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Executive Summary

Protecting ecosystems for human livelihoods

Over the past 50 years, humankind has altered and degraded its natural environment more than at any other time in history (MA, 2005). This crisis is not only a direct threat to the survival of much of the world’s biodiversity, but it is also deteriorating the ecosystem services upon which humans depend for their well-being. Moreover, human impacts on the environment are deregulating the global climate system (IPCC, 2007), making societies increasingly vulnerable to extreme weather events and other undesirable effects of climate change, such as desertification and sea-level rise.

Within this context, the prospects of jointly addressing climate, biodiversity, and human livelihood concerns by Reducing Emissions from Deforestation in Developing Countries (REDD) have attracted significant attention within the international environmental community. Deforestation and the degradation of terrestrial ecosystems are believed to account for up to 25% of all greenhouse gas emissions. In addition to mitigating climate change, REDD also has the capacity to deliver many ancillary benefits through the preservation of habitat for wildlife and the maintenance of livelihood-supporting ecosystem services.

Putting people first
Discussions on the technical and political challenges inherent to the establishment of an international REDD regime have been going on for several years. As the debate evolves, it is feared that there is a lack of attention being brought to the key stakeholders of this international effort to mitigate climate change and environmental degradation: the rural communities who live in and depend on the ecosystems we are trying to preserve (Griffiths, 2007).  

Bearing in mind that forests support the livelihoods of millions of poor people around the world, international policies aiming to protect these ecosystems need to be carried out with a strong recognition of the social implications involved. However, with complex drivers underlying both deforestation and poverty, the linkages between the two are often ambiguous and context-specific. Nonetheless, the political marginalization of poor communities, who are often the most vulnerable to environmental degradation, is a recurrent theme. 

In the prospect of using REDD as a means of generating greater economic incentives for forest protection, weak governance and poor institutional capacity could compromise the delivery of these benefits at the local level. Consequently, if REDD is to effectively influence land use decisions made by forest-dwelling communities, equitable participation in the scheme stands out as an essential condition for success.

Achieving pro-poor REDD

Lessons learned from experience with the carbon market and with policies affecting land use decisions raise many concerns with regards to REDD’s capacity to deliver benefits at the local level. Governance issues such as weak land tenure regimes, limited market access, elite capture, and corruption are major hurdles to the pro-poor realization of REDD.  While community-based and participative approaches to ecosystem management can be seen as attractive means of overcoming these barriers, the high costs associated with their implementation make them difficult to carry out in practice.

Despite these challenges, there is hope that an integrated ecosystem approach to REDD can help guide its development in a pro-poor direction. By making the successful delivery of benefits contingent upon broad participation at the local, the opportunities for a more effective and equitable implementation of REDD could potentially be enhanced. The relevance of REDD to a wide range of existing environmental and development regimes could eventually lead to greater institutional coherence. 

The stronger appreciation of the vulnerabilities of rural communities to environmental degradation could help highlight the importance of conserving and sustainable using ecosystems. By considering mitigation and adaptation to climate change as two major challenges that cannot be addressed separately, the need to focus efforts on vulnerable populations could become a guiding principle of international REDD efforts. 
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