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Executive Summary
“If we lose tropical forests, we will lose the fight against climate change” (Sir Michael Somare, Prime Minister of Papua New Guinea, speaking in Bali, 2008)
It is now widely agreed that deforestation and degradation are a source of up to 20% of carbon emissions and therefore vital in efforts to mitigate climate change. Using carbon market finance to incentivise tropical countries to reduce emissions from deforestation and degradation (REDD), is a possible mechanism that is now high on the agenda in the UN climate process and discussions about the post-Kyoto climate regime after 2012. Several processes are already underway to develop REDD, and the EC itself has included capacity building for REDD as one of five strategic areas in its new Global Climate Change Alliance (GCCA).

One of the emerging themes regards the links between REDD and poor rural producers in developing countries. There is an argument that as well as tackling climate change, the large financial flows associated with REDD (up to US$ 2.2–13.5 billion annually, by some estimates) have the potential to provide social ‘co-benefits’ to poor rural producers. These benefits could be very great. In a country like Liberia, for example, compensated reductions under REDD could provide the country with income comparable to concession logging, without some of the political risks associated with industrial enterprise in a ‘low governance’ society emerging from civil war. At the local level this could result in increased incomes for individuals and increased investment in development projects in rural areas.

But can these financial flows so fundamentally linked to carbon be channelled in a way that results in benefits for small rural producers? Existing evidence indicates that the potential for these to bring ‘development’ will be challenging. Although the commodity itself is new, carbon ‘supply chains’ suffer from similar issues to those for more established commodities in the forestry/agricultural sector, such as elite capture of benefits and lack of access to markets by the poorest. These problems may be even more pronounced in carbon markets, given their highly technical nature. More fundamentally there is a question about whether it is in the interests of carbon market actors to strive to make them ‘pro-poor’ rather than just ‘doing no harm’? Does preserving carbon require development? 

Despite these challenges REDD may offer potential for small producers compared to existing mechanisms, but the issues are relatively unexplored. Firstly, it is likely to offer much larger financial flows than existing markets and related to this will involve ‘national’ approaches rather than more traditional ‘project based’ approaches, which could have implications for economic growth and wider multipliers outside the sector. It could also be a first move towards the inclusion of a much wider range of land uses and agricultural practices to benefit from carbon finance. Secondly, the links between deforestation and poverty that have been demonstrated in some areas, may mean that carbon markets pay more attention towards poverty reduction in their strategies to preserve carbon. Finally, it has been argued that forest preservation and the associated financial flows could increase resilience of poor rural producers to the negative impacts of climate change such as droughts and floods, thus linking REDD to the climate change adaptation debate. 

This presentation will describe what REDD is and the potential implications for poor rural producers, focussing on challenges for ACP countries and drawing out lessons for wider debates about agriculture and climate change.
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