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SUMMARY

INTRODUCTION

This is a brief toolkit for Indigenous Peoples and local communities looking for in-
formation about ‘sustainable forest management’ and ‘bioenergy’ projects. 

Projects like these are increasingly being proposed as solutions to climate change
and worries about energy security. In many cases communities are being encour-
aged to take part in them. However, there are risks and pitfalls associated with
commercial forest projects like ‘REDD’ (which are focused on reducing deforesta-
tion and forest degradation in order to slow climate change).

This toolkit outlines some of the risks communities may face. It aims to balance
out some of the extremely optimistic claims that are often made by those promot-
ing these ‘market-based’ projects. 

It also outlines another form of green forest grabbing which is gathering speed.
This is the race for land for industrial-scale ‘bioenergy’ production, as part of the
new ‘bioeconomy’ approach (which is intended to create a new kind of industrial
manufacturing based on plant materials and wastes instead of fossil fuels). 

This approach also threatens to ramp up landgrabbing, including to grow yet more
trees and crops for export, and is likely to lead to further deforestation.

It is ironic that REDD policies are supposed to protect the world’s forests and
biodiversity, while this new push for bioeconomies will have exactly the opposite
effect. But both approaches will put immense pressure on communities and peoples
striving to hold on to their territories and manage their resources sustainably.



REDD RISKS

In worst-case scenarios, REDD and other market-based projects can lead to ‘green’
forest grabbing by investors. 

But even REDD projects that aim to involve communities can have an affect on com-
munities’ ability to make decisions about their own territories. Ultimately, these
commercially-focused projects risk undermining the land and territorial rights of
Indigenous Peoples and local communities. 

Although it is possible to envisage REDD projects that might make some contribu-
tion to individual communities, there are many risks associated with REDD and
other market-based ‘solutions’. 

Communities simply cannot be sure that such projects will deliver the promised re-
sults. For example:

• External REDD finance for a project might not be delivered (which seems to 
be likely at the moment as the negotiations on this have stalled), but the 
legal commitments communities make might still have to be adhered to. 

• On the other hand, if REDD finance is found or if standing forests increase in 
value generally, one can expect a continuing and potentially violent struggle 
for control over them. In this scenario, morally dubious investors might simply
proceed without involving Indigenous Peoples and local communities.

THE BIO-ECONOMY BOOM

Many countries are adopting a new industrial strategy referred to as the ‘bioecon-
omy.’ This, they claim, involves shifting away from reliance on fossil fuels, and using
‘biomass’ — which includes trees, other plants, residues and wastes — instead (for
everything, fuel and manufacturing). 

The argument being put forward is that it is better to burn wood than fossil fuels,
because it means that the carbon already underground stays locked up there. On
the other hand, the carbon released from the trees when they are felled and rot
will be recycled when more trees grow. But this argument ignores key facts:

• Wood is only a renewable product when it is produced in such low quantities 
that the forest can restore itself.

• Burning wood releases even more carbon than coal. 

• The time it takes new trees to grow means it will be decades or longer until 
the carbon emitted from burning wood is re-adsorbed by the new trees. But 
climate change science tells us we need to act now!

Demand for biomass is already increasing rapidly, and is likely to lead to yet more
landgrabbing and industrial logging in forests.



BUEN VIVIR OFFERS A NEW WAY FORWARD

Market-based approaches need to be abandoned in favour of alternatives that are
fairer, more sustainable, and not dependent on securing massive amounts of exter-
nal finance. 

There is growing support for the concept of ‘Buen Vivir’ as an alternative to capi-
talism. ‘Buen Vivir’ promotes a community-oriented lifestyle that focuses on promot-
ing peoples’ happiness rather than economic growth, and living in harmony with
nature. 

It also provides a much better and more effective way of protecting against cli-
mate change — ‘cooling the planet.’ 

PROTECING AND PROMOTING ‘INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ AND
COMMUNITY CONSERVED TERRITORIES AND AREAS’

Forest-dependent communities have the know-how and desire to conserve their
forests, without additional finance being provided by outsiders. Indigenous territo-
ries and community-conserved areas have been shown to contribute to cultural in-
tegrity and survival, the ‘Buen Vivir’ approach, and social well-being. They also lead
to effective and fair forest conservation and restoration efforts.

However, many Indigenous Peoples and local communities are finding that their way
of living is being threatened by ‘green’ and other forms of land grabbing. This
handbook provides ideas about how ‘Indigenous Peoples’ and Community Conserved
territories and Areas’ (ICCAs) can be strengthened and promoted, and how the ter-
ritorial and land tenure rights of Indigenous and other communities can be de-
fended. 

ENERGY AND WOOD SOVEREIGNTY

The toolkit also explains how new energy strategies to provide fair access to sus-
tainable energy could be based on the concept of ‘energy sovereignty’, and the
more specific concept of ‘wood sovereignty’, instead of creating vast new demand
for land. 

These concepts are based on the idea of food sovereignty, which emphasises the
people’s right to produce their own food, on their own territories, in accordance
with their own food culture and tradition. In the same way, the new concepts of
‘energy sovereignty’ and ‘wood sovereignty’ put the control of local resources back
into local hands.



SPELLING IT OUT: 
COMMUNITY PROTOCOLS

Last but not least, the toolkit explains
how communities can clearly articulate
and assert their right to ‘Free, Prior
and Informed Consent’ by documenting
and communicating their perspectives,
desires and concerns, using tools such
as Community Protocols.

This is a comprehensive and effective
way of communicating with outsiders,
and is a useful tool for those involved
in or considering consultations about
forest conservation projects. 

They offer communities a way of insist-
ing on and asserting their rights to be
consulted, involved, and rewarded for
the design and implementation of forest
conservation projects.
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These days, governments often try to make
sure that the policies they develop and im-
plement — to protect the environment or
prevent climate change, for example — are
based on neo-liberal ‘market mechanisms’ or
‘market-based’ approaches. 

The basic idea is to allow business to make
a profit by engaging in certain areas they
were not previously involved in. Governments
are working on the basis that this will
channel private finance into developing ‘solu-
tions’, saving public money. These market-
based approaches are also seen as policies
that help rather than hinder economic ac-
tivity and trade. Governments and wealthy
elites therefore view them as ‘win-win’ poli-
cies.

However, although these approaches might
work well for business, they are generally
complex and highly risky, and their social
and environmental impacts may be over-
looked in the rush to generate a profit. 

They can actually be very bad for less
wealthy people, communities and countries,
who are more likely to be exposed to any
associated risks or negative impacts.

Generally, market mechanisms also allow
wealthy people and governments to pay
their way out of meeting their responsibili-
ties: instead of reducing their carbon emis-
sions, they can pay someone else to do it.

In general, market mechanisms use the
forces of ‘supply’ and ‘demand’ to try and
create a certain outcome, and governments
have been creating new systems to try and
apply this process to environmental protec-
tion. 

Carbon markets provide a good example:
some governments have allocated companies
certain ‘rights to pollute’, or ‘carbon cred-
its’. In theory, dirty polluting companies will
need to buy extra credits; and cleaner com-
panies can make a profit by selling their
spare credits. Forest certification processes
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are also a ‘market-friendly’ approach, be-
cause they focus on influencing consumers’
decisions.

In practice these market mechanisms have
not worked well. In the EU’s carbon market,
for example, companies managed to secure
too many carbon credits at the beginning of
the process, so there was no incentive for
companies to clean up their act. Similarly,
forest certification has little or no impact on
overall levels of wood consumption.

Find out more about the use of market
mechanisms using Global Forest Coali-
tion’s ‘Life as Commerce toolkit’: 
www.globalforestcoalition.org/re-
sources/market-based-conservation/life-
commerce-toolkit

To learn more about carbon markets, you
can read ‘Carbon Trade: How it Works
and Why it Fails’, by Carbon Trade
Watch:
http://www.criticalcollective.org/?publi-
cation=carbon-trading-how-it-works-
and-why-it-fails 

You can also find more information about
‘green economics’ at 
Critical Information Collective’s 
website: 
www.criticalcollective.org/publications/gr
een-economy-3/
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WHAT IS ‘REDD’?

Deforestation and forest degradation con-
tribute to climate change, because trees
adsorb and store carbon dioxide, the main
‘greenhouse gas’. When trees are cut down
and rot, this carbon dioxide is released back
into the atmosphere.

Forests and other native vegetation also
regulate rainfall, retain water when it rains,
and keep soils fertile. If they are cut down,
soils dry out, and rivers may dry up in the
dry season, but flood in the wet season. 

‘REDD’ is a forest conservation policy, which
has been created to try and address climate
change concerns by protecting forests. Ini-
tially proposed in the UN Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
negotiations, the letters in ‘REDD’ stand for
‘Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and
forest Degradation’. 

The basic idea of REDD is to pay forest
owners, and countries, for not cutting their
trees down. The thinking is that as long as
forest owners and countries can get more
money from keeping their trees standing
than they can from cutting them down, de-
forestation will slow down or stop.

You might also hear the term ‘REDD+.’ This
is REDD including the ‘sustainable manage-
ment’ of forests, and the ‘enhancement of
forest carbon stocks’. Importantly, this sub-
tle adaption means that both industrial log-
ging and the establishment of socially and
environmentally damaging monoculture tree
plantations could be included in and financed
through REDD+. 

At the moment a large number of countries
are engaged in preparatory ‘REDD Readi-
ness’ projects that are mainly being fi-
nanced by the World Bank and the UN.

PART 2: REDD+ AND ITS RISKS



PROBLEMS AND RISKS WITH
MARKET-BASED PROJECTS 
INCLUDING REDD+

Indigenous Peoples and local communities
play an important role in the conservation of
the world’s forests, and many Indigenous
Peoples depend on forests for their liveli-
hoods. 

In theory, then, REDD policies should pro-
vide positive opportunities for Indigenous
Peoples and local communities. However,
there are a number of inherent problems
with REDD+, and with the use of market
mechanisms more generally.

(1) Projects run by financial investors may
exclude local peoples from their territories
or ban traditional livelihood activities.

• Schemes that create significant flows
of finance can create or aggravate
conflict at the local level,1 promoting
land grabbing (‘carbon piracy’) by in-
vestors, and creating tensions between
and within communities.2

• As standing forests become more valu-
able, land reform processes can also
be frustrated, making it harder for
Indigenous Peoples to get outstanding
land claims settled.3 

• Because women are often poorer than
men, are less likely to own land, and
are frequently responsible for gather-
ing resources, they are less likely to
be able to engage in commercially-ori-
ented projects but are more likely to
experience any negative impacts. For
example, if they are excluded from
particular areas they may have to
walk much further everyday to collect
resources, or they may become more
financially dependent upon their hus-
bands.4

• Most schemes pay people to refrain
from certain forest extraction activi-
ties.5 As a result, there is a growing
tendency — amongst Indigenous young
people especially — to accept a pay-
ment and leave the community for the
city, worsening the problem of rural-
urban migration, and leaving behind an
‘ageing’ community.6

• Payments for the ‘environmental serv-
ice’ of curtailing traditional forest
management and/or shifting cultivation
practices can also lead to the loss of
traditional forest-related knowledge.7

• These market-based schemes also cre-
ate a need for permanent funding
flows from external sources at a time
when there is significant insecurity
about future forest funding. 

(2) Even if communities are involved, market-
based projects are complex and risky.

Market-based forest conservation projects
can promise a lot, but they can also be quite
risky, and may not deliver on those prom-
ises. However, companies promoting such
projects are not likely to spell out exactly
what the risks are, if they want communi-
ties to sign up or agree to the projects
happening! 

Communities considering participation in
REDD+ and similar projects, should think
carefully about the following potential prob-
lems.

• These are financial deals, and many
will involve large and experienced in-
vestment companies. The odds are
heavily stacked against those without
land tenure, technical expertise, expe-
rience of tough negotiations, and
funds to invest in any upfront and op-
erational costs associated with the
project. At worst this means unequal



and unfair contracts may be agreed.
It is also possible that REDD+ finance
might not materialise, but the legal
commitments communities have made
might still have to be adhered to. At
best it is likely to lead to reliance on
outside finance and expertise, which
can have a significant impact on In-
digenous Peoples’ and local communi-
ties’ governance systems.8

• There have already been instances of
shady ‘carbon cowboys’ trying to per-
suade communities to sign away their
rights to their territories in return
for promised riches (with these
‘agents’ planning to take sizeable per-
centages for themselves, or revert to
deforestation if REDD+ funds are not
forthcoming).9

• Even organisations promoting legiti-
mate REDD+ projects may insist on
complex contracts being signed by in-
experienced communities who may not
understand the full contents (the con-
tracts might also be in a different
language). Legal advice is a must!

• Research shows that community mem-
bers can experience a sense of disem-
powerment when participating in
complex projects involving outsiders,
especially because key decisions about
their forests and livelihoods are being
taken by other people.10

• Community members previously en-
gaged in the collective, sustainable
management of their local biodiversity
may start to act individually and pur-
sue individual economic interests. Tra-
ditional biodiversity-related knowledge
may be shared less, and communal
lands are more at risk of being priva-
tised and sold off. Biodiversity-
friendly activities like bee-keeping are
more likely to be substituted by com-

mercial ventures such as monoculture
timber plantations.11

• In general, market-based projects
that focus on forest carbon and mak-
ing money out of nature tend to over-
look other local and national benefits
of forests, including their economic
benefits,12 and related cultural, com-
munity and spiritual values.

(3) REDD+ ‘safeguards’ are insufficient.

Thanks to Indigenous Peoples’ active cam-
paigns there is a growing awareness of the
important role played by Indigenous Peoples
with respect to forest conservation and cli-
mate change. As a result of campaigning, a
number of  ‘safeguards’ have been 
integrated into the design of REDD+ during
the UN’s climate change negotiations (in
Cancun in 2010). 

These safeguards are meant to avoid nega-
tive effects such as undesirable changes in
land use, the replacement of natural forests
by tree plantations, loss of biodiversity, and 
impacts on local communities’ livelihoods.13

One of the most important of these safe-
guards is the right to Free, Prior and In-
formed Consent (FPIC), as laid out in the
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples (UNDRIPs).14

Another safeguard mandates the “the full
and effective participation of relevant
stakeholders, in particular, indigenous peo-
ples and local communities.”  

If they are to be anything other than theo-
retical, however, these safeguards need to
be firmly and effectively integrated into
pilot projects and the development of
REDD+ policies. 

The reality is that — for the time being at
least most of these safeguards exist on
paper only, and there have been multiple



Indonesians don't want palm plantations
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LRPDA-5gcXo&fea-
ture=player_embedded

Indonesia’s forests are home to thousands of species includ-

ing orangutans, but the world’s increasing demand for palm

oil is leading to their destruction. Indonesian palm oil is very

cheap and is used as an ingredient for a wide range of prod-

ucts including margerine, soaps and detergent. After the EU

decided that transport fuel should contain an increasing

amount of biofuel palm oil prices soared, making it an even

more lucrative business. But local communities are losing

the forest that shelters and feeds them, all that is left is oil

palm. In addition, clearing the forests result in the liberation

of significant amounts of greenhouse gases, from slash and

burn practices and because the forest soils quickly dry out

once the trees are gone. Indigenous peoples and local com-

munities demand that their forests are protected! 

Director Inge Altemeir, in collaboration with Friends of the

Earth Internatonal and WALHI. FoE Indonesia. 2007.

complaints from Indigenous Peoples and civil
society, in countries such as Panama, In-
donesia, Vietnam, and Peru.15

For example, most Indigenous Peoples and
forest-dependent communities are only
being consulted about REDD+ in a very su-
perficial and biased manner. There is not
enough information about the potential risks
of REDD+ projects, and the consultation
processes are almost always too short. 

In many cases communities are even con-
fronted with a ‘take-it-or-leave-it’ situation,
with significant sums of money promised,
but no real involvement in the design or
management of the project. 

This is especially worrying given the pro-
found nature of what is being requested
from communities, and their need for
enough time for customary consultation and
decision-making processes. 

The UN-REDD programme, a programme es-
tablished by three United Nations organisa-
tions to provide funds for REDD+, has
adopted quite strong guidelines to make sure
that FPIC is implemented.16 However, these
processes rely on the State in a given coun-
try making decisions about when and where
FPIC should be implemented. This is highly
unlikely to guarantee Indigenous Peoples’
rights in countries where they are already
in dispute with the State over territorial
and other rights.

The problems Indigenous Peoples face in re-
lation to REDD+ safeguards are illustrated
by the withdrawal of COONAPIP, an organi-
sation that represents Indigenous Peoples in
Panama, from the UN-REDD program in that
country. 

COONAPIP objected to the obstacles they
have encountered when it comes to partici-
pating in decision-making processes, and a

marked tendency they have observed
amongst officials undermining issues of con-
cern to Indigenous Peoples.17

In addition, the way that a forest is defined
in the UN includes tree plantations, so
REDD+ funds could be allocated to lifeless
monoculture plantations, even if those plan-
tations are established in place of biologi-
cally diverse forests.

Again, safeguards discouraging this have
been introduced, but these are not binding. 

Furthermore, the replacement of other
ecosystems like grasslands, that tend to be
of particularly importance for mobile In-
digenous Peoples, is still allowed unde
REDD+, as is the replacement of any land
that is being farmed with tree plantations.

There seems to be little willingness amongst
countries to address these problems. 

Recent climate change negotiations (in Doha
in 2012) focused on the financial aspects of
REDD+, even though they were supposed to
consider the integration of traditional
knowledge and support for indigenous moni-
toring systems.18 These issues have been de-
ferred for discussion in future meetings.

Overall, even with safeguards REDD+ tends
to undermine the principle of self-determi-
nation by Indigenous Peoples, ignore tradi-
tional knowledge about forests, and
increase the risk of domination by the state
and private institutions.
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Find out more about the potential im-
pacts of REDD in different countries, by
reading ‘REDD Realities’ by Global For-
est Coalition:

www.globalforestcoalition.org/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2010/10/REDD-Realities.pdf

You can also find out more about REDD
at redd-monitor.org here: 

www.redd-monitor.org/redd-an-introduc-
tion/

You can access information about
planned and ongoing ‘REDD readiness’
projects in your country, by going to
the websites of:

(1) UN-REDD

www.un-
redd.org/Partner_Countries/tabid/10266
3/Default.aspx

(2) The World Bank’s 
Forest Carbon Partnership Facility

www.forestcarbonpartnership.org/redd-
countries

(3) The World Bank’s 
Forest Investment Programme (pilot
programmes and schedule of approvals)

www.climateinvestmentfunds.org/cif/fip_
pilot_programs and https://www.cli-
mateinvestmentfunds.org/cif/content/fip-
pipeline-programs-and-projects





BIOMASS TRADE IS BOOMING...

Another looming problem relates to the
growing use of biomass (wood and other
types of plant material) for so-called re-
newable ‘bioenergy’ and as a raw material. 

This approach is being pushed hard, prima-
rily by industrialised country governments,
on the basis that it is environmentally-
friendly. However, it is anything but. It is
another ‘false solution’ to climate change. 

The official justification for large-scale
bioenergy is that we need to limit the use
of fossil fuels, which release large amounts
of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse
gases. However, it is increasingly clear that
this is little more than green ‘spin’. 

In the UK, for example, key energy produc-
tion facilities are aimed at a 50:50 split be-
tween biomass and coal. In other words,
both biomass and fossil fuels will be used.1

Importantly, this trend lets industrialised
countries off the climate change ‘hook’. 

Instead of having to make a concerted ef-
fort to reduce their overall energy con-
sumption, they can use this supposedly ‘low
carbon’ energy instead. 

But what this actually means is that they
can consume the same amount of energy (or
even more), using more land and resources,
but look like they are doing something
about climate change.

The trouble is that burning biomass on an
industrial scale is likely to be just as bad or
even worse for climate change than fossil
fuels. This problem mainly relates to the
amount of biomass needed.

Traditionally, many peoples have relied on
burning wood and other materials for cook-
ing, heating and other basic needs. 

However, the emphasis is now shifting to
the development of large-scale biomass
burning, in converted coal power stations
and new biomass burning plants. These are
being subsidised with public funds intended
for the development of ‘clean, green and
renewable’ energy. 
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These facilities burn millions of tonnes of
wood and/or other biomass mainly for elec-
tricity and sometimes for heat. 

Supporters of switching to biomass argue
that it is better to burn wood than fossil
fuels, because it means that the carbon al-
ready in the ground stays locked up there,
but the carbon released from the trees will
be recycled when more trees grow. How-
ever, there are a number of serious flaws in
this argument:

• Wood is only a renewable product
when it is produced in such low quan-
tities that the forest can restore it-
self.

• Burning wood releases even more car-
bon for each unit of energy produced
than burning coal. 

• The time it takes new trees to grow
means it will be decades or longer
until the carbon emitted from burning
wood is re-adsorbed, but climate-
change science tells us that the prob-
lem is so urgent it must be addressed 
now if we are to be successful. 

• There are no guarantees that new
trees will actually be planted or al-
lowed to re-grow. 

• If forests are clearcut or degraded,
their soils and vegetation release car-
bon and may not recover for a very
long time, if ever. 

• Plantation trees only contain about
20% of the carbon found in old
growth trees.2 This means plantations
cannot re-adsorb the carbon emitted
when native forests are felled.

Unfortunately, industrialised countries such
as those in Europe, the USA, Canada and
South Korea are rapidly adopting new poli-
cies that support biomass burning as a ‘re-
newable energy’, and this huge new market

is already developing. Energy companies are
being awarded substantial subsidies. In-
vestors are also seeking to profit from
growing and selling biomass to export.   

As a result, the shift to using and importing
more and more biomass is likely to trigger
increased land grabbing, leading to the de-
struction of critical habitats, farmland, bio-
diversity and water resources. 

Women will be particularly affected, as
they are often responsible for gathering fu-
elwood, water, food and medicinal plants
from forests.

…IGNORING THE LESSONS
LEARNED FROM BIOFUELS

This is not idle speculation. The use of liquid
biofuels to run cars, aeroplanes and other
vehicles is already underway and expanding. 

Biofuels are a form of biomass, usually pro-
duced from vegetable oils (such as soya,
palmoil and jatropha) or starchy crops such
as corn and sugarcane. There are also ef-
forts underway to use wood, algae and
other materials as well. 

However, there is growing recognition that
diverting farm land to produce fuel is con-
tributing to rising food costs, and escalating
hunger and malnutrition. Investors are mov-
ing in and land grabbing is escalating. 

Governments are also acting in collusion
with investors, making it even more difficult
for people to seek recourse when they are
threatened with eviction from their tradi-
tional lands.



GOVERNMENTS’ NEW PLAN TO 
DEVELOP ‘BIOECONOMIES’

The USA, Europe and other countries are
promoting an even broader ‘bioeconomy’ ap-
proach based on biomass, officially as a sub-
stitute for fossil fuels (in reality they may
use both). 

Their vision is to massively expand the use
of biomass, using plant material for the pro-
duction of an immense range of plastics,
chemicals, materials, and other products, as
well as fuels (using various still-to-be-dis-
covered and potentially risky biotechnologies
to do so). 

Again, the most immediate problem is the
scale on which this is being planned. Putting
the bioeconomy in place as an overarching 
industrial strategy would inevitably mean
that biomass will be grown on an immense
scale and traded on global markets. 

But the impacts of such an unprecedented
demand for land, combined with the use of
fertilizers, agrochemicals and water for ir-
rigation, and the impacts of refinery opera-
tions, has not been acknowledged. 

There have been some global assessments of
‘biomass availability’ based on the use of
‘marginal and degraded’ or supposedly
abandoned lands. 

But a closer look shows that these are
often areas that peasant farmers, Indige-
nous Peoples and pastoralists depend upon
for their livelihoods. 

Forests, fertile farmlands and rich grass-
lands have all been designated as ‘marginal
and degraded’ by those interested in grab-
bing them for bioenergy and other pur-
poses.

GENETIC ENGINEERING IN THE
NEW ‘BIO-ECONOMY’

Central to the new ‘bioeconomy’ is the
biotechnology industry, which is currently
working to genetically engineer new vari-
eties of trees and crops that grow faster,
tolerate colder temperatures, and can be
turned into fuels and chemicals more easily. 

These include new genetically-engineered
(‘GE’) eucalyptus, poplar and pine species.
Varieties of corn that can be converted into
ethanol more easily are also being grown,3

and other crops are being engineered for
fuel use.  

Meanwhile, the new technology of ‘syn-
thetic’ biology aims to develop new microbes
and algae — such as microbes that can ‘di-
gest’ biomass, turning it into fuels and
chemicals, or algae suitable for fuel produc-
tion.4

While genetic engineering usually involves
inserting some genes to make small changes
in another organism, synthetic biology in-
volves patching together a new set of
genes, making an entirely new organism. 

GMOs and synthetic life-forms present seri-
ous and unpredictable risks to human health
and to ecosystems. 

THE BIOMASS APPROACH 
CONFLICTS WITH REDD+, BUT
BOTH WILL DRIVE LANDGRABS

It is ironic that REDD+ policies purport to
protect the world’s forests and biodiversity,
whilst this new push for biomass-based
economies will have exactly the opposite ef-
fect. 

The emphasis on bioeconomies will have a
massive impact on land use, far greater
than that of wind, solar or virtually any
other type of energy that exists. Biofuels
have already had a devastating impact even 



though they provide only 3% of global
transport fuels. 

It is also a question of overconsumption by
wealthier countries and communities: simple
common sense indicates that these levels of
consumption of energy and resources cannot
be sustained, by fossil fuel use or by bioe-
conomies. 

1 www.thisisgrimsby.co.uk/Firm-leads-way-deliver-biomass-facility-

Port/story-18867675-detail/story.html#axzz2SiGhzlxz

2 Forests in a Changing Climate, Friends of the Earth International, Forests

in a Changing Climate, Friends of the Earth International, 2008, www.criti-

calcollective.org/?publication=forests-in-a-changing-climate 

3 www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2011/aug/15/gm-corn-development-food-

fuel

4 www.cbd.int/doc/emerging-issues/foe-synthetic-biology-for-biofuels-2011-

013-en.pdf

For more detailed information and refer-

ences you can read: 

Sustainable Biomass: A Modern Myth,

Biofuelswatch

www.biofuelwatch.org.uk/2012/bio-

mass_myth_report/ 

and Fact Sheet on Genetically Engi-

neered Trees

Global Justice Ecology Project

http://globaljusticeecology.org/files/GE%

20trees%20Factsheet%203:13.pdf



‘BUEN VIVIR’ OFFERS A NEW
WAY FORWARD

Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’
traditional practices and cultures help to
cool the planet. Because forests matter so
deeply to Indigenous Peoples and many local
communities, they use them carefully and
thoughtfully, making sure that the forests
and forest species remain healthy and in-
tact, to be enjoyed by their children, and
their children’s children. This conserves bio-
diversity. It also helps to ‘cool the planet’.

‘Buen Vivir’ — which literally means ‘good
living’ or ‘living well’ — is a way of living
communally and in harmony with nature
that was originally based on the lifestyles
of the Indigenous Peoples of the Andes. It
is a developing philosophy that has garnered 
much support amongst social movements
since the Peoples’ Summit on Climate
Change and the Rights of Mother Earth
held in the Bolivian city of Cochabamba in
2010. 

Buen Vivir articulates the ideas that human
beings are part of nature, not separate from
it, and that the aim of living is to seek bal-
ance and harmony, rather than growth. 

It focuses on defending ecosystems and nat-
ural resources like water and the sky as
critical shared ‘commons’ that we all depend
upon, rather than commercial resources
that can be privatised and traded to create
profit.

The Buen Vivir lifestyle is also based on the
idea that people are first and foremost
members of their communities, not individu-
als struggling to compete with each other. 

This also implies the provision of effective
public services and social protection meas-
ures. Knowledge, culture, art and education
are also considered to be the products of
common thinking and common efforts. 

The overall aim of Buen Vivir is to establish
a good life for the entire community rather
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than individual wealth for people or corpo-
rations. Buen Vivir prioritises social justice
and the redistribution of wealth. It meas-
ures happiness, not growth. 

This means that it is fundamentally at odds
with the logic of competition, profit-making
and perpetual growth that drives capitalism
and current market-based approaches. These
conflict with the scientific reality that the
Earth’s natural resources are limited. 

Buen Vivir thus rejects the ‘trade or die’
recommendations that have been promoted
by neo-liberal institutions such as the World
Bank. 

Instead it complements ideas like food, wood
and energy sovereignty and ‘deglobalisation’.
It emphasises the need for communities to
control their own local production for local
consumption, rather than exporting to meet
demand and overconsumption in other coun-
tries.

MEASURING HAPPINESS

Because Buen Vivir’s overall approach is
about happiness rather than wealth, it also
raises questions about the best way to
measure progress and development. 

In a capitalist society, people tend to priori-
tise wealth, believing that the more money
they have, the more value and status they
have. Governments also measure how well
countries are doing in terms of their income
and how much they are trading. 

But many aspects of human happiness that
are really important to people simply can’t
be measured in monetary terms. These in-
clude having enough free time, being part
of a caring, loving community and/or family,
and a general sense of satisfaction, self-
awareness and pride in one’s own culture,
traditions and history. 

It is also important to note that happiness
and Buen Vivir can exist in the absence of
material wealth — there is a difference be-
tween material poverty and social misery,
which is what really needs to be eradicated
from this planet.

In addition, some social movements are also
promoting the concept of ‘rights of nature’
or the ‘rights of mother earth.’ While this
legal approach is not an Indigenous concept,
it is an important concept for many who
seek harmony with nature, and it has al-
ready been legally incorporated into
Ecuador’s constitution.

Last but not least, it is important that tradi-
tional and other approaches to forest con-
servation and Buen Vivir fully respect the
rights, role and needs of women as well. 

This includes respect for their basic human
rights, including their reproductive and sex-
ual rights, as well as respect for the rights
and roles they might have in their own com-
munity, which is often overlooked by out-
siders.1

Bhutan’s ‘Gross National Happiness’

scale2

The country of Bhutan measures collec-

tive ‘Gross National Happiness.’  This

considers 124 variables related to psy-

chological well-being, health, education,

culture, time use, good governance,

community vitality, ecological diversity

and resilience, and living standards.

Bhutan’s government uses these meas-

urements to determine how to improve

the happiness of the country’s “not-yet-

happy people”.3



NEW CONCEPTS: FOOD, ENERGY
AND WOOD SOVEREIGNTY

Instead of ramping up demand for land, new
strategies to provide fair access to sustain-
able energy should be based on the concept
of ‘energy sovereignty’, and the more spe-
cific concept of ‘wood sovereignty’. 

Energy and wood sovereignty build upon the
concept of food sovereignty, which empha-
sises “the people’s right to produce their
own food, on their own territories, in accor-
dance with their own food culture and tra-
dition.”5

Similarly, “Energy sovereignty is the right of
people to have access to energy and to
make their own decisions over sustainable
energy sources and sustainable consumption
patterns. Energy sovereignty gives greater
local control of energy resources (and
transport infrastructure), with the benefits
and returns going to the local or national
community.”6

Wood sovereignty is based on these two
principles and comprises the people’s right
to have access to wood on their own terri-

tories for their own sustainable consumption
in accordance with their own culture and
tradition. 

It should again be noted that there are im-
portant gender dimensions to food, energy
and wood sovereignty. Because women are
often responsible for collecting fuelwood,
and cooking and caring for children, they
are often the most immediately impacted
when their access to fuel, food and medi-
cines is compromised. Thus, energy, wood
and food sovereignty are especially impor-
tant to women. 

It should be ensured that ensured commu-
nity actions benefit women in the community
equally, and that health impacts of, for ex-
ample, wood consumption for energy use are
fully taken into account — for example, in
the design of culturally-appropriate cook-
stoves than enable woodsmoke to be kept
out of the home.

Cooking with wood in traditional open
hearths, results in exposure to smoke that is
linked to respiratory and other illness, espe-
cially for women and children. International
efforts are underway to provide cleaner
and more efficient cookstoves. Unfortu-
nately, these efforts often fail to take tra-
ditional practices and preferences into
account. These can be specific to different
communities, and this can mean that the
stoves that are offered often fail to meet
their needs. 

Because cookstove manufacturers often seek
to profit from sales of their stoves, it is es-
sential to carefully and critically scrutinise
the claims made about the performance of
stoves. 

Unfortunately, there are few resources cur-
rently available for independent assessment
and comparison of different stove models. 

Nepal: Community Managed Forests4

In Nepal, just over one fifth of the

country’s total forest area (1.219 million

ha) is managed by local communities,

through 14,337 Community Forest User

Groups (CFUGs). These Community Man-

aged Forests are managed more effec-

tively and suffer less degradation that

government-managed forests. They pro-

vide communities with resources and

livelihoods, including women, Janajati

and Dalits. The model is both popular

and successful, although there are still

questions about who owns the land,

which still belongs to the government.



Which sustainable energy option is the most
suitable for a certain community depends on
a broad range of very local circumstances,
which is precisely why the concept of wood
and energy sovereignty is important: these
approaches allow communities to formulate
their own wishes as far as their energy and
their forests are concerned, in accordance
with their own needs and circumstances. 

The Community Protocols described in Part
5 can be a useful tool to record and make
these details known.

1 The descriptions above are based on presentations and discussions at a

workshop on systemic alternatives that was organised at the Climate Space

at the World Social Forum 2013 in March 2013 in Tunis.

2 www.grossnationalhappiness.com

3 www.grossnationalhappiness.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Short-GNH-

Index-edited.pdf

4 ICCA, 2010, data.iucn.org/dbtw-wpd/edocs/2010-048.pdf

5 www.natbrasil.org.br/docs/publicacoes/sovereignty2.pdf

6 www.wdm.org.uk/sites/default/files/Climate%20campaign%20op-

tion%205%20-%20energy%20sovereignty.pdf
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PART 5: INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ AND COMMUNITY 
CONSERVED TERRITORIES AND AREAS (ICCAs) 

AND COMMUNITY PROTOCOLS

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ AND
COMMUNITY CONSERVED 
TERRITORIES AND AREAS

There is ample evidence showing that defor-
estation rates in Indigenous forests are
lower than elsewhere. 

Yet even though Indigenous Peoples already
know how to manage the world’s forests and
other ecosystems sustainably, their knowl-
edge is too often overlooked by govern-
ments seeking ways of conserving
biodiversity or dealing with climate change.

The International Indigenous Peoples’ Forum
on Climate Change (IIPFCC) observes that
without territorial rights and genuine self-
determination, the contribution that Indige-
nous Peoples can make to the future cooling
of the planet will fade. 

In this sense, all policies to prevent climate
change should support Indigenous Peoples’
activities instead of focusing on ‘false solu-
tions’ that prioritise commercial interests. 

Effective forest policies are based on: social
and cultural incentives that recognise tradi-
tional value systems; environmental educa-
tion; and legal incentives such as
well-enforced forest regulations and the
recognition of communal land rights.

Fortunately, the role that Indigenous Peo-
ples and local communities have played, are
playing and should continue to play, in terms
of protecting the world’s forests, is increas-
ingly being recognised through the concept
of Indigenous Peoples’ and Community Con-
served territories and Areas (ICCAs).1 ICCAs
are more equitable and workable than the
market mechanisms proposed by govern-
ments, such as REDD. 

Most importantly, they are designed by local
people for local people, which means they
work really well in terms of their impacts
on human rights and social welfare, as well
as biodiversity and climate change. 



It is important to note that many Indige-
nous cultures are also based on the idea
that using natural resources is essential to
feeling a responsibility towards them; and
that conservation without use actually
alienates people from their lands. 

ICCAs can help to make sure that forest
products and resources will continue to be
available for the 1.5 billion people around
the world that depend on forests, either di-
rectly or indirectly. 

There is also significant evidence that ICCAs
are at least as effective as conventional

protected areas in terms of their contribu-
tion to the conservation of biodiversity. 

Because each ICCA has been or is developed
in response to a specific ecosystem and its
needs, and addresses the practical, cultural
and spiritual needs of the local Indigenous

Peoples and communities, they can be ex-
traordinarily effective and long-lasting solu-
tions. 

ICCAs’ resilience is also affected by the
sustainable nature of Indigenous processes,
which are based on collective memory,
adaptability, self-determination, long-lasting
traditional institutions, and an appreciation
of the immense value of agro-biodiversity.

ICCAs differ sharply from market-based 
approaches because they:

• Recognise that traditional and cultural
values and community relationships are
powerful motivating forces

• Acknowledge the importance of free 
access to common resources for 
marginalised people

• Respect cultural values and identity

• Aim to benefit the community

• Prioritise standards and norms agreed 
amongst communities

What is an ICCA?

An ICCA is an area of forest or an-

other natural area that is being con-

served or restored through an

initiative that is driven by an Indige-

nous People or local community. There

are thousands of ICCAs across the

world, and some have been in exis-

tence for much longer than govern-

ment conservation initiatives. In

addition new ICCAs are also being cre-

ated, in response to new situations

(such as climate change).

Formally, an ICCA has three defining

characteristics:

• It concerns a people or commu-

nity that is closely connected to

a well-defined territory, area or

species.

• The community is the major

player with respect to making

decisions about and managing

that territory, area or species.

• The community management de-

cisions and efforts lead to the

conservation of the territory,

area or species and associated

cultural values.2

"Indigenous People have always consid-

ered that this land is sacred and that

the welfare and health of the planet

depend on their health and conserva-

tion. This is the vision that has and is

still motivating our communities to

maintain the conservation and restora-

tion of our territories. We are seeking

to recover usurped ancestral lands, and

to restore their vitality, to recreate the

forests as they once were, before the

expansion of Western agriculture and

deforestation."3



• Mostly recognise and take into account
the specific role and needs of women

• Are bottom-up, rooted in the commu-
nity

• Take a holistic approach to conserva-
tion, and

• Do not require permanent funds from 
external sources to keep going.

ICCAs can also help to generate legal, politi-
cal and financial support for campaigns
against destructive policies and projects, 

including logging, mining, large tree planta-
tions and land grabbing.

Because ICCAs have often been overlooked,
however, they face many threats. It is im-
portant that ICCAs are recognised and sup-
ported at all levels, including through
national governmental policies that acknowl-
edge the value of ICCAs, and through poli-
cies that promote land reform, food
sovereignty and sustainable alternative
livelihoods. 

The Bahagya-Bafunjo clan and the Kintu forest, Uganda 

The forest located in the western part of Uganda, in the Hoima district, belongs to

the Bahagya-Bafunjo clan. Communities respect the forest as a dwelling place of

their spirit/god (Isowera). They visit the forest to appease their spirits and to pray

for riches, successful marriages, good jobs, education and money. 

Because of the connotation community members attach to the forest, it has survived

encroachers, loggers, and conversion to land for agriculture. It has also become a

resource centre, where inter-cultural meetings take place, and research is encour-

aged. It sets a wonderful precedent for people visiting from other cultures who can

see how they might replicate the same good practice elsewhere, and help to con-

serve standing forests in their respective areas in this era of climate change. 

Senabulya Edward (Kintu Forest, Mukono) talks about Kintu, who was the first King

of Buganda, the biggest traditional kingdom in Uganda, and about how he loved na-

ture: this forest was a result of his settlement in that place. The forest consists of

trees, which are about 300 years old and it’s a source of their livelihood as well as

medicine. 

He says he doesn’t allow any timber cutting. This forest has been maintained through

cultures and through threats such as, ‘you will die if you cut a tree.’ He doesn’t en-

courage people to plant western trees (exotics) because they destroy the land and

biodiversity. He also says that indigenous trees are more important in enhancing cul-

tures. As a strategy to maintain and protect the forests he also encourages other

villagers to plant as many trees as possible. He urges the government to involve local

people in growing, maintaining and protecting the forests.4



Community Conservation Resilience As-

sessments (CCRAs)

Global Forest Coalition aims to promote

a new initiative, Community Conserva-

tion Resilience Assessments (CCRAs), to

provide a way for Indigenous Peoples to

test the resilience of their own initia-

tives and biocultural approaches to con-

serving and restoring biodiversity. 

These assessments will also analyse

what legal, political, socio-economic, fi-

nancial, technical, and capacity-building

support is needed to sustain and

strengthen each of the initiatives. 

They will also consider the specific

rights, roles, and needs of women in

biocultural approaches to biodiversity

conservation and restoration; and

analyse the implications of relevant

human rights’ instruments, especially

those that address the rights of In-

digenous Peoples.

The assessment will be performed in at

least 20 countries, involving at least 60

communities. 

An alternative proposal to Reduce Forest

Loss from the Indigenous Peoples of the

Amazon Basin

An alternative proposal from the Indige-

nous Peoples of the Amazon Basin calls

for the holistic management of ‘Buen

Vivir’ or ‘good life territories’ through

COICA’s ‘Indigenous REDD+ proposal’. 

This is an initiative that seeks to value

the integrity of ecosystem services pro-

vided by forests and Indigenous territo-

ries, which goes beyond considerations

about carbon capture. It invites the

adoption of an integrated vision and a

comprehensive approach to the forests’

other goods and services. 

Amongst other things, the proposal pro-

motes legal security and Indigenous Ter-

ritorial Governance; the effective

reduction of greenhouse gases from all

sources in all countries; moratoriums on

deforestation; and revisions to existing

contracts for the extractive industry,

megaprojects and agricultural industries

(including biofuels and genetically modi-

fied crops).

It proposes funding from public sources,

including national budgets, state taxes,

and international cooperation budgets.

It opposes financing through carbon

markets.



COMMUNITY PROTOCOLS

In all cases where collaborative forest con-
servation projects are being proposed –
whatever the nature of the project and
whoever is running it – affected Indigenous
Peoples and local communities should be
consulted, in accordance with their right to
Free Prior and Informed Consent, as en-
shrined in the UN Declaration on Indigenous
Peoples (UNDRIPs). 

Indigenous people have the right to say ‘no’
to a forest conservation project that im-
pacts their territories and livelihoods. In
REDD+ projects and many other situations,
non-indigenous communities have that right
as well. However, to reach the point where
they can make a decision about this, com-
munities need to receive full information
and have their views heard and addressed. 

‘Community Protocols’ offer a way of com-
municating the full depth and breadth of an
Indigenous People’s cosmovision, customary
laws and territories, and the specific con-
cerns of local communities, especially with
respect to their natural resources and tra-
ditional knowledge. 

These protocols help communities to assert
their rights and explain what they are look-
ing for from any proposed projects. They
strengthen communities’ negotiating posi-
tions. They can also help to guide the design
of appropriate forest conservation projects.
These protocols can be written but they
could also be in a non-written form (such as
on video).

Community Protocols are already recognised
under the UN Convention on Biological Di-
versity (CBD). Communities have used them
to demand things such as respect for farm-
ers’ and livestock keepers’ rights, the con-
servation of traditional knowledge about
medicinal plants, seeds, and breeds, and the
protection of Indigenous territories.

Community Protocols can also be used when
communities are presented with REDD+,
bioenergy and similar project proposals. 

They can be employed as a way of insisting
on the right to Free, Prior and Informed
Consent, and to express the communities’
desire to be involved in the design, monitor-
ing and evaluation of any projects aiming to
reduce forest loss or mitigate climate
change. They can also be used to present
the case for continuing with the customary
use of resources.

The following is an overview of the kinds of
issues that Indigenous Peoples and local
communities are including in Community Pro-
tocols:

• Who the community is.

• A description of the community’s 
traditional leadership and 
decision-making processes. 

• An explanation of how their 
knowledge, innovations and decision-
making processes govern their use of 
forests and other natural resources.

• Information about the links between 
their culture, spirituality, customary 
laws, traditional knowledge, and 
biodiversity.

• Maps and other practical details about
their territories and resources (eg sa-
cred sites, areas for collection of non-
timber forest products and important
hunting, fishing and grazing areas).

• Information about factors and 
resources upon which their ways of 
life depend. 

For more information about developing

Community Protocols, and a toolkit to

help you, visit Natural Justice’s website:

www.community-protocols.org



• Details about local land tenure systems
and any related problems.

• Information they have about threats 
to the forests.

• Their hopes for locally appropriate 
development and ‘buen vivir’.

• A description of how they interpret 
the concept of Free Prior and 
Informed Consent (FPIC) and how they
want to be consulted, and

• An inventory of their applicable rights,
including customary, national and 
international laws.

Some assistance may be required in drafting
these protocols, especially in terms of ac-
cess to information about rights under in-
ternational and national law. 

Communities can also make good use of Ge-
ographical Information Systems (GIS) and
Geographical Positioning Systems (GPS)
technologies to map their own lands and
territories in order to complement their
traditional knowledge, if they are made
available with appropriate training in how to
use them. 

The actual process of drafting the protocol
takes time, but is important. It gives com-
munities an opportunity to reflect on a
number of questions, especially regarding
their ideas and aspirations for locally appro-
priate development. For example:

• What existing economic activities do 
they want to protect, taking into 
account gender aspects? 

• What new economic activities do they 
need or want, taking into account 
gender aspects? 

• What is needed to maintain the unique
relationship between the community 
and the forest? 

• What activities would reduce existing 
pressures on the remaining forests and
nature in general? 

• What has been learned from earlier 
development initiatives?

The process also allows communities time to
discuss their views on REDD+, which is a
new concept and may not have been dis-
cussed within the community before. Com-
munities might also use the process as an
opportunity to consider other options. Most
importantly, Indigenous Peoples should be
well aware that many of the actors in
REDD+ policy-making have significant finan-
cial and other interests in REDD+ them-
selves, and that the information shared
might not be fair, complete and unbiased.

However, the ‘REDD readiness’ process that
is ongoing in some countries can involve
processes that help Indigenous Peoples and
local communities to voice their concerns
about forest conservation and their territo-
rial and other demands, even if REDD fi-
nance is not ultimately forthcoming. 

This could include the resolution of land
tenure issues, and building support for tra-
ditional knowledge and customary manage-
ment practices, which can form an
alternative to REDD+ if sufficient REDD+ fi-
nance does not materialise (which seems
quite likely at the moment).

1 See ICCA Consortium www.iccaconsortium.org

2 See ICCA Consortium www.iccaconsortium.org

3 Geodisio Castello, an Indigenous legal expert from Kuna Yala, Panama,

during the 2010 national workshop on the underlying causes of forest

restoration in Panama, in Hall, R. (ed,) 2010. Getting to the Roots, Underly-

ing Causes of Deforestation and forest Degradation and Drivers of Forest

Restoration, Global Forest Coalition, 2010, www.globalforestcoalition.org/wp-

content/uploads/2010/11/Report-Getting-to-the-roots1.pdf

4 ICCA, 2010, http://data.iucn.org/dbtw-wpd/edocs/2010-048.pdf


