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Abstract 
 
Land-based carbon mitigation strategies are receiving considerable interest for their potential to 
sink carbon or provide sources of alterative clean energy. The actors and agencies in this sector 
are many and include corporations seeking to offset their carbon emissions, experts who design 
and implement measurement protocols, national governments who facilitate carbon offset 
programs, conservation agencies who work with governments and local communities to set land 
aside for conservation and carbon sinks, and members of local communities who seek to gain 
revenue from their land conservation practices. This paper focuses on the possible implications 
of nature-based solutions (NbS) on local communities and is based on a review of the available 
scholarly literature, grey literature, and reporting on the topic emerging from international news 
agencies. The power dynamics in these offset programs reveal huge gaps between global 
corporate interests and those of rural, mostly Global South communities. Governance, benefit 
sharing, distributive and procedural justice, and complex land dynamics emerge as key themes 
requiring attention in order to make land-based mitigation strategies fairer and more equitable to 
local communities who may live on and manage the lands on which carbon offsetting is 
proposed. Findings in this paper conclude that a more holistic approach to planning, design, and 
implementation of land-based carbon mitigation strategies is essential for achieving both equity 
and environmental benefits beyond just carbon. 
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Land-based climate mitigation strategies and their implications 
for local communities in the Global South 

 

 

Introduction 

As scientists, civil society, business leaders, and activists push for increased and committed 
climate action, there have been calls to ramp up investment in land-based mitigation strategies. 
Land-based mitigation strategies can take many forms, from investments in biofuels, solar and 
wind-based energy infrastructure, to nature-based solutions (NbS). These NbS encompass a wide 
variety of initiatives - from ecosystem-based adaptation, sustainable land management, 
agroforestry, agroecology, forest and land restoration, and natural capital, to name a few (Seddon 
et al. 2021). This paper focuses on NbS investments and implications in the Global South. As 
countries and corporations seek to comply with demands to reduce their emissions and meet 
agreed-upon targets and commitments, many are investing in voluntary carbon markets and other 
land-based investments. The number and scale of these investments are increasing dramatically, 
as are the actors who are entering the space. There is a global Taskforce on Scaling Voluntary 
Carbon Markets1 that includes 250 members (multinational corporations, investment banks, 
think tanks, scholars, and conservation agencies). Non-governmental organizations, 
governments, and corporations have all stepped up their investment and pledges to NbS. Some of 
these corporate actors include Amazon, Apple, Delta Airlines, Mastercard, Microsoft, Shell, 
Unilever, and Heathrow airport (Seddon et al. 2021).2 Most of this investment is taking place not 
in the countries where these companies are located, but in the Global South, on land that has 
been used, controlled, and invested in over generations by local communities. Some of these 
lands are formally recognized under the ‘ownership’ of these communities, but vast amounts are 
not.  

As reported in The Land Gap Report (2022), countries’ climate pledges include carbon dioxide 
removal (CDR) on approximately 1.2 billion ha of land around the globe. This land is targeted 
for a variety of land uses, from large-scale forest plantations to reforestation and restoration of 
degraded forests, wetlands, and rangelands. More than half of the land pledged (633 million ha) 
intends to convert land use to forests (Dooley et al. 2022). They also point out that most forest-
based offset projects are based in the Global South (Dooley et al. 2022).  

Several analyses have suggested that the greatest potential for carbon sinks resides in managing 
intact existing forests, croplands and grazing lands, and restoring native forests and wetlands. 
While the total mitigation potential of all these NbS strategies may be significant, it still pales in 

 
1 For more information visit TSVCM (iif.com). 
2 The UNDP defines carbon markets as “trading systems in which carbon credits are sold and bought. Companies or 
individuals can use carbon markets to compensate for their greenhouse gas emissions by purchasing carbon credits 
from entities that remove or reduce greenhouse gas emissions” (https://climatepromise.undp.org/news-and-
stories/what-are-carbon-markets-and-why-are-they-important).  

https://www.iif.com/tsvcm
https://climatepromise.undp.org/news-and-stories/what-are-carbon-markets-and-why-are-they-important
https://climatepromise.undp.org/news-and-stories/what-are-carbon-markets-and-why-are-they-important
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comparison to the impacts on climate that could be achieved from phasing out fossil fuel use 
(Seddon et al. 2021).  

Investment in NbS, while encompassing a variety of land-use strategies, is still focused largely 
on forests and tree planting. As a land-based mitigation strategy, REDD+, which was enacted in 
2013 and aims to reduce emissions from deforestation and forest degradation, and to promote the 
sustainable management of forests to conserve and increase forest carbon stocks, offers some 
lessons for the design and implementation of land-based mitigation strategies as a whole. Seddon 
et al. (2021) list several tree-planting initiatives at the global, regional, and national scales which 
are run by such actors as the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), Birdlife International, World 
Resources Institute (WRI), and the EU, as well as the governments of China, Ethiopia, New 
Zealand, and the Philippines. The Lowering Emissions by Accelerating Forest finance (LEAF) 
Coalition, made up of major multinational corporations and the UK and US government, and 
Norway’s International Climate and Forest Initiative mobilized over 1bn USD in 2021 to protect 
tropical forests. The focus of these initiatives is on planting trees, halting deforestation and on 
rehabilitating degraded forests and landscapes (Seddon 2021).  

These approaches to climate mitigation are similar to many approaches to sustainable 
development. They emphasize a technical solution – say tree planting or rangeland restoration – 
with little attention to the social, economic, or political context in which these solutions are 
proposed to take place, or which drive the problem of climate change in the first place. The 
emphasis on technical solutions draws attention away from the possible impacts that these 
solutions might have on the countries and communities expected to implement them. If issues 
around land tenure, community participation, or benefit-sharing emerge, they are often also 
approached in a technical manner which can lead to box ticking, but not the real and messy 
engagement that needs to take place to truly address equity and rights issues.  

Many of the land-based mitigation strategies, such as forest carbon or grassland carbon projects, 
involve payments to communities for capturing and storing carbon in their landscapes. 
Calculating carbon stored and appropriate payments is a highly technical skill, one that is usually 
not present in the communities storing the carbon. So, they must rely upon and trust external 
actors to carry out these calculations.  

As a report by Rights and Resources (RRI) has pointed out, most land-based mitigation strategies 
taking place in the Global South are inhabited by often quite poor rural and marginalized 
populations who depend primarily on the land for their livelihoods and well-being: “most of the 
lands and territories targeted for greenhouse gas (GHG) mitigation action overlap with areas 
customarily held by Indigenous Peoples, local communities, and Afro-descendant Peoples” (RRI 
2021, 1). Yet, the rights to these lands, and the carbon they hold, now or in the future, are rarely 
described in projects. As RRI argues, failure to “recognize their rights and role in the realization 
of global climate ambitions poses fundamental risks for communities, investors, and 
governments alike” (RRI 2021, 1). The RRI study of 31 countries in the Global South found that 
these countries hold nearly 70 percent of the world’s tropical forests and contain at least 62 
percent of potential for nature-based emission reductions and carbon-offset opportunities. Yet, 
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within these countries, few laws or policies recognize communities’ rights to land, much less to 
their rights to carbon in these lands. Without formal recognition of land and carbon rights, these 
communities are at risk of losing both their land, and the economic benefits that may come from 
selling carbon credits. Land and carbon can be captured by the state, but also by non-state actors.  

RRI has also illustrated that while REDD+ has been in existence for more than a decade, few 
countries have legal frameworks to regulate carbon transactions, nor do they have in place 
principles and practices for implementation and benefit-sharing with local communities. While 
inclusion, fairness, and benefit-sharing are part of the narratives embedded in many of these 
carbon mitigation initiatives, few provide detail on the specifics of these aspects. In addition, 
there are insufficient mechanisms in place for monitoring, reporting, or verifying what has been 
done to implement and measure these promises. 

A central problem inherent in the strategies and initiatives in land-based mitigation is the highly 
uneven balance of power among interested actors. Rural smallholder farmers, pastoralists, or 
fishers in the Global South are very vulnerable to pressures from interested and powerful global 
and national actors who seek financial benefits in the lands of these rural communities. The lives 
and livelihoods of these communities are already made more vulnerable by the effects of climate 
change. While they have contributed little to global emissions, it is now with their land and 
resources that the Global North will attempt to address the problem it has created. As Fairhead et 
al. (2012) observe, this strategy amounts to an “economy of repair” in which the Global South is 
being asked to repair the damage to the planet produced by the Global North’s growth and 
unfettered capitalism.  

Rural populations in the Global South are dependent on their lands for their livelihoods and for 
their cultural heritage and sense of place and identity. While these populations are perceived as 
vulnerable, efforts to address their vulnerability have often been narrowly economic in focus 
(Hulme and Shepherd 2003). While improving incomes is central to aspirations of rural 
communities, they are also concerned with how to preserve their way of life, adapt to the climate 
variability and shocks they are faced with, and maintain the assets they have to buffer shocks and 
address shortfalls in food security, now and for the future generations. Much of their security 
also comes from their engagement in social networks that serve as social security. Thus, focusing 
narrowly on improving incomes is not sufficient to meet the many and varied needs of local 
communities for both short and long-term resilience. Climate mitigation projects focus heavily 
on the potential for economic benefits to rural community members, but the need for a more 
holistic view is required to truly make these communities less vulnerable both to global markets 
and to climate risks. Examining past and present land-based investments, both for expanding 
food production, sequestering carbon, or for producing alternative fuels illuminates some of the 
central tensions in these approaches and the risks that local communities and Global South 
countries face in engaging with them. 
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Land and Green Grabbing 

The 2007-2008 food crisis led to price hikes and a global crisis in food security which pushed 
many in Global South countries deeper into poverty and hunger. This period saw a “convergence 
of global crises in food, energy, finance, and the environment” (Borras et al. 2011, 209) and a 
renewed interest in, and rush to obtain land by investors, to produce biofuels or food for their 
own countries and to trade on global markets. Structural adjustment policies in the 1990s, 
promoted by the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and donors such as USAID 
promoted the liberalization, privatization, and commoditization of land in the Global South. This 
process paved the way for both internal and external investors to obtain access more easily to 
land. This large-scale investment in Global South countries has been described by scholars at 
length as “land grabbing” (c.f. Zoomers 2010; Borras et al. 2011; Edelman and Leon 2013; 
Edelman 2013; de Schutter 2011; Benjamin and Bryceson 2012). This term has been adopted to 
refer to global large-scale commercial land transactions. Borras et al. report that:  

“…the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) suggest that roughly 20 
million hectares exchanged hands in the form of land grabs between 2005 and 2009 (von 
Braun and Meinzen-Dick 2009). The World Bank report on land grabs (or, as the Bank 
calls it, agricultural investment), released in September 2010, estimated this global 
phenomenon at 45 million hectares (World Bank 2010). Sub-Saharan Africa is the site of 
the most speculative major land deals.” (2011, 209) 

These land grabs share many similarities today with what is being called “green grabbing” in 
which investors are rushing to cash in on carbon markets by investing in land-based mitigation 
strategies in countries around the globe. These “green grabs”, or the “the appropriation of land 
and resources for environmental ends” (Leach et al. 2012, 237), are marked by imbalances in 
power and capital, and thus threaten the livelihoods of rural communities living on the lands that 
investors target for their carbon mitigation. These power imbalances build upon the complex 
histories of resource extraction and marginalization of rural populations that have been a thread 
running through colonial to post-colonial development. Indeed, green grabbing today builds 
upon a template devised in the colonial era in which rural peoples were evicted from their lands 
to establish national parks and forest reserves. The narratives that justified these evictions have 
not changed much over time. They put forward the view that poor, illiterate rural populations are 
“unaware” of how to best care for their land and are irresponsible stewards, their practices 
resulting in land and resource degradation. To protect the land, and the resources on it (whether it 
be wildlife or forests), it was argued, rural communities must be excluded, and experts put in 
charge. Today, this denigration of rural communities persists but is also countered by a narrative 
that, on the surface appears more positive, that of the “green primitives” (Fairhead et al. 2020, 
251). Yet, these romanticized labels do not result in any changes in power relations on the 
ground. Outside interests still define the terms and collect the lion’s share of the value in green 
initiatives. 
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Another common narrative thread in both land and 
green grabs is that land in these countries is abundant 
and unoccupied. Colonial governments used this 
misrepresentation to seize land and to create parks and 
reserves. Officials conveniently interpreted farmers’ 
fallow fields and pastoralists’ seasonal movements 
across the landscape in search of water and grazing as 
indicators that the land had been abandoned or was 
unoccupied. The resulting dispossession led to loss of 
livelihoods, cultural identity, and heritage. These risks 
appear again in new efforts to gain control over lands 
in poor countries where agriculture and natural 
resources form the backbone of the economy and 
livelihoods of the citizens. In an interview with an 
investor, Engstrom et al. (2022) reveal the continuity 
of these ideas: “There is no lack of land. If you travel 
around the country or fly over it, there is no lack of 
land. There are vast tracts of land that are not used, or 
used very little” (Interview agro-investor CEO, 2016) 
(2022, 8).  

While land grabbing for large-scale crop production 
focused on specific lands deemed productive and 
available (by governments) in Global South countries, 
green grabbing commoditizes the carbon stored in 
land resources, from the soil to the vegetation it 
supports. While green markets promote land, forest, 
and resource conservation, and so are dissimilar to 
land grabs which drain lands of resources, both 
investment strategies rely upon the economic logic of 
comparative advantage. In one, crop production can 
be expanded to Global South landscapes with cheap 
labor and cheap land. For carbon trading, projects 
target areas where mitigation costs are ostensibly less 
than in Global North countries and where resources 
are perceived to be widely available. Thus, 
imbalances in power and capital are entrenched where 
poorer nations are selected by richer ones to repair the 
mistakes produced by industrial capitalism. The 
ecological and social costs they incur to do so are 
largely ignored in the win-win narratives that 
accompany these investments.  

Brazil: In Brazil, land and green 
grabbing, mostly in the Amazon, 
have taken an interesting twist. 
There, in efforts to fight 
deforestation, landowners are 
supposed to keep a portion of their 
land under a “nature reserve”. A 
loophole in this guideline is that land 
must be in a similar biome, not 
necessarily contiguous to the land 
undergoing farming or deforestation. 
This has led some farmers who 
produce and sell soy to multinational 
corporations like Cargill and Archer-
Daniels-Midland to obtain land in 
already protected areas which they 
have no intention of deforesting so 
that they can clear more land on their 
existing farms. Often state agents 
who are tasked with monitoring and 
ground truthing these deals are not 
even aware that the land designated 
as private was actually a state 
reserve. These lands are often 
occupied by Indigenous 
communities. Farmers who have 
acquired the land often move to evict 
Indigenous people and prevent them 
from pursuing their livelihoods, 
often involving livestock keeping, 
because they see these land uses as 
threatening their “reserve” status 
(What is 'green land grabbing' - and 
why is it surging in Brazil? 
(trust.org)). This case underscores 
the necessity of providing 
communities with legally recognized 
tenure on their traditional lands to 
protect themselves from these kinds 
of deals and the sometimes drastic 
consequences which follow.  

https://news.trust.org/item/20210929090849-bswj7
https://news.trust.org/item/20210929090849-bswj7
https://news.trust.org/item/20210929090849-bswj7
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While land investments for crop production, either for food or for energy, often resulted in rural 
communities being pushed off their land, carbon storage projects have more complex effects that 
threaten community access to their land and resources in new ways (c.f. Benjamin and Bryceson 
2012). While they may not be moved off their land to plant biofuels, how they choose to use 
their land and resources may be given over to the dictates of investors or the governments with 
whom investors have made these deals. While nature-based solutions that commodify nature are 
pitched as positive strategies for development, they gloss over the contradictions in these 
approaches. For example, it may make more economic sense to local communities to intensify 
agriculture or increase livestock holdings rather than preserve resources that will not improve 
their food security.  

One common argument in support of land investments for carbon mitigation is that, due to lack 
of capital themselves, Global South countries must rely on foreign capital and investment to 
achieve their development goals (Larson 2022; German et al. 2013). Governments in the Global 
South are pressed to pass policies that pave the way for these capital investments, from both 
external and national investors. These policies may address the needs and interests of the 
investors but do little to address the constraints and needs of rural communities. It is important to 
emphasize that these rural communities have received very little investment and support from 
national governments from the colonial era onwards. This situation got even worse during the era 
of structural adjustment when government services were cut back drastically due to the demands 
of donors and the major financial institutions (World Bank and IMF). As De Schutter – former 
UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Food – has stated, these policies resulted in agriculture 
largely being abandoned by state institutions leaving farmers with no support (De Schutter 2011). 

While these processes of globalization and capitalist investment shape national and local level 
dynamics, there are also many contextual factors that influence both the success of land-based 
mitigation strategies and the impacts on local communities. Each country and local context in 
which these projects take place, has unique dynamics that shape the consequences on the ground. 
These include tenure and governance arrangements, financial and knowledge capacity around 
carbon storage, ecological dynamics in targeted landscapes, social and political circumstances 
within and among rural communities, and social and economic differentiation within the country.  

 

Governance and land rights 

One of the most important factors shaping outcomes of land-based mitigation strategies is 
international, national, and local governance structures, policies, and practices. A central 
challenge – and an opportunity for future efforts – concerns land rights and the recognition of 
community and individual land tenure to farmlands, but also forests and communal lands 
(grazing areas, wetlands, unfarmed watersheds, etc.). In the study carried out by Rights and 
Resources, they found that across the countries included in their research, “Only half of the total 
area traditionally held by Indigenous Peoples, local communities, and Afro-Descendant Peoples 
is legally recognized” (RRI 2021, 2). States in the Global South have a complex array of tenure 
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and land rights according to each country. In some, all land is owned by the state. In others, it is a 
mix of customary tenure, state ownership, and individual ownership.  

While legally customary tenure may be recognized, it also often requires specific administrative 
and legal procedures to give full recognition of rights. In many instances, these procedures can 
be costly and outside of the capacity of local communities. In Tanzania, which has a very 
progressive national land law in the Village Land Act, local communities can obtain tenure over 
their land through a Village Land Certificate. To obtain such a certificate however, they must 
carry out and submit a Land Use Plan. Land use planning is costly and requires specific skills 
that local communities do not usually have. Therefore, they must often rely on outside assistance. 
This assistance has been provided by NGOs in the past, but now investors are often stepping in 
and paying for these procedures. These plans are supposed to be carried out with the full 
participation of local community members. However, as Engstrom et al. (2022) find, this 
participation is often minimal. In their study, local government officials argued that local people 
are unable to carry out such work effectively as they “lack capacity” or “awareness” (repeating 
the common narrative noted earlier). Indeed, one official stated: “but in the end, the government 
is the only legitimate authority when it comes to land. If people do not understand what is good 
for them, the government must use its power for the public good (interview Rufiji District, 
2016)” (2022, 8). Not only were villagers not actively involved in designing the land-use plans, 
but district officials then modified plans afterward to allocate more land to “general” land, 
meaning it could be allocated to outside investors. In many cases, outside investors paid the costs 
to carry out these land-use plans. 

Further complexities arise regarding tenure when the internal community power dynamics 
around rights to access and use are examined. For forests, different members of communities 
may have use rights but not land rights. Forest and tree tenure may be different from land tenure. 
Rights of access and use to forests, or wetlands, or other resources on the land within rural 
communities are also highly differentiated by age, gender, wealth and sometimes ethnicity. In 
Ghana for example, elder Indigenous men gave out land for carbon trees to investors which led 
to the dispossession of women, youth, and migrants from the land where they were growing 
crops (Hashmiu 2015). Thus, underlying power dynamics within these communities can lead to 
greater inequity if not properly understood and mediated. Powerful external investors have little 
incentive to address these issues as long as they are seen to engage local “stakeholders” and 
“community representatives” in something resembling participation.  

Pastoralists, fishers, and other groups who move in and out of landscapes in search of livelihood 
opportunities are particularly vulnerable to dispossession. This history has been well-
documented by scholars of pastoralist communities around the globe. In Northern Kenya, the 
Northern Rangelands Trust (NRT), which receives considerable funding from external donors, 
established a Northern Grassland Carbon project to increase carbon storage in the soil of the 
savanna grasslands. It would do so by managing grazing patterns of livestock. It won awards at 
COP27 and was praised by Kenya’s President Ruto as being an excellent example of a carbon 
project. However, recently, both the measurement of carbon savings and the rights of pastoralists 
to follow their traditional grazing practices has come under question. The project has already 



Page 12 
 

generated substantial credits to such organizations as Netflix and Meta, but Verra, which “sets 
the world’s leading standards for climate action”, has suspended issuance of credits to NRT until 
more investigation can be carried out.3 Herders in northern Kenya regularly move their herds 
over large distances, sometimes outside of their own conservancies depending on the resources 
in any given time of year. This movement makes analysis of herding practices’ impact on carbon 
difficult to measure owing to the considerable uncertainties around spillover effects (relating to 
unmeasured carbon impacts in other areas) and permanence of claimed results. 

This project in Kenya illustrates well the governance and rights issues that emerge in such 
strategies. They take place in geographic and cultural contexts with complex political and social 
divisions and can easily exacerbate or create new tensions and conflicts. In the NRT example, 
some members of the community supported the project, while others did not. Many of these 
conflicts arise because only a minority of community members are involved in the planning and 
decision-making in these projects, and often the benefits that may result. This sows discontent 
and misunderstandings and builds upon existing rivalries and discord. Another element seeding 
discontent is the narrative that these pastoralist communities need guidance on how to manage 
their rangelands well. As an anthropologist studying livelihoods and herding strategies in 
Northern Kenya emphasized: “the Borana pastoralists that I’ve been researching for the last four 
years have a very sophisticated and organized way of managing grazing patterns.”4 

Another important governance component is the lack of procedures, laws and regulations, and 
capacity at the national level to measure outcomes and impacts and to enforce contracts with 
investors that safeguard national public and local concerns. This limited technical as well as 
financial capacity limits the ability of state agencies to assess performance and protect local 
communities. German et al. (2013) observe that in Ghana and Mozambique environmental 
permits were often not obtained by companies and there was little assessment carried out on 
performance and adherence to guidelines. Building capacity at the national level requires 
financial investment.  

 

Benefit-sharing and distributive and procedural justice 

An important way to ensure equity and achieve local development objectives is to put in place 
effective and equitable benefit-sharing arrangements. Yet, again, while discourses in carbon 
projects acknowledge benefit-sharing potential, the specifics and amounts of these benefits, who 
they are shared with and for what, remain murky. Plans for benefit sharing should be designed 
from the outset and careful and continual communication with local community members carried 
out throughout the project. While distributive justice through benefit-sharing with local 

 
3 See https://news.mongabay.com/2023/03/carbon-credits-from-award-winning-kenyan-offset-suspended-by-verra/. 
4 Cited in https://news.mongabay.com/2023/03/carbon-credits-from-award-winning-kenyan-offset-suspended-by-
verra/. 

https://news.mongabay.com/2023/03/carbon-credits-from-award-winning-kenyan-offset-suspended-by-verra/
https://news.mongabay.com/2023/03/carbon-credits-from-award-winning-kenyan-offset-suspended-by-verra/
https://news.mongabay.com/2023/03/carbon-credits-from-award-winning-kenyan-offset-suspended-by-verra/
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communities is key, so is procedural justice where community members are actively involved in 
the planning, implementation, and decision-making around carbon resources.  

The importance of procedural justice cannot be overstated as it is critical for current landholders, 
as well as future ones, and influences distributive justice. However, it is time consuming and 
possibly costly to engage communities and work out the process of decision-making. The power 
imbalances engrained in projects make it difficult for community members to challenge, 
question, or demand better communication and thorough explanations. Carbon projects and the 
green economy are not concepts rural community members are familiar with. As German et al. 
(2013) note about foreign investments in land, in depth community consultations are rare and in 
many of these populations’ literacy is low. German emphasizes that it is not just written literacy 
which is critical but rather legal literacy as well. Understanding the complex contracts that are 
presented to them, and understanding the benefits that may, or may not come from them, and 
when over time they might realistically materialize, are enormous challenges. For more marginal 
members of the community, such as women or poorer households, these challenges are 
particularly acute. When communication about projects, contracts, and benefits are 
communicated by powerful actors from both within and outside the community, such as, the 
state, NGOs, or by private investors, it may be very intimidating to actively engage. Following 
the principles of free and informed consent is important, but it assumes that community members 
fully understand what they are consenting to, for how long, on what land, and why. They have 
very limited, to no, exposure to such principles so obtaining consent cannot be assumed to signal 
actual agreement.  

Carbon sinks and carbon offsets are quite alien concepts to most communities. Their 
understanding is usually framed by past experiences in different kinds of land deals and 
extractive processes. As Leach and Scoones observe “Carbon…is just the latest in the long line 
of bits of nature that foreigners have come to extract and sell” (2015, 22). Indeed, these projects 
are “easily dismissed as the bizarre ideas of ignorant, though clearly profit-seeking outsiders” 
(2015, 22).  

Providing benefits to local communities is key to ensuring their agreement and participation in 
carbon offset projects. However, from the perspective of local communities, these benefits must 
be weighed against the needs for present benefits in the form of food or the use of other 
resources from their land (agriculture, wood for fuel, or building materials, etc.). Waiting to 
receive often uncertain financial benefits that may make up for losses of income or food 
production is beyond the ability of most rural farming and pastoralist communities, and not 
necessarily even sensible. Opportunity costs may be so high as to deter participation or 
compliance with the stipulations of carbon projects. As Leach and Scoones underscore: “benefit 
flows are over such long time frames compared with the day-to-day and seasonal nature of 
livelihood decisions. Thus, the high-sounding objectives of carbon projects are often 
meaningless to local people” (2015, 39).  

In their volume on Carbon Conflicts and Forest Landscapes in Africa, Leach and Scoones find 
that there is very little information on how much money actually goes to communities for caring 
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for the resources that capture carbon. The winners and 
losers in these green commodity chains remains 
opaque. These commodities have, however, given rise 
to many opportunities for elite capture, either from 
local elites within the countries or the communities, or 
the elite experts who must measure, account for, and 
report on the carbon stored. In addition, there are legal 
experts hired to negotiate deals with local 
communities and design and execute contracts. After 
all these experts are paid, what is left for local 
communities? 

 

Landscape dynamics 

The landscapes within which carbon projects take 
place are complex social, political, and ecological 
spaces. They are laden with competing rights, 
obligations, uses, and flows of resources and people. 
What takes place in one part of a landscape has ripple 
effects across it. Actions on land and land-based 
resources have impacts across both space and time. In 
Ethiopia for example, a sustainable land management 
project instituted an enclosure on a degraded 
rangeland site. The intention was to allow the 
landscape to regenerate, and people and their 
livestock were kept out of this space. Before 
enclosure, the livestock were kept in this rangeland 
area by some households to keep them from 
wandering into neighbors’ farms. Poor women 
collected the livestock dung to use both for their own 
cooking fuel and to sell if they had enough to spare. 
Landless youth also cultivated small plots in the 
space. None of these land users’ losses were 

considered when experts designed the enclosure. So, livestock owners had to move their cows to 
another area, potentially resulting in overstocking. Women lost access to fuel and income, as did 
landless youth (unpublished NBDC report, 2012).  

In the highlands of Tanzania, seedlings in a state forest of fast-growing pine species were planted 
right near springs and streams, causing downstream farmers to lose sufficient water for irrigation 
of their high-value horticultural crops on which they depend for income. Due to the many and 
vested interests in this forest, farmers were unable to obtain a solution to this problem, no matter 

Mozambique: The scramble for land 
in Mozambique has reached almost 
feverish proportions. First driven by 
the food crisis in 2008, 60,000 km2 
were given in a concession to 40 
Brazilian farmers to plant soy to 
meet the demand for the crop from 
China. Then, 180 km2 was given as a 
concession to a South African firm to 
produce sugarcane for biofuel. Under 
REDD+, land totalling 150,000 km2, 
equivalent to 15 million ha or 19% 
of the country was identified for 
private investment. Existing 
plantations are also working to get 
their plantations certified as carbon 
sinks. NGOs and conservation 
agencies are also jumping on the 
carbon train looking for 
opportunities. Looking at land 
investments for agriculture, large-
scale investments have not proven to 
generate jobs or tax revenue in 
countries where they are located. 
And what is to prevent lands being 
put under large-scale monoculture of 
trees, which threaten country-level 
biodiversity as well as local 
livelihoods (REDD+ in 
Mozambique: new opportunity for 
land grabbers? | International 
Institute for Environment and 
Development (iied.org))? 

https://www.iied.org/redd-mozambique-new-opportunity-for-land-grabbers
https://www.iied.org/redd-mozambique-new-opportunity-for-land-grabbers
https://www.iied.org/redd-mozambique-new-opportunity-for-land-grabbers
https://www.iied.org/redd-mozambique-new-opportunity-for-land-grabbers
https://www.iied.org/redd-mozambique-new-opportunity-for-land-grabbers
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how many times they raised the issue in local government meetings (unpublished AGORA 
project report, 2015).  

However, positive benefits can also be achieved at a wider landscape scale. For example, in 
addition to carbon sequestration, restoring mangroves or forests can provide flood protection and 
erosion control. Adding organic matter to soils can increase soil carbon but also increase crop 
productivity and soil moisture. Social, ecological, and spatial landscape dynamics are rarely 
considered in the design and planning of projects. Enclosing landscapes for carbon sequestration 
should consider local landscapes as areas where people live and work and have deeply embedded 
ties and histories. Yet, mostly, these landscapes are seen as an opportunity for new green markets.  

Climate change costs the world trillions of dollars. Countries in the Global South, who have very 
limited resources to address climate change, are severely affected by climate disasters. Droughts 
and floods have become regular occurrences in the lives of rural communities. How will these 
events affect carbon stocks in these carbon project landscapes? If carbon stocks decline because 
of weather events, who will bear those costs to the investments? If contract farming is any 
indication, it is rural communities who bear the risks and suffer the financial losses, more than 
the investors. Oya (2012) notes about horticultural contract farming in Kenya, the risks of 
cultivation and harvesting (weather, pests, etc.) are borne by the smallholder not the contracting 
company. These environmental and accompanying social risks do not receive sufficient attention 
in the discussions and rush to invest in carbon.   

 

Conclusion: the politics of carbon 

This review of contextual factors shaping the success, outcomes, and potential impacts of land-
based mitigation strategies has highlighted key concerns revolving around power and rights, as 
well as important institutional issues that demand attention. What is central to these strategies is 
the commoditization of carbon – a specific and narrow part of nature – that is taking place under 
a conventional market-driven rubric, sometimes dubbed “green capitalism”. Green markets are 
giving rise to new players and entrepreneurs eager to cash in on the “extraction” of this 
commodity from the natural and social settings in which it is currently embedded in complex 
ways. The processes that emerge are driven by and reproducing power disparities between and 
within countries and communities, leading to new forms of appropriation of resources and the 
potential to greater marginalization for local communities. New de facto alliances are being 
formed which include such diverse groups as pension funds, venture capitalists, green activists, 
consumers, and national and local elites to name a few. This new global green economy is big 
business, accelerating with the urgency and momentum of the climate crisis itself (Fairhead et al. 
2015). This commoditization is not only of present resources but of future projections. Nature is 
now linked to a “tradeable and financialized world” (Fairhead et al. 2015, 243). Moving beyond 
such a narrow view of the value of nature is necessary if land-based mitigation actions are to 
yield greater benefits and equity to local communities. 
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Clearly, a more holistic approach to planning, design, and implementation of land-based carbon 
mitigation strategies is critical for achieving both equity and environmental benefits beyond just 
carbon. Primary to all projects should be the active involvement of local communities on whose 
land and resources these initiatives take place. Seddon et al. (2021) nicely summarise the 
important elements of a more holistic approach. It should include participatory design and 
implementation and build upon different forms of knowledge so local knowledge is represented; 
it should adopt a landscape approach that includes the interconnectedness of habitats; the full 
range of benefits, costs, and conflicts within these landscapes, communities, and wider society 
must be evaluated and managed and finally; NbS must be integrated with sustainability strategies 
(Seddon et al. 2021). In addition, as Seddon et al. (2021) also argue, there needs to be greater 
attention to other ecosystems beyond forests, such as seascapes, savannas, grasslands, and 
wetlands. Incorporating this diverse range of ecosystems will require new measures and 
standards.  

There are several standards, principles, and guidelines that have been produced to enable 
investors at all levels and in all sectors to better design, plan, and implement carbon projects. 
IUCN’s (2020) Global Standard for Nature-based Solutions, which is a framework for the 
verification, design, and scaling up of NbS, contains many of the ideas and principles that have 
emerged from this review. However, ultimately, guidelines and standards require enforcement. 
Very few countries have feedback or grievance mechanisms in place (RRI 2021). In countries 
with fairly weak governance systems and where citizens have limited rights, enforcing standards 
is more than a little challenging and unlikely. There are few institutions tasked to serve this 
monitoring, evaluation, and enforcement role or who have the capacity to do so. There are many 
powerful actors at the national and global level who have little interest in seeing standards and 
guidelines implemented or enforced.  

It is important to place land-based mitigation strategies in the context of overall development 
strategies for Global South countries and their citizens. A holistic approach to planning, design, 
and implementation of land-related policies that focuses on equitable development, and which 
incorporates community engagement can address some of the pitfalls raised in this paper. This 
approach requires the commitment and support of international climate finance to realize a more 
fair and just approach to climate mitigation and to equitable development.  
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