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REDD+ architecture: (initially) not about 
projects… 

• In 2000 (CoP 6), “avoided deforestation / conservation” projects excluded 
from CDM eligibility 

• In 2003, the “compensated reductions” by Santilli and al. propose a 
nationwide-based scheme to prevent the leakage objection within a 
country 

• REDD+ projects promoted by UNFCCC as “demonstration projects” (CoP 13 
decision) not as the recipient of carbon payments 

• The negotiation has stuck with a national-based approach (for establishing 
baseline and crediting), with an ambiguous mention of “sub-national” 
reference as an interim measure: 
– “A national forest reference emission level and/or forest reference level6 or, if 

appropriate, as an interim measure, subnational forest reference emission 
levels and/or forest reference levels” (Decision CP 16)  

–  Negotiators suggest it refers to provinces, regions, but not to projects… 
• However, strong lobbying from carbon-business companies and 

conservation NGOs for keeping a project-based approach: the “nested 
approach” pretends to combine both project-based and national level 
performance 
 



Competing approaches for REDD+ 
financing/rewarding 

Nationwide-based  
(for assessing the performance) 

Project-based, incl. “nested 
approach”) 

Carbon trading International Fund 

Carbon rights issue 

Carbon rights are more tangible (“credits”) as carbon credits in REDD+ projects case 



The “nested” approach 

• An approach attempting to reconcile crediting 
projects directly and governments 

• For a given “target” of emission reduction set at 
national level, projects are credited for their verified 
reductions and the complement is attributed to the 
governments 

• Crediting both the government and the “avoided 
deforestation” projects whatever the national 
result? 
– What if a country see an increase of its deforestation while 

all the projects have reduced ? 
– In large countries (i.e. DRC, Indonesia…) projects will cover 

only a fraction of the territory 
 



The nested approach (2) 
• Long-term growing needs for food and the current global 

“land grabbing” dynamic makes leakages highly likely if the 
productivity of tropical agriculture does not increase 
dramatically 
– Possibility that a country is encouraging, on one hand, REDD projects 

in given areas and, on the other, allocate forest lands to agribusiness in 
other areas 

• Some propose to not credit projects if there is inconsistency 
between projects results and national performances 
– But in such case, it will prevent private investor to invest in a process 

they do not master the outcome 
– Some propose that, in such a case, governments or jurisdictions pay 

anyway the investors for the verified reduction attributable to the 
projects… 

• The nested approach is not fundamentally different from a 
project-based approach, comparable to CDM projects. 
 

 



Buyer of  C. 
credits 

PROJECT PROMOTERS 

(conservation area, 
afforestation…) 

CARBON COMPONENT 
(standardised trials) 

Buyer of C. 
credits 

Buyer of C. 
credits 

ECOSYSTEM USERS 

Bilateral PES agreement with remuneration in 
line with the opportunity costs of 
conservation and/or remuneration for effort, 
or direct investment for alternative assets 

Buyer of  C. 
credits 

BUYERS OF 
CARBON 
CREDITS 

  

BUYERS OF 
CARBON 
CREDITS 

credits Buyer of C. 
credits 

BUYERS OF 
CARBON 
CREDITS 

  

Multilateral or bilateral 
transactions where carbon 
credits created through the 
carbon component of the 
project, are transferred to 
buyers 

Creation of 
carbon 
credits 

Commodity (carbon 
credits) market 

Compensated 
easements without 

exchange 

Articulation PES and carbon credit making within a REDD+ project 



Potentially:  
a “carbon economic rent” issue 

• If high profits are made by carbon investors with 
REDD+ projects on community / smallholders 
lands, claims for higher compensations have a 
rational ground, like in any contractual 
arrangements  

• Introducing the ‘economic rent’ concept: “the 
fraction of profits above what would be strictly 
necessary for the capital to remain invested in a 
given economic activity” (Dictionary of 
Economics) 
 



Carbon trading 
revenues 

+ 
subsidies 

Surplus 

Carbon Rent 

Project costs: 
- implementation 

-transaction 
-verification 

-- certification 
 

‘Normal’ remuneration of 
the project promoter 

Land users’ opportunity 
costs  
(+/-) 

Compensations 

Analytical framework of costs and revenues in a REDD+ project 



Where the “carbon rent” comes from? Clarifying the difference 
between “carbon rent” and benefits of REDD+ projects 

 
 

Conditions allowing for a “carbon 
rent” that can be kept by the project 

promoter or shared with the 
resources users 

Potential benefits (once the 
opportunity costs are compensated) 
for the resources users partners of a 

REDD+ project 

“Inflated” baseline (overstatement of 
deforestation threats) allowing for 
non-additional carbon crediting 

 
Potential reallocation of working force 
(deforestation activities are dropped) 
into alternative activities or leisure 
 

Low forest users’ opportunity costs 
(for conserving the forest) combined 
with (i) carbon-rich threatened forest 
(ii) high carbon prices 

 
Maintenance of provisioning and 
regulation services depending on 
forests (bushmeat, NTFPs, water 
quality, reduced erosion…) 
 
 
Allow for employment opportunities if 
the project rehabilitates degraded 
ecosystems and plant trees 
 



What to do with the “carbon rent”?  

• In an “ideal” REDD scheme, the potential for a “carbon rent” 
is limited: 
– Current low carbon prices (and bleak perspectives) 
– Discount of credits to address risks of leakage and non 

permanence (buffering of credits)   
– Growing opportunity costs 
– High transaction costs expected in a project-based approach 

• ‘Carbon rent’ is more likely to be created by 
“inappropriate/overinflated” baselines 

• Given the asymmetry of information on the true costs and 
baseline design, setting by law the share of the proceeds 
would be uneasy 
 



How to frame the debate? 
1. Carbon rights? 

• If the issue in featured in the terms of carbon rights  
there will be a rational basis for claiming ownership 
right over the carbon stocks held in forests,  
– And the landlord can hope for becoming a carbon 

“rentier”.  
– A carbon right assigned to an initial owner can then be 

traded and transferred, perhaps to a carbon investor.  
• One inter alia implication is that the carbon rights 

option increases the competition over forestlands and 
forests, which is detrimental to the transfer of property 
rights to resident populations who claim customary 
rights over territories and the forests they contain. 
 



How to frame the debate? 
2. Property of carbon credits? 

• If the issue is featured in terms of the property of 
carbon credits, land ownership becomes second: 
carbon credits do not pre-exist to the REDD project, 
they are “processed” through a number of normalised 
trials that should be undertaken by REDD+ projects 
(carbon measurement, baseline scenario, leakage 
assessment, MRV provisions, safeguards 
implementation, third-party evaluation of performance 
and certification) in the current private governance 
system that has filled the gap left by the uncompleted 
UN negotiation process over REDD.  

• The project promoter is, therefore, in a position to 
claim ownership over those credits.  

 



How to frame the debate? 
3. Sharing the “carbon economic rent” 

• A subsequent issue is about the right to benefit 
from the net benefits of the sale of carbon 
credits, even if there is no question about the 
ownership of carbon credits themselves.  

• It becomes, then, an issue of equitable sharing of 
“net benefits” (carbon economic rent) rather 
than a legal issue over carbon ownership.  

• In such a case, land tenure rights can be a 
relevant principle 
 



Conclusion 

• The issue of “carbon rights” is often inadequately 
addressed: emphasizing property rights is against the 
principle of rewarding efforts and behaviour changes. It 
is a rent-seeking approach in the name of social justice. 

• Claiming an equitable sharing of the ‘carbon rent’ (if 
any) can be justified by a principle of fairness rather 
than by “carbon ownership” 

• Framing the issue through “carbon rights” increases 
the competition over forestlands and forests, which is 
detrimental to those who claim customary rights over 
territories and the forests they contain 
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