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Forest loss is a major driver of climate 
change, with deforestation alone contributing to 
about 20 percent of global greenhouse gases (Gullison 
et al., 2007). Accordingly, policies aimed at slowing 
deforestation have attracted growing interest in recent 
years in the international climate change arena and 
beyond. Given that competition over forest resources 
and deforestation-related environmental degradation 
serves as a potential driver of conflict at the local, 
regional, and international levels, this article explores 
the security implications of efforts to mitigate climate 
change through woodland preservation. 

In some ways, climate change mitigation tactics 
aimed at preserving woodlands provide a sound oppor-
tunity for regional and international collaboration, 
thanks to the cross-border environmental benefits of 
decelerated deforestation. Forest preservation also can 
help stabilize conflict-prone areas by strengthening insti-
tutional capacities and integrating sustainable woodland 
management into broader international climate change 
mitigation efforts. Yet at the same time, mitigation 
efforts prioritizing forest preservation entail a degree of 
risk, and must be carried out with great sensitivity to 
avoid triggering fresh unrest in conflict-prone countries. 
This article examines the conditions under which such 
mitigation efforts may contribute to or undermine the 
likelihood of conflict.

Exploring the Nexus Between 
Forest Resources and Conflict

The majority of forest-dwelling and forest-dependent 
households suffer from poverty and lack public services 
(Dubois, 2002). For these impoverished populations, 
woodlands are a vital resource. However, in part because 
of their economic importance, forests can also become 
hotbeds of conflict, since they tend to be remote and 
inaccessible, far from government presences, and home 
to multiple ethnic groups and minority populations with 
competing claims (Blundell, 2010). Sustainable forestry 
management, if carried out in a way that helps improve 
livelihood security, can therefore be a key to preventing 
violent conflict in some places (ETFRN, 2008).

A background study for the World Development 
Report 2010 identified different ways woodlands can 
contribute to armed conflict (Harwell, 2010). One of 
the study’s central focuses was the timber industry’s con-
tributions to the outbreak, escalation, or continuation 
of armed conflict, which assumed the following forms:

●● Financial flows from timber revenue or corrupt 
payments that fund violence; 

●● Direct engagement in violence or weapons traffick-
ing by loggers or those employed by loggers; and,

●● Linkages between logging and other forms of 
crime and violence.

Many of the world’s prime tracts of woodland are 
located in countries already considered fragile or con-
flict-prone. With climate change mitigation policies 
now becoming a regular part of environmental peace-
building discussions, intriguing new questions have aris-
en regarding how woodland-preservation plans might 
impact conflict dynamics within these states.

A Closer Look at the REDD Approach

During the last few decades, competing land-use 
demands and emissions from deforestation have become 
an increasingly important climate change issue, with 
forest preservation often emerging as a focal point of 
such debates. As used by the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC), “emissions from land use, 
land-use change, and forestry” include aggregated emis-
sions of carbon dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4), and 
nitrous oxide (N2O) from deforestation, biomass, and 
burning; decay of biomass from logging and deforesta-
tion; and the decay of peat.

Worldwide, forests support the livelihoods of an esti-
mated 1.6 billion people and are home to 300 million 
(UN Forum on Forests, 2011). In Indonesia alone, 36 
million people out of a total population of 235 million 
rely on the forestry sector as their primary source of 
income (Indonesia Ministry of Forestry, 2002). While 
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forests’ role as an economic lifeline for local communi-
ties is undeniable, woodland preservation also provides 
concrete benefits in other realms of society. For instance, 
forests play a vital role in boosting communal adaptive 
capacities by reducing the impact of events connected to 
climate change, such as landslides, flooding, and erosion.

Over the course of the last several years, international 
climate change negotiations have brought fresh atten-
tion to the question of how to most effectively address 
deforestation in developing countries. The debate has 
focused on designing policy instruments that can reduce 
emissions from deforestation and integrating these 
instruments into the post-2012 architecture of global 
climate change mitigation measures, when the first com-
mitment period under the Kyoto Protocol will end and 
the reform process of the international climate policy 
landscape will take shape.

In 2007, delegates at the 13th Conference of the 
Parties in Bali adopted a decision on forest protec-
tion as a climate policy instrument called “Reducing 
emissions from deforestation in developing countries: 
approaches to stimulate action (REDD).” The REDD 
document specifically encourages parties to “explore 
a range of actions, identify options, and undertake 
efforts, including demonstration activities, to address 
the drivers of deforestation relevant to their national 
circumstances, with a view to reducing emissions from 
deforestation and forest degradation and thus enhanc-
ing forest carbon stocks due to sustainable manage-
ment of forests” (UNFCCC, 2007).

In the ensuing years, a number of governments and 
multilateral institutions have launched initiatives indi-
cating that REDD will be relevant not only for stable 
countries, but also for conflict-prone and post-conflict 
countries as well:

●● The UN Food and Agriculture Organization, UN 
Development Programme, and UN Environment 
Programme launched UN-REDD, which has 
invested US$42.6 million in nine pilot countries: 
Bolivia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Indonesia, Panama, Papua New Guinea, Paraguay, 
Tanzania, Vietnam, and Zambia. 

●● The World Bank established a number of initia-
tives addressing forest issues in developing coun-
tries. The Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, 
launched in Bali in 2007, looks to build capac-
ity for REDD in developing countries, testing a 
program involving performance-based incentive 
payments in select pilot countries (the Central 
African Republic, Liberia, and Nepal) to gauge the 
feasibility of a much broader system of financing 
mechanisms and incentive payments in the future.

●● Various governments have set up REDD initiatives 
on a bilateral basis. For instance, Norway has com-
mitted US$600 million a year to REDD activi-
ties, including the country’s high-profile work in 
Indonesia. Australia, meanwhile, is actively engaged 
with deforestation issues in the South Pacific, while 
German International Cooperation is a participant in 
REDD projects in Indonesia and Laos. The United 
States is working on a number of REDD-ready pro-
grams with a focus on building capacity for invento-
ries, monitoring, and verification in Latin America 
(Brazil, Colombia, Mexico), Asia (India, Indonesia, 
Cambodia) and Africa (Zambia, Uganda). 

A Means for Promoting 
Peace and Stability?

Given that REDD programming to date has been 
designed to generate new income streams for local pop-
ulations and build strong institutions that improve gov-
ernance, it serves as an example of how climate change 
mitigation policies could have potentially stabilizing 
effects in fragile or conflict-prone environments.

First, in principle, REDD can contribute to economic 
development by generating new sources of revenue for 
oft-marginalized social groups. Depending on the design 
of benefit-sharing agreements, central governments as 
well as local communities could earn income and put 
it to productive use by rebuilding infrastructure and 
expanding public services. Further, employment oppor-
tunities under a REDD agreement could be created for 
forest monitoring and law enforcement positions, while 
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afforestation campaigns could provide at least temporary 
employment, given the need for workers to run nurseries 
and plant tree seedlings (Agrawal & Angelsen, 2009).

Second, at present, many developing nations and 
active-conflict countries lack the governance capac-
ity required to implement REDD programming. An 
established REDD mechanism could provide incentives 
to improve governance capacities as a prerequisite for 
receiving funds for anti-deforestation projects. In fact, 
some ongoing initiatives and pilot projects explicitly 
aim to improve target countries’ governing capacities to 
make them “REDD ready” (Williams et al., 2011). In 
this way, the financial resources and technical assistance 
provided for “REDD readiness” support the building of 
governance capacity and the strengthening of institu-
tions—trends that may yield positive spillover effects for 
peacebuilding beyond the forest sector. 

Third, REDD can foster cooperation, dialogue, and 
confidence-building at all levels. Whereas large-scale log-
ging, mining, oil extraction, and other activities incom-
patible with REDD often lead to conflict with local 
communities, REDD approaches should protect the 
environment and are much less likely to provoke con-
flict. Using REDD programs as a vehicle for land ten-
ure reforms that provide legal titles to local communities 
could also help reduce the type of conflicts that often arise 
when land tenure is unclear (Cotula & Mayers, 2009).

Potential Risks of REDD Policies 

The potential stabilizing effects of REDD programs aside, 
there are a number of possible risks that must be taken into 
account when considering the introduction of REDD into 
fragile or conflict-prone countries and regions.

First, the procedures required to measure and moni-
tor carbon emissions can prove expensive to implement, 
as can the establishment of REDD governance systems. 
Accordingly, indigenous communities and micro-proj-
ect enterprises could be excluded from participating in 
REDD projects because they would not be able to recover 
transaction costs. One way to address this problem might 
be to foster better communication and cooperation 
among communities in a given REDD target country 
as a means of cutting transaction costs. The confidence-
building that would accompany such collaboration could 
prove especially helpful for divided or rival communities. 
However, unless measures to ensure the transparent and 
fair distribution of related benefits are outlined ahead of 
time, REDD projects could potentially create new rifts.

Second, local communities may be marginalized if 
REDD programs are badly designed or poorly imple-
mented. Proactively addressing questions of land tenure 
and land-use rights is therefore of the utmost importance. 
For instance, if REDD campaigns that successfully stave 
off deforestation are rewarded financially and linked to 
global compliance markets, enormous amounts of money 
may flow to the country. The main beneficiaries would 
most likely be government entities that would need to 
redistribute resources, e.g., by establishing a transfer 
system. The likely increase of the value of forested land 
would serve as an incentive for governments and pow-
erful private sector actors to seize control of woodlands 
and reap the profits of REDD. Consequently, the rights 
of forest-dwelling communities, especially those without 
formalized land titles, could either be denied or ignored. 

The danger inherent in selling carbon rights to inves-
tors without first consulting forest dwellers is especially 
high in the 75 percent of the world’s woodlands that are 
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officially owned by governments. Even communities with 
recognized land rights in woodlands could be pressured 
into signing deals that limit their access to forest resources 
while providing them with scant compensation (Cotula 
& Mayers, 2009). Income generated by successful REDD 
campaigns could instead be “used by the state to equip 
forest protection agencies with jeeps, walkie-talkies, arms, 
helicopters, and GPS in an outdated and anti-people 
‘guns and guards’ approach to forest protection,” leading 
to a potentially violent escalation of local resource con-
flicts (Griffiths & Martone, 2009, p. 24).

Third, unclear land-tenure rights within woodlands 
could be complemented by the still largely undefined 
ownership of carbon. To date, only a few countries 
have legislated who owns the carbon stored in trees. 
New Zealand’s move to declare forest carbon the prop-
erty of the government, for instance, sparked resis-
tance from private forest owners. After several years 
of lawsuits, continuing protests, and stalled efforts to 
inventory carbon stocks, carbon ownership was even-
tually transferred back to the forest owners (Rights and 
Resources Initiative, 2010). To successfully implement 
REDD programming, a target country or region must 
first have legal institutions capable of fairly resolving 
disputes, as well as clearly defined land-tenure rights 
and carbon-ownership rights. 

Fourth, unequal benefit sharing under REDD pro-
gramming could trigger another set of conflicts. The 
local elites who likely would emerge as primary nego-
tiation partners could capture a disproportional share 
of REDD income, while poorer and landless house-
holds might receive far less revenue. Such increased 
income inequality could spark social or political unrest 
or conflict at the local level. Since the forestry sector 
in many countries already has a reputation for irregu-
lar and corrupt business practices, REDD programs 
will have to be designed in a manner that minimizes 
the potential for corruption—otherwise, REDD proj-
ects could be viewed by locals as illegitimate, and the 
projects’ effectiveness would likely be compromised as a 
result (Tacconi et al., 2009). Transparency International 
devoted a special section of its most recent report on 
climate change and corruption in the forest sector. The 

analysis made clear that corruption will be an ongo-
ing risk even once well-designed REDD programs are 
fully operational. “To avoid inappropriate validation of 
projects, the verification of fictitious projects, and the 
overestimation, double-counting, or fraudulent trade 
of carbon credits,” strong monitoring and enforcement 
mechanisms are needed, as well as a role for indepen-
dent civil society groups to participate in monitoring 
efforts (Transparency International, 2011). 

Fifth, setting the right baseline—making an accu-
rate estimation of how much deforestation would occur 
without intervention—is crucial for the integrity of any 
REDD program. Further, deforestation rates are influ-
enced heavily by conflict. Sierra Leone, for example, lost 
more than 19,000 hectares of forest per year from 2000 
to 2005, as the country worked to recover from civil war 
(Forest Industries, 2011). Deforestation can be acceler-
ated due to the lack of law enforcement, extraction of 
timber to finance the purchase of firearms, or the surviv-
al strategies of war-affected and displaced communities.

Even once an active conflict has ended, woodlands 
remain under threat. For instance, when formerly dan-
gerous battlegrounds become accessible again, large-scale 
logging operations may move into those areas, pushing 
the agricultural frontier forward. Consequently, setting 
the right baseline in the context of a post-conflict scenario 
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poses a serious challenge: What amount of avoided 
deforestation can be attributed to a specific intervention 
financed by REDD, and what amount can be attributed 
to pre-existing peace and conflict dynamics?

Initial Experiences With REDD

Since most REDD-related activities have started only 
recently, it is too early to assess positive and nega-
tive impacts in conflict-prone countries. To a certain 
extent, however, current REDD projects backed by the 
United Nations or the World Bank can be linked to 
relevant preexisting programs and agencies within the 
target countries. 

In Nepal, for example, the Swiss Agency for 
Development and Cooperation commissioned the Nepal 
Swiss Community Forestry Project to participate in a 
project intended to contribute to economic growth and 
social development by focusing on gender, social equity, 
peacebuilding, and poor peoples’ livelihood issues under 
the umbrella of Forest User Groups (Hobley, 2007). 
Meanwhile, the International Union for the Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN) has been helping Liberia restore its 
woodlands, focusing on refugee camp reforestation and 
forest sector reform as a means of restoring stability as the 
country recovers from civil war. IUCN has expanded its 
approach into a broader portfolio that currently empha-
sizes community forest management, climate change, 
and forest governance, with the latter category focused 
primarily on REDD and forest sector policy support. 
The initiative is built on local community-based natural 
resource management strategies that seek to achieve pov-
erty reduction; empower impoverished forest-dependent 
populations through enhanced land rights; improve for-
est law enforcement and governance; and revitalize wood-
land ecosystems through forest landscape restoration. 

A Conflict-Sensitive 
Approach to REDD

While REDD programming can potentially create or 
exacerbate conflicts and increase the marginalization of 
certain populations, it can also provide opportunities to 

develop sustainable livelihoods, generate new income 
streams, and strengthen the political and economic 
position of forest dwellers in post-conflict settings. How 
REDD projects fare depends largely on the existence of 
detailed and well-balanced REDD-related frameworks 
and institutions in target countries. To design REDD 
programming that not only reduces conflict potential 
but also plays a constructive role in peacebuilding, I rec-
ommend the following: 

●● Clarify legal issues surrounding land 
tenure: In order to prevent conflicts, REDD proj-
ects should be used to strengthen the political and 
economic clout of communities living in wood-
land areas, rather than marginalizing or displacing 
them. It is critical that REDD program designers 
also take into account traditional, and often com-
plicated, land tenure arrangements, as well as the 
rights of resource users without legal titles. 

●● Ensure fair sharing of REDD-related 
benefits: The equitable sharing of benefits gener-
ated by REDD projects is a necessary condition for 
conflict-sensitive strategies to succeed. Since corrup-
tion is rife in the forest sector of many developing 
countries, greater openness in forest-resource man-
agement must be fostered to increase the legitimacy 
of REDD programming, secure benefits for local 
populations, and reduce conflict potential. 

●● Establish reliable, transparent, and efficient 
governance structures: REDD projects 
require transparent and dependable local institu-
tions to ensure that measurement, reporting, and 
verification duties are carried out accurately. Local 
institutions should also be capable of identify-
ing and dealing with the drivers of deforestation 
effectively, as well as building confidence among 
investors. Building these capabilities will be par-
ticularly difficult in post-conflict settings, but the 
development of such institutions could potentially 
yield positive spillover benefits that bolster the 
target country’s overall stability.
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●● Design pro-poor REDD programs so that 
revenues are used to advance socioeco-
nomic development: Apart from reducing the 
risk of conflict, allocating REDD-related income 
in this fashion could make REDD programs 
more attractive to investors and reduce the risk of 
project failure. Additionally, reinvesting revenue 
to bolster socioeconomic development in a target 
country could help advance the well-being of the 
entire population, especially traditionally margin-
alized groups.

●● Secure international support for capacity- 
building and “REDD-readiness” and 
prioritize local participation: Generating new 
REDD-related jobs within a target country will 
happen only if tasks like project monitoring and 
accounting are at least partly performed by the local 
population and not just by international consultants. 
Developing alternative income opportunities must 
be a part of any comprehensive REDD scheme.

REDD Fulfills a Need for 
Conflict-Sensitive Climate 
Change Mitigation Policies

In addressing the lack of reflection on the linkages between 
climate change, peacebuilding, and sustainable forest 
stewardship, this article has outlined how reducing defor-
estation may help contribute to political stability and the 
socioeconomic advancement of post-conflict countries. 
While climate change policies aimed at mitigating defor-
estation pose certain risks and opportunities, the prospects 
for the success of such initiatives are bolstered by the estab-
lishment of REDD mechanisms that are the product of 
both multilateral negotiations and bilateral initiatives. 
Anti-deforestation programs can also contribute to peace-
building by helping to strengthen institutional capacities, 
creating new streams of income generation, and engaging 
various local stakeholders in participatory processes. 

Creating conflict-sensitive climate policies that have 
positive, transformative effects is undoubtedly an ambi-

tious task. This is true not only for REDD program-
ming, but also for the design and implementation of cli-
mate-change adaptation measures in general. To reduce 
the likelihood that climate policies have unintended 
adverse impacts in the countries they are meant to bene-
fit, it is critical that policymakers and program designers 
conduct careful conflict assessments to ensure an under-
standing of the local contours of conflict within their 
target countries before implementing programming. 
Further, in order for climate policies to be conflict-sen-
sitive, they must be developed using a multi-faceted sys-
tem that incorporates various levels of decision-makers, 
from the administrative to the societal. 

Ultimately, designing and implementing REDD 
programming in a manner that is sensitive to local 
conflict dynamics will increase the likelihood that 
anti-deforestation climate change policies can serve as 
a threat minimizer in post-conflict settings. Indeed, 
since anti-deforestation strategies are still being fine-
tuned, there is a good chance that efforts to preserve 
and sustainably manage woodlands can be conduct-
ed in a way that mitigates the potential for unrest in 
conflict-prone, resource-rich nations. For that reason, 
REDD programming, if carefully and thoughtfully 
designed and implemented, can go a long way toward 
promoting and supporting peace and stability across 
the developing world.

Note

1.	 This paper is based on a more comprehensive analy-
sis in Dennis Tänzler and Felix Ries (2012).
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