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Seeing REDD for Local Democracy
A Call for Democracy Standards

Reduced Emissions from Deforestation 
and Forest Degradation, REDD+1, is 
a global programme for disbursing 
funds, primarily to pay national 

governments in developing countries to reduce forest carbon 
emissions (UN-REDD 2009: 4)2. The framers of REDD 
(including REDD+) acknowledge that REDD+ risks “decoupling 
conservation from development,” enabling “powerful REDD 
consortia to deprive communities of their legitimate land-
development aspirations,” undermining “hard-fought gains in 
forest management practices,” and eroding “culturally rooted 
not-for-profit conservation values” (FAO et al. 2008: 4-5)3. 
They balance these risks with the observation that: “…on the 
other hand, REDD programmes have the potential to achieve 
significant sustainable development benefits for millions of 
people worldwide and to sustain essential ecosystem services... 
help ensure sustained supplies of timber and non-timber 
forest products and help sustain or improve livelihoods and 
food security for local communities. Further, a premium may 
be negotiable for emission reductions that generate additional 
benefits. However, it is also possible that REDD benefits in 
some circumstances may have to be traded off against other 
social, economic or environmental benefits.” They go on to call 
for care in taking local place-based complexities into account 
when designing REDD interventions (FAO et al. 2008: 4-5).

Will this ‘premium’ be significant? Won’t it be competed down 
to nothing, as is the tendency in any competitive market (see 
any economics 101 class)? Further, Dove (1993) and others 
have shown, profits from forests and the forests themselves 
are captured by powerful groups when their value mounts, 
when there is a premium. What does it mean that ‘REDD 
benefits in some circumstances may have to be traded off’? 
Who is doing the trading? And what about the more likely 
converse alternative: that local needs will, in fact, be traded 
off for REDD benefits? These trade-offs involve people’s lives 
and histories at the edge of the ‘legal’ world. How will they 
be protected? How will REDD proponents, in the place-based 
realities that these real people inhabit, ensure that trade-offs 
are just—especially as REDD+ is being dictated by national 
agendas? How will REDD strategies take their needs and 
aspirations into account? 

One Norwegian Government report (Angelsen et al. 2009) 
proposes that ‘recognition of the following principles could 
promote participation: Definition of rights to lands, territories, 
and resources, including ecosystem services; Representation 
in REDD decision making, both internationally and nationally, 
including access to dispute resolution mechanisms; and 
Integration of REDD into long-term development processes.’ 
These principles are excellent. Their application has been 
tried many times. The results, however, have been less than 
stellar (Lemos & Agrawal 2006; Tacconi et al. 2006; Lund et 
al. 2009; Larson et al. 2010; Ribot et al. 2010). The forestry 
and conservation institutions that are asked to apply them 
resist following such principles (Ribot & Oyono 2005). The 
complexity of an illegible context (a la Scott 1998) also makes 
implementation very difficult. 

1The plus sign indicates inclusion of forest restoration, rehabilitation, sustainable management and/or afforestation and reforestation.
2This essay is not addressing the fundamental irony of REDD: climate change is global problem that was not created by those REDD calls to help 
mitigate it. REDD is designed to sequester carbon, and all else is ancillary. Past ancillary promises to people displaced by dams, mines, national parks, 
and other projects have never been kept. REDD+ will have to work hard for its ancillary discourses to ever be believable. I do not yet believe them. 
3For further discussion of risks, see Chhatre & Agrawal 2009 and Phelps et al. 2010.
4We use the term community here to mean local populations. ttp://www.conservation.org/learn/culture/Pages/overview.aspx, accessed 4 Nov 2009.
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Local forest ownership and community participation in forest 
management are increasing (White & Martin 2002; Larson et 
al. 2010)4. Nevertheless, forest-based communities still live in a 
disabling environment of policy and practice that overrides some 
of the reported positive effects of increased ‘participation’ and 
ownership—and we must recognise that participation itself is 
often a disabling instrument of bureaucratic control (Blakeley 
2010). Forestry and broader regulatory policies, while espousing 
new local rights, continue to favor urban-based and local elite 
access to forest resources or lucrative opportunities at the 
expense of local smallholders and the poor (Larson & Ribot 2007). 
Patterns of partial or biased (‘less legal’) policy implementation 
also systematically disadvantage local populations. This policy-
backed marginalisation is deepened even by so-called ‘neutral’ 
or seemingly ‘fair’ policies, because of unequal access to capital, 
labor and credit, rooted in class, gender, identity and social 
relations (Baviskar 2001; Ribot & Peluso 2003; Larson et al. 
2006; Bandiaky 2007). Efforts to increase the rural poor’s 
benefits from forests cannot rely on ‘neutral’ policies or mere 
consultative ‘participation’ if they are to enable local producers 
to access forest resources, forestry markets and the profits of this 
lucrative sector. REDD+ must do better than the past 30 years of 
effort to increase local profit and enfranchise forest people.

Many environmental groups are experimenting with community 
inclusion in forest management and in the benefits from the 
surrounding resources. Much of the emphasis of development 
agencies on local inclusion in forest benefits, however, has been 
on the indirect route of decreasing illegality (in production and 
tax/fee evasion) to increase state revenues and thus government 
spending, rather than on increasing direct commercial and 
subsistence benefits from forests to communities (Colchester 
et al. 2006). Neither approach has begun to remove the deep 
asymmetries that enable outsiders to profit while excluding 
poorer local people (see Ribot & Oyono 2005). Vast profits are 
still extracted through many commercial forest activities, yet 
little remains local (Blaikie 1985; Peluso 1992; Dasgupta 1993; 
Ribot 1998, 2006). How will REDD+ build on or depart from 
current efforts that privilege conservation or economic profit 
over the human costs? How will REDD+ create means by which 
the trade-offs will systematically favor voice over profit, local 
needs and ways of being over bureaucratisation and domination 
by all-knowing forest services? 

It is not enough to tweak or enforce existing ‘rights’—especially 
since the good rights (those worth having) are usually held by 
the well off. Rights to markets and lucrative resources cannot 
continue to be reserved for the rich while the poor are relegated 
to labor opportunities and usufruct rights (Dove 1993). Positive 
change will require a radical rethinking, indeed dismantling, of 
forestry regulation and management in addition to establishing 
and strengthening substantive rights and representation of 
forest-based people. Many indicators and standards for forest 
governance under REDD+ call for participation or benefit 
retention for local people (Fripp 2003; Kishor & Rosenbaum 
2003; CCBA 2008; IUCN 2008). None call for local democratic 
decision-making on core matters. The existing standards are not 
enough. Participation and alms do not constitute democracy or 
enfranchisement. For REDD+ to be an instrument of justice (as 
well as conservation) it must be affirmative—including material 
and representational ‘participatory parity’ as its yardstick 
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(Fraser 2008). If REDD only attempts neutrality it will deepen 
inequalities. To become a positive force for forest dependent 
populations, REDD must be guided by (and monitored 
through) clear standards for 1) democratic representation 
of local populations in all REDD decisions (meaning the 
discretionary power to make significant and meaningful 
choices), and 2) access to benefits (meaning local control over 
access to markets and forest resources). With great foresight, 
the Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR) 
and others are calling for REDD+ to address effectiveness, 
efficiency, equity and co-benefits—what they call the three 
E’s + (3Es+) (Angelsen 2009). Now, they just need to add the 
4th and 5th Es, enfranchisement and emancipation. That will 
put a real + on REDD.
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