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Forests1 play a pivotal role in regulating our global 
climate and represent a cornerstone of our strat-
egy to tackle climate change, as highlighted by 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) in 2007 (and again in 2021), and by the In-
tergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Bio-
diversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES - IPBES, 
2018; 2019). While forests hold the key to mitigat-
ing climate change by absorbing greenhouse gases 
(GHG), their loss and degradation also exacerbate 
climate change by releasing CO2 and other green-
house gases (Pörtner et al., 2021). 

Recognising the importance of forests in glob-
al climate processes, in 2007 the Bali Action Plan 
(BAP) was adopted at the United Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions from deforestation 
and forest degradation (i.e., REDD). In 2010, the Can-
cún decision on REDD+ was adopted to expand the 
role of forests in mitigating climate change to in-
clude conservation of forest carbon stocks, sustain-
able management of forests and enhancement of 
forest carbon stocks. REDD+ was conceived as a vol-
untary, ‘nationally-driven’, mechanism for high-in-
come countries (as listed in Annex 1 of the UNFCCC) 
to pay low- and middle-income countries (non-Annex 
1 Parties to the UNFCCC) for the reductions in for-
est emissions. The Cancún decision also stipulated 
that REDD+ activities be implemented in phases, 
beginning with: (a) the development of national 
strategies or action plans, policies and measures, 
and capacity-building (i.e., Readiness Phase), fol-
lowed by (b) the implementation of national pol-
icies and measures and national strategies or 
action plans that could involve further capaci-
ty-building, technology development and transfer, 
and results-based demonstration activities, and 
evolving into (c) results-based actions that should 
be fully measured, reported and verified.

Given that fifteen years have passed since the 
first agreements around REDD, and ten years since 
the last Global Forest Expert Panel (GFEP) assess-
ment on REDD+, it is timely for this report to ex-
amine the evidence to date on the role of REDD+ in 
global forest governance, its translation into prac-
tice at national and sub-national scales, its im-
pacts, remaining challenges and emerging lessons. 

In 2012, as the architecture of the internation-
al REDD+ regime, and development of associated 
environmental and social ‘safeguards’ were com-
ing into greater focus, the International Union of 
Forest Research Organizations (IUFRO) published 
a Global Forest Expert Panel (GFEP) assessment 
report (Parrotta et al., 2012) that evaluated the 

1  All terms that are defined in the glossary of this report (Appendix 1) appear in italics the first time they are mentioned in a chapter. 

implications of forest management interventions 
foreseen under REDD+ activities. The 2012 GFEP 
assessment was based on the most current scien-
tific literature on forest biodiversity, climate change 
and forest management, for different types of for-
ests (according to FAO definitions and FAO’s Global 
Ecological Zone classification system - FAO, 2001; 
2012).  It provided a broad science-based perspec-
tive on relationships between forest biodiversity 
(as defined by the Convention on Biological Diver-
sity) and carbon (referring to the net balance of CO2 
and non-CO2 GHG emissions and removals) as well 
as other ecosystem services, and how these complex 
relationships may be affected by management ac-
tivities implemented to achieve REDD+ objectives. 
Based on this knowledge, the GFEP report assessed 
the potential synergies and trade-offs between 
and among environmental and socio-economic 
objectives, and their relationship to governance is-
sues at multiple scales, and identified governance 
and policy options for REDD+ activities that could 
capture synergies between biodiversity and carbon 
while avoiding perverse outcomes.

Among the main findings, the 2012 GFEP assess-
ment concluded that reducing the rates of global 
deforestation and degradation can indeed make 
a substantial contribution towards both climate 
change mitigation and biodiversity conservation. 
The extent to which REDD+ activities could simul-
taneously reduce GHG emissions and contribute to 
biodiversity conservation was found to depend on 
the types of tropical and sub-tropical forests and for-
est landscapes under consideration, their condition 
(i.e., degradation status), and the socio-economic 
and governance contexts in which they exist. Fur-
ther, the assessment concluded that activities fo-
cussing on prevention of deforestation and forest 
degradation were, in general, likely to yield great-
est carbon and biodiversity benefits. Under certain 
conditions, REDD+ activities could also achieve 
significant social and economic gains according 
to this assessment. However, it was clear from the 
available evidence that the degree to which these 
goals are met through REDD+ would depend on 
the specific policies and practices employed, and 
that unless biodiversity and human well-being were 
given sufficient consideration, there was a high 
risk that REDD+ would fall short in achieving its 
objectives.

Purpose of the current assessment

Over the past decade, there has been a significant 
growth and refinement of the scientific literature 
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related to the global trends in deforestation and 
forest degradation, and the potential of REDD+ ac-
tivities to yield lasting carbon benefits (and biodi-
versity and socio-economic ‘co-benefits’). There is 
also a growing literature on the experiences and 
outcomes of REDD+ implementation at global, na-
tional, sub-national and local scales. Utilising this 
expanded knowledge base, the current assessment 
builds on that of 2012 to evaluate the progress, pit-
falls and early outcomes of REDD+ as a means of 
reducing forest-related GHG emissions, as well as 
the impacts on biodiversity and the livelihoods and 
well-being of people in the landscapes affected by 
REDD+ interventions.

The current assessment revisits the issues and 
questions examined in the earlier GFEP assessment, 
analysing and synthesising scientific information 
published in the last decade, along with lessons 
learned since 2012. It summarises and evaluates 
changes in global forest governance frameworks 
and REDD+ related decisions and actions, the evo-
lution and influence of the international REDD+ 
finance ‘landscape’, and how this has shaped pri-
orities, rules and norms as they relate to the five 

REDD+ activities (i.e., reducing emissions from de-
forestation; reducing emissions from forest degra-
dation; conservation of forest carbon stocks; sus-
tainable management of forests; and enhancement 
of forest carbon stocks) eligible for results-based 
payments. 

This assessment also takes stock of progress 
and critically examines the available evidence on 
experiences to date related to the three phases of 
REDD+ (i.e., the ‘readiness phase’, the ‘implementa-
tion phase’ and the ‘results-based actions phase’). 
In particular, it evaluates the actual on-the-ground 
impacts – or projected likely impacts – of REDD+ 
activities on reducing GHG emissions from forest 
and associated landscapes at various spatial scales. 
The assessment also evaluates the current state of 
knowledge regarding costs, benefits and trade-offs 
of REDD+ activities, and the efficacy and impacts 
of related social and environmental safeguards on 
biodiversity and human well-being in landscapes 
in which REDD+ activities have been implemented. 
Further, it assesses the challenges, lessons learned 
and pathways for the future.

Forested landscape in Costa Rica

Photo © Nelson Grima
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The evolution and shifting boundaries of 
REDD+ since 2011

Since the adoption of the 2010 Cancún decision 
on REDD+, developments within and outside 
of the UNFCCC have changed the landscape of 
REDD+ governance, finance and implementation 
at national and sub-national scales.

The Warsaw Framework, adopted at the 2013 
UNFCCC COP 19, included a series of decisions 
clarifying several key issues needed to operation-
alise REDD+ under the UNFCCC. The first of these 
re-affirmed that results-based finance can come 
from a wide variety of sources, both public and pri-
vate2. Another series of decisions from the Warsaw 
COP focused on modalities for REDD+ monitoring, 
reporting and verification systems. These included 
guidelines and procedures for the technical assess-
ments of countries’ proposed reference emissions 
levels or forest reference levels3 and modalities for 
measuring, reporting and verifying (MRV) forest 
emissions4. The Warsaw Framework also included 
key requirements on implementing and reporting 
on environmental and social safeguards5.

The UNFCCC’s 2015 Paris Agreement (UNFCCC, 
2016), adopted by 196 Parties at COP 21, represent-
ed a critical juncture for REDD+. The Paris COP’s 
ambitious aim of limiting global warming to 1.5oC, 
and its acknowledgement of the role of forests in 
achieving this aim, brought new momentum to in-
ternational efforts to address deforestation, forest 
degradation and forest restoration. Article 5.2. spe-
cifically recognises the role of REDD+ and offered 
provisions for mobilising climate finance.

Since 2012, implementation of REDD+ has ad-
vanced considerably. There is a growing body of 
data and analyses on the experiences of countries 
during the different phases of REDD+ outlined in 
the 2010 Cancún decision (i.e., ‘readiness phase’, 
‘implementation phase’ and ‘results-based actions 
phase’) and scientific research has examined both 
progress and shortcomings of REDD+ implemen-
tation. 

Over the past decade, many countries have 
transitioned from the readiness phase and ac-
tivities to the implementation phase, and some 
of them have reached the results-based actions 
phase. To date, the majority of multilateral fund-
ing for REDD+ has come from three sources: the 
Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF), the  

2  UNFCCC Decision 9/CP.19: https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2013/cop19/eng/10a01.pdf#page=24 

3  UNFCCC Decision 13/CP.19: https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2013/cop19/eng/10a01.pdf#page=34 

4  UNFCCC Decision 14/CP.19: https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2013/cop19/eng/10a01.pdf#page=39 

5  UNFCCC Decision 12/CP.19: https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2013/cop19/eng/10a01.pdf#page=33 

UN-REDD Programme and the Forest Investment 
Programme (FIP) of the Climate Investment Funds. 
In addition, the Green Climate Fund (GCF) was es-
tablished at COP 16 in Cancún and recognised as 
a financing mechanism for REDD+ results-based 
payments in 2014 at COP 19. In 2017, the GCF es-
tablished a USD 500 million REDD+ pilot financing 
programme; by 2020, these funds were fully allo-
cated, with results-based payments approved for 
eight countries (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Ecuador, Indonesia and Paraguay). The 
GCF is also engaging in a growing number of for-
est and land use projects. To date (January 2022) 52 
projects have been funded under the “forestry and 
land use” theme, for a total of USD 1.5 billion (GCF 
website), including the USD 500 million REDD+ pi-
lot financing programme noted above. 

As REDD+ has evolved over the past 15 years, 
so too have a number of global negotiations, ini-
tiatives and programmes aimed at addressing cli-
mate change, deforestation, land degradation, bio-
diversity loss, and other major environmental and 
development challenges: 

•	� The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) was adopted by UN Member States in 
2015 (UNDESA website). REDD+ contributes 
directly to achieving SDG 13 (Climate Action) 
and SDG 15 (Life on Land), and indirectly to 
several other SDGs.  

•	� Since 2019, the Conference of the Parties to 
the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) 
has been negotiating a post-2020 Global Biodi-
versity Framework to respond to the continu-
ing rapid decline of biodiversity (CBD website). 
The Framework, expected to be finalised and 
approved at the CBD COP 15 meeting (in Kun-
ming, China) in 2022, includes several targets 
and actions consistent with and supportive of 
REDD+ (i.e., protected areas, reducing forest 
degradation, sustainable forest management and 
forest restoration). These include, among oth-
ers, the Framework’s Target 2 (related to resto-
ration of degraded ecosystems) and Target 8 (on 
climate change mitigation and adaptation).

•	� Under the UN Convention to Combat Deser-
tification (UNCCD), the land degradation neu-
trality target also includes activities associat-
ed with REDD+, including tackling drivers of 
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forest loss and degradation, and afforestation, re-
forestation and restoration (UNCCD website). 
•	� Although non-binding, the Bonn Challenge on 

FLR launched in 2011 has generated signifi-
cant interest and mobilisation around forest 
restoration, with over 60 governments having 
committed to restoring over 210 million ha at 
the time of writing (Bonn Challenge website). 
The UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration 
(2021 – 2030) is likely to further expand the 
role of and interest in forest restoration (UN 
Decade on Ecosystem Restoration website).

•	� The Global Environment Facility (GEF) has in-
cluded in its draft strategy for the new replen-
ishment period (GEF-8 – 2022 – 2026) a new 
integrated programme on “Landscape Restora-
tion” (GEF, 2021). As a major source of funding 
for implementation of the Rio Conventions, 
this is likely to impact on future investments in 
REDD+ or associated activities. 

In parallel, the voluntary carbon market has 
been growing over the last decade, mostly driven 
by a rise in private sector demand for avoided de-
forestation offset credits, linked to commitments 
by companies and other institutions for their 
planned transition to achieve ‘net zero deforesta-
tion’ by agreed target dates. The voluntary market 
is also expected to expand significantly through 
the inclusion of REDD+ and avoided deforestation 
offsets as part of the Carbon Offsetting and Reduc-
tion Scheme for International Aviation (CORSIA), 
which is being coordinated by the International 
Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO).

Meanwhile, international efforts to address 
forest loss and degradation stemming from illegal 
logging or the conversion of forests for production of 
commodities such as palm oil, soy, beef, leather, 
cocoa and sugar have continued to evolve. These 
public and private efforts include, among oth-
ers, the Forest Law Enforcement Governance and 
Trade’s (FLEGT) Voluntary Partnership Agreements 
(VPAs), the Lacey Act, the EU Timber Regulation 
aimed at eliminating illegal wood from EU supply 
chains and the Roundtable on Sustainable Soya. 
They highlight the central role of law enforcement 
and market-based mechanisms in the global for-
est regime. 

These developments have both blurred and ex-
panded the boundaries of REDD+, with important 
implications for its governance, funding, scope of 
activities, and on-the-ground management inter-
ventions and outcomes. In this report, we examine 
closely how these developments have influenced 
REDD+ implementation as well as the lessons 
learnt for REDD+ and related efforts to enhance 

the climate mitigation potential of forests and for-
ested landscapes through activities aimed at halt-
ing and reversing deforestation and forest degra-
dation.

Overview of the report

Chapter 2 of this assessment examines how an 
evolving array of actors, institutions and finance 
shape who and what matters for REDD+, what 
counts as success or failure and who decides. 
It analyses how the dynamics of power and au-
thority that shape REDD+ play out across three 
principal interfaces – states, finance and mar-
kets – which influence in different ways its gov-
ernance, actions and outcomes both within and 
outside the official structures of the UNFCCC. It 
explores the wider geo-political system within 
which REDD+ operates and identifies the wide 
range of actors and actions potentially responsi-
ble for REDD+ impacts. At the same time, it also 
highlights the limited power of REDD+ alone to 
shift the course of global land use change. 

Chapter 3 evaluates the climate change mit-
igation potential from REDD+, critically evalu-
ating the available scientific literature related to 
the quantification of forest carbon fluxes, mitiga-
tion potential of enhancing forest carbon stocks, 
and the extent to which REDD+ could contribute 
to meeting the ultimate goal of the 2015 Paris 
Agreement. It also summarises the evidence to 
date on carbon outcomes, examining recent glob-
al deforestation and forest degradation trends, as 
well as critically examining the available evidence 
related to reported and actual impacts to date of 
REDD+ on deforestation. Verification options for 
carbon outcomes, including through independent 
remote sensing observations, are also discussed.

Chapter 4 lays out the landscape of environ-
mental and socio-economic benefits and risks 
associated with REDD+ implementation and re-
views the experience of REDD+ implementation 
on non-carbon outcomes, focusing particularly on 
the past 10 years. Due to the difficulty in direct-
ly attributing early REDD+ outcomes to national 
or sub-national scale interventions, the chapter 
relies on pilot project-scale programmes (and a 
longer history of the implementation of related 
initiatives in the forestry sector) to infer broader 
insights about the documented and expected im-
pacts of REDD+ implementation on biodiversity, 
environmental services and livelihoods, and social 
and economic outcomes. It evaluates available ev-
idence and experience regarding the interactions 
between carbon, biodiversity and socio-economic 
impacts of REDD+ implementation, and discusses 
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associated trade-offs, synergies and feedbacks. 
Chapter 5 assesses the challenges that arise 

in the overarching international REDD+ process, 
and in national, sub-national and local level ap-
plication. Specifically, the chapter evaluates how 
current process, institutional, management and 
financial challenges at the local, sub-national, na-
tional and international scales (as well as across 
these scales) are likely to affect future implemen-
tation of REDD+. It also considers lessons learnt 
from experience in the last decade in an effort 
to better inform future interventions, identifying 
emerging lessons for different groups of stake-
holders. In reviewing both challenges and lessons, 

the chapter places an emphasis on forest landscape 
restoration (FLR) in light of the UN Decade on Eco-
system Restoration (2021 – 2030) and the growing 
prominence of FLR in forest-related interventions 
including REDD+.

Chapters 2 – 5 also identify critical knowledge 
gaps that are currently limiting understanding 
and/or certainty regarding REDD+ governance 
and impacts of REDD+ implementation on cli-
mate mitigation objectives as well as on biodiver-
sity and human welfare in landscapes in which 
REDD+ activities have been implemented.

Chapter 6 concludes with high level key mes-
sages emerging from this assessment.
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