentiated responsibilities and their specific 
national and regional development priorities, objectives and circumstances, shall… Promote sustainable 
management, and promote and cooperate in the conservation and enhancement, as appropriate, 
of  sinks and reservoirs of  all greenhouse gases not controlled by the Montreal Protocol, including 
biomass, forests and oceans as well as other terrestrial, coastal and marine ecosystems.12

Article 4.3 of  the FCCC also stipulates that industrialized countries should provide “new and additional support” to 
implement actions like this in developing countries. Its financial mechanism, the Global Environment Facility, which is 
supposed to channel this ‘new and additional’ financial support to cover the “incremental costs” of  projects such as halting 
deforestation and conserving biodiversity that contribute to global environmental benefits, recently received 4.25 billion 
USD, its most generous replenishment to date.13 While the Global Environment Facility has received a lot of  criticism, 
claims that there would be no money available for forest conservation if  Governments did not come to consensus on a 
REDD agreement are obviously not true.14 Furthermore, claims that forest conservation would not be possible without 
REDD are even more unjustified,15 as a significant number of  countries have succeeded to slow down or even halt forest 

redd-monitor.org/2010/01/04/recent-videos-about-carbon-cowboys-and-redd-in-papua-new-guinea.
10   See, for example, Kiss, A., and D. Shelton, 1997. Manual of  European Environmental Law, 2nd edition. University Press: Cambridge, page 43.
11 �������������� ������ �������������������Lohmann, L., 2006. Carbon Trading, a critical conversation on climate change, privatization and power. What Next Development Dialogue, Dag 
Hammerskjöld Centre: Uppsala.
12 ���� ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 1992 Framework Convention on Climate Change (FCCC), adopted May 9, 1992 (entered into force March 21, 1994).
13 ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  Global Environment Facility, 2010. “Record Funding for the Global Environment Facility”. Last accessed August 18, 2010, at: http://www.
thegef.org/gef/node/3010.
14 ��������������������������������������������������������������������������  �������������������������������������������������������������������������Peskett, L., D. Huberman, E. Bowen-Jones, G. Edwards, and J. Brown, 2008. Making REDD work for the Poor, report prepared on behalf  of  the 
Poverty Environment Partnership, Overseas Development Institute: London.
15 ���������  Peskett et al., 2008.

Figure 2. The degraded Namdu Forest Hills in Nepal in 1978. © Federation 
of  Community Forestry Users, Nepal

Figure 3. The same area of  the Namdu Forest Hills 
in Nepal in 2005, after 17 years of  community-driven 
forest restoration. © Federation of  Community 
Forestry Users, Nepal
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loss since 1992.16

Even more importantly, there are numerous examples of  well-conserved forests on Indigenous territories, community 
conserved areas, and other community-driven initiatives to conserve or restore forest ecosystems.17 The total area of  

forests conserved by Indigenous Peoples and local 
communities is estimated to be at least 22% of  
the world’s total forest cover.18 There are many 
additional areas where communities are actively 
restoring their forests. In Nepal, for example, more 
than 14 000 communities are involved in forest 
restoration initiatives that cover more than 1.219 
billion hectares of  the country (see Figures 2 and 3).19

Any initiatives to reduce deforestation and forest 
degradation within the framework of  climate change 
mitigation policies arguably must build upon these 
positive experiences and upon the rights and needs of  
the women and men that have been conserving and 
restoring their forests for generations.20 Some 80% 
of  the remaining forests in Ecuador, for example, 
are found on Indigenous territories.21 Involving these 
communities in programmes and projects to conserve 
and restore forests is not only a prerequisite for rights-
based approaches to forest conservation, but it also 
improves the effectiveness and sustainability of  forest 
conservation and restoration initiatives.22

A Matter of Definition

In many publications, it is claimed that REDD will contribute to biodiversity conservation.23 However, REDD can also 
become yet another driver of  biodiversity destruction. One of  the reasons is arguably the definition of  forests that was 
adopted by the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol in 2001.24 This definition includes not only a forest as commonly perceived, 
but also any kind of  tree monoculture and even areas that are “temporarily unstocked” (a euphemism for clear-cut) but 
supposedly will be planted again at an unspecified moment in the future (see Box 125). If  this flawed definition is adopted 
for REDD activities (which it is arguably likely to be), REDD policies would not only ignore serious forms of  forest 
biodiversity degradation, but also enable the increasingly common forestry practice of  replacing biologically diverse forests 

16 ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  Most European countries, as well as Asian countries such as India and China, have succeeded in halting deforestation through a combination 
of  strict forest conversion bans and support for community forest conservation. See FAO, 2009. State of  the World’s Forests. Food and Agricultural 
Organization: Rome.
17   See, for example, Mishra, S., 2010. “Green Warriors: Conserving Local Biodiversity through Community Conservation Initiatives in Orissa, 
India”, pages 142-148 in this issue of  Policy Matters.
18 ��������������������������������������������������������  ������ Secretariat of  the Convention on Biological Diversity, 2010. Global Biodiversity Outlook 3. SCBD: Montreal.
19 ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  Bhattarai, B., 2009. “Nepal Community Perspective on REDD Mechanism”. Last accessed August 19, 2010, at: http://www.
globalforestcoalition.org/img/userpics/File/presentations/Nepal-Community-Perspective-on-REDD-Mechanism.ppt.
20 �����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  ����������� International Union for Conservation of  Nature (IUCN) Commission on Environmental, Economic and Social Policy (������������������CEESP) Task Force 
on REDD and Communities and Global Forest Coalition, 2008. The Hottest REDD Issues: Rights, Equity, Deforestation and Development and the Rights of  
Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities. Global Forest Coalition: Amsterdam.
21 ��������� ��������������������� Asociación Limoncocha, 2008. Independent monitoring report on the implementation of  the CBD expanded programme of  work on forest biodiversity in Ecuador. 
Global Forest Coalition: Amsterdam.
22   See Campese, J., T. Sunderland, T. Greiber, and G. Oviedo (eds.), 2009. Rights-based approaches: Exploring issues and opportunities for conservation. 
CIFOR and IUCN: Bogor, Indonesia.
23 �������������������������� ������ See, for example, �������������CIFOR, 2008. Going Ahead with REDD. CIFOR: Bogor, Indonesia; Kanninen, M., D. Murdiyarso, F. Seymour, A. Angelsen, 
S. Wunder, and L. German, 2007. Do Trees Grow on Money? The implications of  deforestation research for policies to promote REDD. Forest Perspectives 4, 
CIFOR: Bogor, Indonesia; Peskett et al., 2008; and FAO, 2009.
24   Putz, F. E., and K. H. Redford, 2010. “Tropical forest definitions, degradation, phase shifts, and further transitions”. Biotropica, 42: 10-20.
25 ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������   Marrakesh Accords of  the Framework Convention on Climate Change, 2001.����������������������������������������������������������� FCCC/CP/2001/13/Add.1. Last accessed August 20, 2010, at: 
http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/cop7/13a01.pdf.

The Kyoto Protocol and so-called Marrakesh Accords  (the 
agreements on rules and definitions for land use, land-use 
change, and forestry between the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol) 
allow industrialized countries to discount their greenhouse gas 
emissions if  they implement certain land-use change and forestry 
activities. A Kyoto forest includes the following:
•	 a minimum area of  land of  0.05-1.0 hectares with more than 

10-30% tree crown cover (or equivalent stocking level) and 
trees with the potential to reach a minimum height of  2-5 
meters at maturity in situ

•	 either open forest or closed forest formations, in which trees 
of  various stories and undergrowth cover a high portion of  
the ground

•	 young natural stands and all plantations that have yet to reach 
a crown density of  10-30% or tree height of  2-5 meters

•	 areas normally forming part of  the forest area that are 
temporarily unstocked as a result of  human intervention such 
as harvesting or natural causes, but are expected to revert to 
forest.

Box 1. Definition of  Kyoto Forests.
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with monoculture tree plantations, with devastating impacts on 
forest biodiversity and local livelihoods.26

While some of  the latest proposals deriving from the FCCC 
negotiations include references to the need for “co-benefits” for 
biodiversity and even reject “the replacement of  natural forests by 
tree plantations”,27 these safeguards, even if  accepted, will arguably 
not prevent significant amounts of  funding from being used for 
the establishment of  tree monocultures on non-forest areas that 
contribute to carbon sequestration, including biodiversity-rich 
ecosystems like grasslands. The Brazilian national climate strategy, 
for example, includes a target of  11 million hectares of  additional 
tree plantations, of  which only 2 million hectares will be planted 
with native species. The more recent ‘planted forests’ strategy sets 
a target for expansion of  tree plantations that is more than double 
of  the climate strategy target. Most of  these plantations will either 
replace other ecosystems like pampa (grasslands), cerrado (semi-dry 
woodland), caatinga (arid woodlands), or areas where forests might 
have grown back provided the land was left undisturbed.28

REDD Versus Rights-based Approaches to Biodiversity Conservation?
The simple act of  increasing the financial value of  standing forests has its own set of  problems. REDD is highly likely 
to exacerbate land-grabbing, with Governments and companies seeking to exclude communities from their territories – 
violently or otherwise, and without regard for the customary and territorial rights of  Indigenous Peoples – in order to 
reap the financial rewards of  REDD.29 There are also indications that increasing land values may be interfering with land 
reform programmes, whether it is because of  REDD or the pressure to find more and more land to grow agricultural 
commodities.30 As stated above, REDD may also be used to finance the further expansion of  monoculture tree plantations 
at the expense of  natural forests and the rights and livelihoods of  small farmers, local communities, and Indigenous 
Peoples.

REDD mechanisms are likely to be extremely complex, which would favour wealthy or experienced REDD project 
managers like large conservation organizations rather than local communities.31 Designing a REDD project for the carbon 
market involves turning forest carbon into a commodity to be bought and sold.32 This normally implies restricting the use 
of  forest resources in order to increase the profits from selling carbon offsets. Such a system discriminates against forest-
dependent people, especially women, who need access to the forest resources to raise and care for their families and who 
cannot afford to buy forest products or alternatives.33

There is also a growing concern that REDD might trigger a renewed centralization of  forest management.34 The potential 

26 �������������������������� ������ �������������������������������Sasaki, N., and F. Putz, 2009. Critical needs for new definitions of  “forests” and “forest degradation” in global climate agreements. Harvard University: 
Petersham.
27 ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  Decision 1/CP 15. FCCC/CP/2009/11/Add.1. Last accessed August 20, 2010, at: http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2009/cop15/eng/11a01.
pdf#page=3.
28 ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������  ���������������� ���������������������������� Government of  Brazil, Interministerial Committee on Climate Change, Decree no. 6263 of  November 21, 2007; Executive Summary 
National Plan on Climate Change Brazil, Brasilia, December 2008. Last accessed August 20, 2010, at: http://www.elaw.org/system/files/
Brazil+Climate+Change_0.pdf.
29 ������������������������������������ ������������������������������������ CEESP and Global Forest Coalition, 2008; Global Forest Coalition, 2008.
30 �������������������������� ����� Global Forest Coalition, 2008.
31 �������������������������� ������ �������������������������������Global Forest Coalition, 2006. You cannot save it if  you cannot sell it? How environmental services markets impoverish people. Global Forest Coalition: 
Amsterdam.
32 �������������������������� ������� ��������������������������������Global Forest Coalition, 2009b. Forests and Climate Change: An Introduction to the Role of  Forests in the UN Climate Change Negotiations. Global Forest 
Coalition: Amsterdam.
33 �������������������������� ������ �������������������������������Global Forest Coalition, 2007. Potential Policy Approaches and Positive Incentive to Reduce Emissions from Deforestation in Developing Countries. Global 
Forest Coalition: Amsterdam.
34 ������������������� ������ Fenton, E. (ed.), 2010. Realising Rights, Protecting Forests: An Alternative Vision for Reducing Deforestation. Case studies from the Accra Caucus. Accra 
Caucus on Forest and Climate Change: Accra. Last accessed August 20, 2010, at: http://www.rainforestfoundationuk.org/files/Accra_Report_
English.pdf.

Figure 4. Forest Stewardship Council-certified “Kyoto 
forest” in Ireland. © Wally Menne/Timberwatch 
Coalition
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level of  financial investments at stake provides an incentive for Governments to reposition 
themselves as the primary responsible agency in a country’s forest management. In India, for 
example, there is a serious concern that REDD will lead to a weakening of  the 2006 Forest 
Rights Act,35 which grants significant forest governance power to local Indigenous and non-
Indigenous communities.36

Indigenous Peoples’ organizations in particular have expressed strong concerns about the 
potential impact of  REDD on their rights and interests, including their land rights. Considering 
the significant amounts of  funding that might be at stake through REDD mechanisms, their 
fear is that Indigenous territories will be subject to land-grabbing for profitable projects. 
These impacts will be significantly aggravated if  REDD is financed through carbon markets, 
as commercial finance is likely to flow towards projects that are able to reduce deforestation 
rates significantly. Comparative research in Brazil found that deforestation rates in Indigenous 
reserves are between 1.7 and 7 times lower than deforestation rates in surrounding areas.37 
CIFOR has thus recommended that payments for environmental services should not be 

targeting Indigenous Peoples, as it would be highly inefficient to pay people who were not planning to deforest their 
territory anyway.38

An analysis by the Global Forest Coalition of  the impact of  market-based conservation in five different communities 
revealed the following:

The use of  market-based mechanisms inevitably means that the odds are stacked against those in a 
weaker initial negotiating position. This includes people with no legal land tenure and those unable 
to afford the considerable expense involved in the preparation of  environmental impact assessments, 
the delivery of  environmental services, the fulfilment of  a range of  quantifiable qualification criteria, 
and the provision of  upfront and operational finance, including insurance against project failure. 
This implies that market-based conservation mechanisms will inevitably lead to increased corporate 
governance over biodiversity conservation, and erode the governance systems of  (monetary) poor 
communities and social groups, including Indigenous Peoples and women.39

Carbon markets can, in theory, bring some economic benefits to local communities if  they receive direct payments for the 
‘environmental service’ of  conserving or restoring their forests.40 However, it is important to analyze any economic costs 
that they incur in terms of  decreased food security and food sovereignty and the loss of  alternative sources of  jobs41 and 
income related to, for example, the establishment of  labour-extensive tree plantations. In the same 2008 analysis by the 
Global Forest Coalition, the most significant impact was the sense of  disempowerment felt by many community members. 
In all cases, local residents reported that their control over their forests and livelihoods had decreased because “the main 
decisions were now taken by other actors.”42 In addition, under the impact of  market-based mechanisms, communities that 
had their own governance systems that promoted collective sustainable management of  biodiversity became more likely to 
act individually and pursue individual economic interests such as jobs and financial rewards. 

The position of  women within the communities was also affected, as women’s interests are more likely to be overlooked 
in commercial transactions that are normally dealt with by men (even in communities where women previously had 
responsibility for matters related to forests and biodiversity).43 Women have a disadvantageous position in monetary 

35 � ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� ������ The Scheduled Tribes and other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of  Forest Rights) Act, 2006. 
36 ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������   National Forum of  Forest Peoples and Forest Workers (no date). “Imaginary Sinks: India’s REDD Ambitions”. Last accessed August 20, 2010, 
at: http://www.globalforestcoalition.org/img/userpics/File/publications/Sinks-in-the-making.pdf. Also see Dash, T., 2010. “The Forest Rights Act: 
Redefining Biodiversity Conservation in India”, pages 32-40 in this issue of  Policy Matters.
37 ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� ������������������ ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������Nepstad, D., S. Schwartzman, B. Bamberger, M. Santilli, P. Schlesinger, P. Lefebvre, A. Alencar, D. Ray, E. Prinz, and A. Rolla, ������������������2006. “Inhibition 
of  Amazon deforestation and fire by parks and indigenous reserves”. Conservation Biology, 20(1): 65-73.
38 ������������� ������ ������������������Wunder, S., 2005. Payments for environmental services: Some nuts and bolts. CIFOR: Bogor, Indonesia.
39 �������������������������� ����� Global Forest Coalition, 2008.
40 ���������������� ������ ���������������������Dudley, R. G., 2005. A Generic Look at Payments for Environmental Services, Plan or Scam?, paper prepared for the 23rd International System 
Dynamics Conference, Bogor, and Portland, Oregon, 2005. Also see Wunder, S., 2007. “The Efficiency of  Payments for Environmental Services in 
Tropical Conservation”. Conservation Biology, 21(1): 48-58.
41 ������ ������������������������������������� ������������������������������������������CENSAT and Global Forest Coalition, 2005. Life as Commodity. CENSAT: Bogotá.
42 �������������������������� ����� Global Forest Coalition, 2008.
43 ������������� ������ Lovera, S., 2008. Life as Commerce: The Impact of  Market-based Conservation Mechanisms on Women. Global Forest Coalition: Amsterdam. Last 
accessed August 20, 2010, at: http://www.cbd.int/doc/external/cop-09/gfc-women-en.pdf.

REDD mechanisms 
have the potential to 

increase land-grabbing, 
restrict local use of  

forest resources, trigger 
recentralization of  

forest management, and 
undermine the rights of  
Indigenous Peoples and 

women, in particular.



Theme I: Initiatives of Duty-bearers

46

economies in general, as they spend a significant 
part of  their time on activities such as childcare, 
household management, and procuring clean 
water and other goods for the family, which are 
not rewarded in monetary terms but are highly 
valued in multiple other ways.44 Women play a 
fundamental role in nurturing trees and other 
forms of  biodiversity management and there is 
a clear need to ensure the effective enforcement 
of  the United Nations Convention for the 
Elimination of  All forms of  Discrimination 
against Women. This Convention takes into 
account the particular problems faced by rural 
women and the significant roles that they play 
in the economic survival of  their families, 
including their work in the non-monetarized 
sectors, and ensures that rural women have a 
right to participate in planning at all levels.45

REDD: A Recipe for 
Disaster?
Nowadays, it is broadly recognized that respect 
for good governance in general and, specifically, 
for the rights of  Indigenous Peoples, local 
communities, and women are pre-conditions for 
REDD.46 A 2009 analysis of  REDD policies by 
NGOs and Indigenous Peoples’ organizations 
in 12 developing countries revealed that the 
impacts of  REDD depend on existing levels of  
good governance in the country.47 In countries with strong and well-implemented 
legislation to protect Indigenous Peoples’  rights, community governance, and 
biodiversity, REDD provides opportunities, but mainly only in theory. However, 
in countries where legislation is weak or hardly complied with, REDD could have 
serious negative impacts.

This sounds logical, but it also entails a fundamental dilemma with REDD. As 193 
countries have ratified the Convention on Biodiversity and committed themselves 
to significantly reducing biodiversity loss by 2010,48 those countries that still have 
high deforestation rates are clearly not complying with international environmental 
commitments; this implies that deforestation itself  is an indicator of  bad governance. 
If  good governance is a pre-condition for REDD, then REDD should arguably not 

44 �������������������������� ������������������� Global Forest Coalition, 2008; Lovera, 2008.
45 �����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������     See, for example, Article 14.1 of  the Convention for the Elimination of  all forms of  Discrimination Against Women, UN General Assembly, 
1979: “States Parties shall take into account the particular problems faced by rural women and the significant roles which rural women play in the 
economic survival of  their families, including their work in the non-monetized sectors of  the economy, and shall take all appropriate measures to 
ensure the application of  the provisions of  the present Convention to women in rural areas.”
46 ���������  Peskett et al., 2008; Global Witness, 2008. Independent Forest Monitoring and Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation. Global Witness: 
London; Cotula, L., and J. Mayers, 2009. Tenure in REDD: Start-point or Afterthought?, Natural Resource Issues No. 15, International Institute 
for Environment and Development: London, UK; Grieg-Gran, M., I. Porras, and S. Wunder, 2005. “How can Market Mechanisms for Forest 
Environmental Services help the Poor? Preliminary Lessons from Latin America”. World Development, 33(9): 1511-1527.
47 �������������������������� ������ Global Forest Coalition, 2009a.
48 ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������   In Decision VI/26, the Conference of  the Parties (COP) adopted the Strategic Plan for the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). In the 
Plan’s mission statement, Parties committed themselves to a more effective and coherent implementation of  the three objectives of  the Convention, 
to achieve by 2010 a significant reduction of  the current rate of  biodiversity loss at the global, regional and national level as a contribution to 
poverty alleviation, and to do so the benefit of  all life on Earth. UN/CBD/COP/6/26. Last accessed August 20, 2010, at: http://www.cbd.int/
decisions/default.aspx?m=COP-06&id=7200.

“Firstly, as things stand at the moment, countries and communities that 
are not already engaged in unsustainable deforestation may not qualify for 
REDD incentives. Whether the ‘REDD plus’ debates resolve this issue 
remains to be seen. Secondly, communities may have to prove that they 
‘own’ forests in order to profit from them; there may be difficult conflicts 
over land tenure that need to be resolved before projects can proceed. 
Thirdly, because of  the uncertainties and potential natural disasters or 
processes such as storms or forest fires associated with deforestation, 
communities managing REDD projects are likely to be asked to take 
responsibility for the projects’ risks and liabilities. This is especially the case 
if  REDD projects are funded by private investors hoping to maximize the 
profits they can generate through REDD.

“Communities who want to establish their own projects are also likely 
to have to provide the initial finance to cover up-front funding and 
operational costs until they are able to sell REDD credits at the end of  the 
project period. This may prevent some communities from taking part, and 
for those who do decide to proceed, the risks could be considerable. If  
carbon prices are low, for example, or if  deforestation has taken place after 
all, it might not be possible to repay any loans taken out at the start of  
the project. Communities may also have to address language barriers and 
hire or find assistance to deal with the technical complexities involved in 
establishing, monitoring, and verifying REDD projects. There is a strong 
likelihood that associated technical documents will be inaccessible to local 
communities without advice from external consultancies.”

Box 2. Risks of  Engaging with REDD (excerpt from Global Forest Coalition, 
2009b).

The fundamental dilemma 
of  REDD is that it rewards 
countries that have failed to 
comply with international 
environmental commitments 
and are likely to even further 
exacerbate deforestation with 
REDD funds.
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be implemented in exactly those countries that continue to have high deforestation rates. Otherwise, REDD is a high-risk 
strategy in countries like Papua New Guinea, Brazil, Indonesia, and others that have failed to reduce deforestation 17 
years after they committed to conserve biodiversity and carbon sinks at the United Nations Conference on Environment 
and Development summit. However, these countries are the most popular targets for the main REDD donors. Brazil, 
for example, received 150 million USD from the Norwegian Government to reduce deforestation in 2010 (as part of  
an agreement that also granted Norwegian companies the exclusive rights to exploit Brazil’s newly found oil reserves). 
In March, 2010, the Brazilian Government subsequently signed off  on the construction of  the Belo Monte Dam, one 
of  the most destructive dams it will have ever built, which will destroy 500 square kilometers of  forests and Indigenous 
territories.49

It is clear that REDD is not designed to prevent such disasters. Instead of  wasting billions of  dollars on large-scale 
plantations and other false solutions to deforestation and carbon sequestration, there is a need to provide appropriate 
support to what has proven to work: rights-based, community-driven initiatives to conserve and restore forests. As 
concluded by the Task Force on REDD and Communities,50 there is a need to:

•	 provide a broad range of  social, cultural, legal, and economic incentives for forest conservation and 
sustainable use, especially by Indigenous Peoples and local communities. Conservation is and should 
be part of  cultural identity and pride;

•	 ensure that incentive schemes and other forest policies recognize, respect, and are based on the 
historical territorial and use rights of  Indigenous Peoples and local communities;

•	 ensure that incentive schemes and other forest policies recognize and support the significant 
contribution of  Indigenous territories and community conserved areas to forest conservation; and

•	 ensure that such incentive schemes do not undermine the customary governance systems of  
Indigenous territories and community conserved areas and the values that have led to their success in 
forest conservation.

Research and analysis in countries as diverse as Brazil51 and Nepal52 provides evidence that forest conservation and 
restoration strategies that are based on respect for the rights of  Indigenous Peoples and local communities and on respect 
for their traditional management practices are for more successful than top-down approaches to reducing deforestation.53 
It is crucially important to ensure that these positive examples are not undermined by a REDD regime that may otherwise 
become yet another false solution to climate change.

49 ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  Barry, G., 2010. “ALERT, Brazil’s Proposed Belo Monte Dam Damns Amazonian Rainforests and Peoples”. Last accessed August 19, 2010, at: 
http://www.rainforestportal.org/issues/2010/04/alert_brazils_proposed_belo_mo.asp.
50 ������������������������������������ ����� CEESP and Global Forest Coalition, 2008.
51   ��������Nepstad et al., 2006.
52 ������������ ����� Bhattarai, 2009.
53 �������������  See Campese et al., 2009; and Fenton, 2010.

Simone Lovera (simone.lovera@globalforestcoalition.org) is the executive director of  the Global Forest Coalition. She is also a volunteer 
campaigner for Sobrevivencia/Friends of  the Earth-Paraguay and the co-coordinator of  the IUCN CEESP Task Force on REDD and 
Communities.
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Conservation policy in Vietnam shares many features with the 20th-century 
approach employed around the world. The Government of  Vietnam 
nationalized forestland in the 1950s, founded a specialized agency to oversee 
forests, and established state forest enterprises to manage them. Based on 
the foundations of  state-centered forestry, the Government instituted a 
system of  protected areas in the 1990s that has not given adequate attention 
to the rights and needs of  forest-dependent communities, including 
many of  the ethnic minority groups recognized by the Government of  
Vietnam.1 As a result, conservation efforts have arguably perpetuated 
entrenched economic, political, and cultural inequalities. At the same time, 
state forest enterprises and protected area management boards have found 
it difficult to enforce the attempted exclusion of  local peoples, as the latter 
derive important livelihood resources from forests and other biodiversity 
habitats. The ensuing conflicts between state agencies and local peoples 
have been a primary cause of  declines in forest quality and biodiversity.2

The global REDD+ initiative to reduce emissions3 may provide an 
unprecedented chance for Vietnam to move towards a rights-based 
approach to biodiversity conservation. The Government of  Vietnam has 
embraced the global initiative, becoming one of  the first nine countries 
to pilot REDD+ under the United Nations programme on reducing 
emissions from deforestation and forest degradation in developing 
countries (UN-REDD).4 It is also eligible for readiness funding under the 
World Bank’s Forest Carbon Partnership Facility.5 The chance for moving 
towards a rights-based approach arises from the potential attention to 
forest peoples’ rights under the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC)6 and from the opportunity for adherence 
of  the UN-REDD and World Bank programmes to the procedures set out 
in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of  Indigenous Peoples 
(UNDRIP) and Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).7

At this point, it is still unclear what kind of  rights-based approach Vietnam’s future REDD+ programme will take. As 
the Government of  Vietnam has committed to relevant global agreements and engages with the UN-REDD and Forest 

1   Zingerli, C., 2005. “Colliding Understandings of  Biodiversity Conservation in Vietnam: Global Chains, National Interests, and Local Struggles”. 
Society and Natural Resources, 18: 733-747. Also, note that the Government of  Vietnam recognizes 53 ethnic minority groups, but does not consider 
them Indigenous peoples.
2   Sowerwine, J., 2004. “Territorialisation and the Politics of  Highland Landscapes in Vietnam: Negotiating Property Relations in Policy, 
Meaning and Practice”. Conservation and Society, 2: 97-136 ; Déry, S., 2005. “La protection forestière au Vietnam: un outil d’intégration des marges 
territoriales?”, pages 91-118 in De Koninck, R., F. Durand, and F. Fortunel (eds.), Agriculture, environnement et sociétés sur les Hautes terres du Viêt Nam. 
Arkuiris: Bangkok.
3   REDD+ stands for efforts to credit reduced emissions from deforestation and forest degradation, conservation of  forest carbon stocks, 
sustainable management of  forest, and enhancement of  forest carbon stocks under the future climate convention. See UN-REDD Programme, 
2010. “About REDD+”. Last accessed September 3, 2010, at: http://www.un-redd.org/AboutREDD/tabid/582/Default.aspx.
4   The UN-REDD programme is the United Nations collaborative initiative on REDD+ in developing countries. See UN-REDD Programme, 
2009. Last accessed September 3, 2010, at: http://www.un-redd.org/.
5   Under the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, the World Bank assists developing countries in their REDD+ efforts. The World Bank Group, 
2010. “The Forest Carbon Partnership Facility”. Last accessed September 3, 2010, at: http://www.forestcarbonpartnership.org/fcp/. 
6   Sikor, T., J. Stahl, T. Enters, J. C. Ribot, N. Singh, W. D. Sunderlin, and L. Wollenberg, 2010. “REDD-plus, Forest People’s Rights and Nested 
Climate Governance”. Global Environmental Change, 20(3): 423-425.
7   The Government of  Vietnam ratified the UNFCCC in 2002, became a signatory to UNDRIP in 2007, and ratified the CBD in 1994.

REDD+: A Chance for Rights-based
Conservation in Vietnam

Thomas Sikor and Nguyen Quang Tan

Figure 1. Map of  mainland Vietnam (in beige). 
© American Native Press Archives
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Carbon Partnership Facility, it has opened up legal space for the recognition and support of  forest peoples’ rights through 
the REDD+ Programme. However, it remains to be seen how the programme will operationalize the attention given to 
forest peoples’ rights. Will it follow a narrow focus on paying local communities for protection services without giving 
them substantive tenure and political rights in a kind of  ‘community light’ version, or will the programme involve them as 
equal partners in the conservation of  carbon and biodiversity in community-based REDD+ actions?

‘Community Light’: Payments without Tenure 
The continuing reliance on protected area management boards and state-owned forest 
companies8 in Vietnam’s conservation and forest management policy suggest that the 
future REDD+ programme may employ a narrow focus on paying local peoples to protect 
forests. If  this occurs, boards and companies would likely sign protection contracts with 
local peoples, paying them to protect forest against encroachment by others. Local peoples’ 
participation would be voluntary in the sense that they could opt out of  protection contracts, 
yet they would be unable to participate in decisions about forest management. The state 
entities would design the projects to be rewarded under the national REDD+ programme.

A pilot project on payments for environmental services implemented in the province of  
Lam Dong demonstrates how such a payments-based approach may be implemented.9 Local 
peoples are engaged in the protection of  forests under the tenure of  protected area management boards. The management 
boards contract local peoples to protect the forest, monitor their protection activities through random field checks, and 
disburse the payment to households via locally established protection groups.10 Local peoples’ participation is voluntary, 
but most (if  not all) participate because they don’t want to miss out on the payments. Although local peoples are paid 
for stopping others’ encroachment on forests, they have no tenure rights to such forests. As a consequence, people do 
not feel any sense of  ownership over the project and just perform their patrolling jobs “for the state”, as noted by 
one community member during a visit to the village in the province of  Lam Dong in September, 2009. The payments 
approach, therefore, ultimately relies on the power of  the management boards and state-owned companies to enforce 
forest protection regulations, especially if  payments should cease one day.

Vietnam’s future REDD+ programme may add important social and environmental safeguards to this narrow payments-
based approach. For example, adherence to the principles of  UNDRIP and the forthcoming International Regime on 
Access and Benefit Sharing (such as free, prior and informed consent) may facilitate the consultation and involvement of  

local peoples in the preparation and implementation of  REDD+ actions and securing of  a 
reasonable share of  Vietnam’s REDD+ funds for them. Income from REDD+ could thus 
make significant contributions to the income of  local communities if  certain conditions are 
met.11

Despite this potential, a narrow payments-based approach may easily impose detrimental 
effects on local livelihoods and the conservation of  carbon and biodiversity because it does 
not involve local peoples as equal partners. As long as local peoples do not possess tenure 
to forests, they do not have a secure share in REDD+ benefits and instead depend on the 

annual disbursement of  payments. After payments cease, they may no longer feel obliged to comply with protection 
regulations due to their lack of  legal rights and duties to the forest and the lacking recognition of  their customary claims 
on the forest. Moreover, the procedural safeguards built into UNDRIP and CBD may not elicit the intended effects if  
implemented in Vietnam. Local communities may not utilize the opportunities for participation given to them through 
the right to free, prior and informed consent due to their political and cultural marginalization.12 More generally, the 
identification of  ethnic groups remains tightly controlled by the Government, which restricts these groups’ abilities to 

8   Forest companies are the successor organizations of  the state forest enterprises.
9   For some information on the project, see Asian Regional Biodiversity Conservation Program, 2008. Last accessed August 23, 2010, at: http://
www.arbcp.com/.
10 ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������    The amount of  money to be paid for each hectare of  protected forest is regulated under the provincial pilot payment decision, which is based 
on a study conducted by a group of  experts.
11 �����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������   See comparable evidence from Nepal: Karky, B., and M. Skutsch, 2010. “The Cost of  Carbon Abatement through Community Forest 
Management in Nepal Himalaya”. Ecological Economics, 69(3): 666-672.
12 �������������������������  Taylor, P. (ed.), 2008. Minorities at Large, special issue of  Journal of  Vietnamese Studies, 3(1).
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assert their rights under UNDRIP.13

Community-based REDD+: Human Rights and Tenure

The alternative is for Vietnam’s future REDD+ programme to employ a community-based approach, which would involve 
local communities as equal partners with governmental agencies and private companies in the conservation of  carbon 
and biodiversity. Local communities will become equal partners if  they hold tenure rights to forests considered their own, 
allowing them to have a real choice about how they want to manage these forests. Instead of  following land use restrictions 
unilaterally defined by the Government, they would be able to negotiate concrete targets for forest management through 
the national REDD+ programme, thereby taking the opportunity to combine local forest uses with the Government 
aim of  conserving carbon and biodiversity. Local forest officers 
would be mandated to assist them by providing technical advice, 
interim financial assistance, and law enforcement support instead 
of  the current exclusive emphasis on the enforcement of  forest 
protection regulations. Local peoples would be entitled to financial 
and other rewards for the carbon and biodiversity conservation 
services delivered, including financial payments and other kinds of  
rewards desirable to them.

There are four main reasons why Vietnam’s future REDD+ 
programme should employ a community-based approach. First, 
local communities already held individual and collective rights to 
over 25 percent of  the country’s total forest area at the end of  
2008. Another 19 percent of  the forest area was under temporary 
management by local governments and slated for future allocation 
to unspecified recipients (see Figure 2). Since most forest areas 
allocated to local peoples are initially relatively poor in forest quality 
and biodiversity, they have a higher potential for rapid increases in 
carbon stocks and the creation of  conservation landscapes due to 
the regenerative dynamics of  tropical ecosystems.14 Second, the 
procedures and institutions necessary for a large-scale community forestry programme have already been developed and 
tested in several projects that were implemented by the Government of  Vietnam and international donors. These procedures 
and institutions may not be ideal, but they are in place for community-based REDD+ and would allow for large-scale 
implementation, including forestland allocation, village forest regulations, benefit-sharing procedures, community-based 
law enforcement, and community forest protection and development funds.15 Third, experience indicates that communities 

protect and manage forests better than state-owned forest companies or protected area 
management boards, despite massive subsidies and support from the state to the latter 
two institutions.16 Giving local people equal access to subsidies and support would create 
immediate gains for the conservation of  carbon and biodiversity. Finally, community-based 
REDD+ would contribute towards the alleviation of  poverty, which remains widespread 
among local communities in forest areas. This would not just be in terms of  income and 
financial payments, but also involving efforts to help poor people expand their assets, 
strengthen their control over these assets, and enhance their voices.

Policy Implications

Critical cornerstones are already in place in Vietnam for community-based REDD+. The Government of  Vietnam can 
thus take further action to promote community-based REDD+ in the following ways:

13 � ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������   Keyes, C., 2002. “Presidential Address: The Peoples of  Asia - Science and Politics in the Classification of  Ethnic Groups in Thailand, China, 
and Vietnam”. The Journal of  Asian Studies, 61: 1163-1203.
14 ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������  Forest Protection Department, 2007. “Vietnam forestry statistics”. Last accessed August 24, 2010, at http://www.kiemlam.org.vn.
15 �����������������������������  Wode, B., and B. Huy, 2009. Study on State of  the Art of  Community Forestry in Vietnam. GFA Consulting Group: Hanoi.
16 ������������ ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ Nguyen, T. Q., 2006. “Trends in forest ownership, forest resource tenure and institutional arrangement: are they contributing to better forest 
management and poverty reduction? The case of  Vietnam”, pages 355-407 in FAO, Understanding Forest Tenure in South and Southeast Asia, Forestry 
Policy and Institutions Working Paper No. 14. FAO: Rome.

Figure 2. Percentage of  total forested area owned by 
various actor groups in Vietnam. © Thomas Sikor and 
Nguyen Tan, based on Forest Protection Department 
2007 statistics
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•	 Strengthen the security of  tenure rights to forestland, forest, and carbon for local communities through 
the passing of  suitable legislation;

•	 Accelerate the transfer of  unallocated forest to local communities, which would almost double the area 
under community management;

•	 Redirect law enforcement to protect the rights of  local communities as much as those held by other 
forest managers;

•	 Build the capacity of  government officials and civil society actors to implement UNDRIP and CBD and 
other international instruments supporting forest peoples’ rights that Vietnam has signed or adopted;

•	 Enhance the capacities of  local peoples to define and communicate their own priorities, values and 
desired benefits within future REDD+ actions;

•	 Create a fairer and more equitable institutional framework for all types of  forest managers by 
separating the state agencies in charge of  monitoring and law enforcement from those competing with 
communities for REDD+ funds; and

•	 Institute REDD+ procedures that minimize the transaction costs for small-scale forest owners such 
as local communities.17

If  these implications are taken into account by the Government and international donors, then the REDD+ programme 
in Vietnam has the potential to meaningfully engage local peoples as equal partners towards all stakeholders’ aim of  
conserving and sustainably using biodiversity and forest resources.

17 ��������� �������������������������������������������������� Nguyen, Q. T., T. Sikor, T. Enters, and B. Vickers, 2010. Forest, people and climate change mitigation: Why REDD+ needs local people in Vietnam. 
RECOFTC – The Center for People and Forests: Bangkok.

Thomas Sikor (T.Sikor@uea.ac.uk) is Reader in International Development at the University of  East Anglia. He has conducted research 
and advised government officials on community forestry and upland people’s livelihoods in Vietnam for the past fifteen years. Nguyen 
Quang Tan (tan@recoftc.org) is the Vietnam Country Program Coordinator of  RECOFTC. He has over seventeen years of  experience 
in the forestry sector of  Vietnam, including focusing on forest tenure, community forest management, rural livelihoods, and poverty 
alleviation.

Overview of the Land and Forest Allocation Programme

Since 1986, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) has undergone a rapid economic transformation under the 
government strategy towards “new economic mechanisms”1. With the aim of  poverty eradication, one of  the government’s 
development priorities has been a substantial land reform, particularly in upland areas; as a result, farmers are being settled 

1   Kitamura, N., 2003. “Forest Policy Development in Laos”, pages 113-126 in Inoue, M., and H. Isozaki (eds.), People and Forest: Policy and Local 
Reality in Southeast Asia, the Russian Far East, and Japan. IGES, Kluwer Academic Publishers: The Netherlands; Fujita, Y., and K. Phanivlay, 2008. 
“Land and Forest Allocation in Lao People’s Democratic Republic: Comparison of  Case Studies from Community-based Natural Resources 
Management Research”. Society and Natural Resources, 21: 120-133.

Implications of Policy Interventions for Land 
Use Changes and Local Livelihoods in Lao PDR
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on government allocated lands due to the perceived need 
to stabilize shifting cultivation practices. A market-oriented 
economy has led to the shifting cultivation strategies – widely 
practiced over centuries, but often perceived as ‘backwards’ 
– being replaced with other forms of  land use, including tree 
plantations.

The Land and Forest Allocation (LFA) programme of  Lao 
PDR was developed during the early 1990s and was introduced 
nationwide in 1994. It is a land reform policy that delineates 
clear village boundaries and classifies village forests and 
land resources2. T he key approach of  the LFA programme 
is to reduce illegal logging and shifting cultivation in village 
forests3. Against the policy backdrop of  the 1994 government 
decision to eliminate shifting agriculture by 20104, donors and 
international organizations provided financial and technical 
support to introduce the LFA programme in the northern part 
of  Lao PDR (see Figure 1) by discouraging shifting agriculture 
and promoting cash crop-based sedentary agriculture.

The LFA programme aims to enable farmers to raise agricultural productivity and income by ensuring land tenure security 
and to encourage village communities to protect and use forest resources sustainably. It is strategically guided by the 
Provincial Agriculture and Forestry Office and implemented by the District Agriculture and Forestry Office through the 
following eight steps: preparation; village survey and consultation; data collection and analysis; village-wide meetings; 
land surveys; preparation of  agreements according to land use plans; extension and dissemination; and monitoring and 
evaluation. However, the process often stagnates, partly due to financial constraints and partly due to lack of  clarity of  
land use patterns and property rights. Overall, despite governmental efforts, implementation of  the LFA programme has 
been a faltering process.

Consequences of Land Use Change 
Historically, land has been managed at the village level according to a variety of  customary rules and customary land 
practices. Traditional land use based on customary rights was somewhat taken into account in the LFA programme, but 
without specific conditions, which left room for many different (and sometimes counterproductive) interpretations based 

on local interests. While the programme recognized customary rights to access to resources, the 
main goal was to increase forest conservation by restricting access to forest areas, which conflicts 
with some customary rights5.

One example of  the changes to local livelihoods is the profuse planting of  teak6 on land designated 
for agriculture by the programme. There are four main reasons for the growth of  teak: it is useful 
for building furniture; its market value is high; teak is easier to manage and requires less labour 
than upland rice farming; and rice yield has become too low under the LFA programme’s induced 
shortening of  fallow periods. In addition, incentives to obtain rights for the long-term use of  land 

2   Under the LFA, lands are categorized into three main types: forest land (conservation, protection, and production forests), agricultural land, and 
residential areas.
3   Manivong, K., and P. Sophathilath, 2007. Status of  Community Based Forest Management in Lao PDR. RECOFTC: Bangkok, Thailand; Ducourtieux, 
O., J. Laffort, and S. Sacklokham, 2005. “Land Policy and Farming Practices in Laos”. Development and Change, 36(3): 499- 526; Fujita, Y., and K. 
Phanivlay, 2008; Thongmanivong, S., Y. Fujita, K. Phanivlay, and T. Vongvisouk, 2009. “Agrarian Land Use Transformation in Northern Laos: from 
Swidden to Rubber”. Southeast Asian Studies, 47(3): 330-347.
4   The Lao government initially set the target date by 2000 and subsequently extended to 2010. See Lestrelin, G., and M. Giordano, 2007. “Upland 
development policy, livelihood change and land degradation: interactions from a Laotian village”. Land Degradation & Development, 18(1): 55-76; 
Ducourtieux et al., 2005.
5   Ducourtieux et al., 2005.
6   Teak (Tectona grandis) is one of  the world’s premier hardwood timbers, naturally habitant only in India, Myanmar, Laos PDR, and Thailand. It has 
also been naturalized in Java, Indonesia, for the past 400 to 600 years ago. See Pandey, D., and C. Brown., 2000. “Teak: a global overview”. Unasylva, 
201 – Teak, FAO.

Figure 1. Location of  the study site for the Land and Forest 
Allocation programme in Lao PDR. © UNU-ISP
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have encouraged individuals to switch from annual 
crop farming to planting teak trees7. Through the 
LFA programme, temporary land use certificates 
are issued for a period of  three years and renewed 
if  lands are appropriately used and managed. Thus, 
once teak is planted, it serves as a socioeconomic 
and legal safety net for local people.

Teak plantations represent farmers’ rationality 
based on traditional knowledge and responses to 
the LFA programme, as well as their adaptation 
strategy to the erosion-prone hilly lands and the 
rising demand for income sources. Since the 

influence and impacts of  the different stages of  the LFA programme are inconsistently implemented, vulnerable people 
have been encouraged to choose to adopt old customary rules by practising their land use rights, rather than attempting to 
adapt to unpredictable government policies. Above all, local people cannot afford to wait for decision-makers to establish 
and put into practice sound LFA programme procedures and systems of  implementation; farming activities take place on 
a daily basis and the correct timing based on farming calendars of  land use is crucial.

While the LFA programme was initiated to help farmers 
raise their agricultural productivity and promote the 
sustainable use of  land and forest resources, it has not 
yielded beneficial results in agricultural productivity. 
The authors’ research shows that the cropping period 
continues to increase while the fallow period of  the 
shifting cultivation continues to decrease from a range 
of  7 to 10 years down to 2 or 3 years (see Figure 2). 
Because the fallow period has been getting shorter, 
the forest vegetation does not have sufficient time to 
be restored and the soil fertility for the next cycle of  
cropping has become very low8. It is also reported that 
the size of  an average family farm in northern Laos 
declined from 17 hectares (ha) to 13 ha, while the surface 
area of  a slash-and-burn field remains unchanged at 
an average of  3 ha per family9. T hese findings imply 
agricultural productivity has not improved and the LFA 
programme has had no immediate effect on reducing 

the practice of  shifting cultivation. As such, the main change brought about by the LFA programme has been the reduction 
of  fallow areas and time periods, resulting in unproductive cultivation on stressed land and extensive conversion into 
plantations of  tree crops, including teak, rather than permanent cultivation as the policy had anticipated.

Beyond Reforming the LFA Programme

The Lao PDR case shows how national policies have affected land use and can be the driving force behind land 
transformation. It also demonstrates that discrepancies exist between policy interventions and local realities. As a result 
of  the LFA programme, the land area for shifting cultivation has significantly decreased and farmers are no longer able 
to continue the traditional practice of  long-fallow shifting cultivation on a sustainable basis. This situation allows farmers 
to continue the shifting cultivation, but only with a short rotation cycle as their only practical option, which negatively 
affects sustainable land use. Transformation of  land into tree plantation could be a way out of  this short rotation cycle, but 

7   This observation is also consistent with the customary practice that the initial occupant has exclusive usufruct rights as long as he or she worked 
on the land, as in the paper of  Ducourtieux et al., 2005.
8   Liang, L., O. Sengtaheuanghoung, and S. Takahashi, 2010. “Land Use Change, Cause and Consequence in Montane Mainland Southeast Asia: A 
Case Study in Northern Laos”, pages 57-74 in Herath, S., Y. Wang, and L. Liang (eds.), Meeting Climate Change Challenges in Transboundary Basins: Role 
of  Sciences. UNU-ISP: Tokyo.
9   Ducourtieux et al., 2005.

Figure 3. Shifting cultivation in transition to teak plantations in 
northern Lao PDR. © UNU-ISP

Figure 2. Average fallow and cropping periods of  shifting cultivation at 
the village level in Lao PDR over several years. © NAFRI (Laos)/UNU-
ISP
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would lead to reduction of  natural forest fallows and may have an associated negative impact 
on biodiversity. In theory, the LFA programme could have attained its goal of  stabilizing 
shifting cultivation, but only by enabling those practices to be continued with a long rotation 
cycle. T hus, significant gaps exist between policy interventions and ground realities; this 
discrepancy may have been caused at least in part by a lack of  recognition of  customary 
rights and respect for traditional knowledge.

Implementation of  the LFA programme has stalled due to its top-down approach, which has 
failed to consider a variety of  customary land practices and social and cultural factors. These 
practices have also been largely overlooked by donors and development agencies. To rectify 
the situation, participatory decision-making must be ensured, particularly to discuss sound 
systems of  monitoring and evaluation of  the LFA programme with the involvement of  all 
national and local stakeholders. This is where a rights-based approach to sustainable livelihoods can work in assessing social 
implications of  policy interventions for land use and customary rights. A rights-based approach alone is not a cure-all, 
but it arguably holds the key to stimulating development and discourse of  land use policy and it provides opportunities 
for local populations that have previously been excluded to engage in consultative dialogues towards the formulation of  
policies that will affect them.

In Lao PDR, the LFA programme restricts villagers’ access to forests, but it should entail a minimum entitlement that 
provides alternatives. Restricting access to natural resources “in cases where people rely on those resources for their 
livelihoods, without providing a viable, sustainable and better alternative, would be considered a failure to respect their 
rights”10. In this context, the agricultural extension services for alternative livelihoods need to be enhanced and responsive 
to local priorities and needs. Furthermore, the further developing of  the programme and possible alternatives should be 
driven at the local level, while extension services should be complementarily supported by governments. Such a combination 
of  bottom-up and top-down approaches would better ensure that a variety of  customary practices of  land use and rights 
of  vulnerable people are considered and integrated into policy and practice.

Greater focus and funding will be placed on biodiversity conservation and climate change 
adaptation in the lead-up to major international meetings such as the Conferences of  
the Parties of  both the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. Both of  these global 
agendas are recognized as having the potential to be deeply rooted within rights-based 
and community-based approaches. If  the LFA programme could be improved, it may 
provide a showcase of  an ecosystem approach to the conservation of  biodiversity11. 
Moreover, the lessons and experiences of  the LFA programme should be utilized for 
prospective carbon market schemes such as Reducing Emissions from Deforestation 

and Forest Degradation in Developing Countries (REDD) that Laos PDR will likely engage with in the near future. Thus, 
research implications go beyond the LFA programme to other policy areas involving forests, biodiversity, and traditional 
knowledge. The government and donors should be aware of  the local-level experiences and incorporate those lessons 
learned into future programming and funding schemes. Otherwise, the same fallible system will continue to occur to the 
detriment of  both local communities and biodiversity.

10 �������������� ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� ��� Campese, J., 2009. “Rights-based approaches to conservation: An overview of  concepts and questions”, pages 1-46 in Campese, J., T. 
Sunderland, T. Greiber, and G. Oviedo (eds.), Rights-based approaches: Exploring issues and opportunities for conservation. CIFOR and IUCN: Bogor, 
Indonesia, page 14.
11 ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� ����������������������������� �����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������1998������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� Malawi Principles on the Ecosystem Approach. ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������UNEP/CBD/COP/4/Inf.9, 1998. Last accessed August 5, 2010, at: �������������������http://www.cbd.int/
doc/meetings/cop/cop-04/information/cop-04-inf-09-en.pdf.

Significant gaps between 
policy interventions 
and local realities 
are caused in part by 
lack of  recognition of  
customary rights and 
respect for traditional 
knowledge.

Global biodiversity 
conservation and climate 

change adaptation agendas 
have the potential to be 

rooted within rights- and 
community-based approaches.
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