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SNAPSHOT
What 
A strategic, sustained 
approach by environmental 
nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) to 
increase the visibility and 
inclusion of forests in the 
international climate policy 
agenda.

Who
» Environmental NGOs 

» Environmental 
research and consulting 
organizations 

» Country representatives, 
such as REDD+ Focal 
Points and government 
negotiators for the 
different forest and 
climate discussions 
(e.g. United Nations 
Framework Convention 
on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC), Forest 
Carbon Partnership 
Facility (FCPF), UN-
REDD, etc.).

Where
Global

When
2013-ongoing

WWF Project Team
WWF’s Forest and 
Climate Hub of Expertise
wwf.panda.org/forestclimate
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SUMMARY
Over the years, World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and other NGO 
partners have advocated to include forests in the international 
climate change policy regime due to their significant role in 
planetary and climate health. 

Environmental NGOs have filled niche roles as technical support to share 
knowledge and build capacity, as observers to share perspectives and ask difficult 
questions, and as stakeholder engagers to bring Indigenous peoples and local 
communities as well as the private sector to the table. Through this work, they 
have helped lay the policy and institutional groundwork for a mechanism known 
as REDD+ (which stands for “reducing emissions from deforestation and forest 
degradation”). They have also promoted forest-specific language in the Paris 
Agreement and have helped increase funding for forest protection activities, with 
measurable positive impacts both in international policy and on the ground.
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CONTEXT
To hold global warming to below 2°C, the world needs to rapidly reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions. 

1  Bastos Lima, M.G., Braña-Varela, J., Kleymann, H., Carter, S. (2014). The Contribution of Forests and Land Use to Closing the Gigatonne Emissions Gap by 2020. WWF-WUR brief 
no.2.

One of the best ways to address this 
challenge is to keep trees standing, as 
healthy forests are one of the largest 
storehouses of carbon. And unhealthy 
forests—those that have been degraded 
or deforested—are the largest sources 
of greenhouse gas emissions after 
the burning of fossil fuels.1 REDD+ is 
one of the most promising means for 
keeping trees standing in developing 
countries. The thought leaders behind 
REDD+ agreed that incentives are 
necessary not only to reduce emissions 
by tackling the drivers of forest loss and 
degradation, but also to conserve and 
enhance carbon storage by fostering 
proactive measures to sustainably 
manage, conserve and restore forests. 
That is the “+” in “REDD+.” 

The aim of REDD+ is to slowly halt and 
reverse forest cover and carbon loss in 
developing countries. To achieve this 
aim, REDD+ seeks to help countries 
shift to low-emissions development 
pathways by increasing the value 
of healthy forests relative to other 
land uses. Achieving and sustaining 
the objectives of REDD+ requires 
the transformation of economic 
activities within and outside of forests, 
often referred to as the drivers of 
deforestation and forest degradation. 
This focus on the drivers both within 
and outside forests is essential, 
since the underlying causes of forest 
destruction are often tied to a complex 
set of dynamics happening at varying 
distances from the area of impact itself. 
These dynamics include international 
markets and commodity demands, 
national policies and governance, and 
local socio-economic circumstances. 

REDD+ was born in 2005 but its 
importance was not fully and formally 
recognized until December 2015, when 
the 197 parties to the UNFCCC adopted 
the Paris Agreement—a landmark 
global pact to curb climate change. 

Recognizing forests and REDD+ in the 
Paris Agreement was seen as a means 
to highlight and validate the system 
of incentives for developing countries 
to conserve forests in the context 
of poverty reduction and economic 
development. 

Over the last 10+ years, many 
environmental NGOs have been 
instrumental in the development 
and advancement of a global forest 
and climate agenda that prominently 
features REDD+. Through technical 
input, information dissemination and 

advocacy, NGOs such as WWF and its 
peers have sought to ensure that forest 
preservation is not viewed or treated 
as a separate concern by governments, 
the private sector and other relevant 
stakeholders, but rather as an integral 
objective in tackling the global climate 
change crisis. Through this advocacy 
work, WWF aimed to increase the 
understanding of how forests benefit 
the climate, people and nature among 
stakeholders in key decision-making 
fora so that they prioritize forest 
ecosystems in their policy and funding 
decisions.  
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Direct stakeholders
Involved in project design, 
make decisions, and receive 
benefits

▪ National and subnational 
governments and government 
agencies

▪ Local communities in REDD+ 
implementation areas

Strategic stakeholders
Provide material, human, and 
other resources

▪ Public sector donors (e.g. 
governments of Germany, 
Norway, the US and the UK)

▪ Multilateral organizations 
(e.g. World Bank’s Forest 
Carbon Partnership Facility, 
UNREDD, Green Climate 
Fund)

▪ WWF and other NGOs 
that support global policy, 
advocacy, and project design 
and implementation

EXPECTED 
CHANGES
▪ Enshrine forest protection in the 

global climate change regime, 
through specific inclusion in key 
UNFCCC decisions and agreements.

▪ Develop a framework for REDD+ 
that provides guidance on what 
technical, policy and governance 
elements are required as part of a 
country’s REDD+ program.

▪ Increase the flow of public and 
private funding to activities that 
conserve and restore forests.

▪ Increase understanding among 
relevant stakeholders (governments, 
local communities, private sector) 
of the importance and benefits of 
REDD+ and other forest protection 
activities to the well-being of people 
and planet.
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PROJECT DEVELOPMENT TIMELINE

2  United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 2007. “UNFCCC Decision 1/CP.13.” Bali Action Plan. http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2007/cop13/eng/06a01.pdf#page=3
3  United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 2010. “UNFCCC Decision 1/CP.16.” The Cancun Agreements. https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2010/cop16/eng/07a01.pdf

2003: The original concept of an 
international incentive system for 
reducing emissions from deforestation 
in developing countries is first 
presented to UNFCCC participants in 
a side event at the ninth Conference 
of the Parties (COP9) in 2003 as a 
scheme of “compensated reductions.” 
The basic premise of this model is that 
the promise of payment for emissions 
reductions from avoided deforestation 
would be an incentive for the additional 
domestic actions needed to slow and 
halt deforestation. A key difference in 
this concept from previous attempts 
to provide incentives for emissions 
reductions in the forest sector is the 
focus on results at the national scale. 
This focus on the national level allows 
for action to be taken to address 
drivers more holistically, thus avoiding 
leakage; for active engagement of 
different levels of government; and 
for multi-stakeholder involvement 
including Indigenous peoples and local 
communities. Unlike smaller-scale 
projects, REDD+ at the national level 
also targets the enabling environment 
for forest action: improving land-use 
planning, aligning regulatory and fiscal 
policies to forest goals, strengthening 
law enforcement, etc.

2005: A formal process to consider 
the topic of reducing emissions from 
deforestation in developing countries 
is initiated at UNFCCC COP11. This 
process begins at the request of Papua 
New Guinea and Costa Rica following 
the IPCC’s findings on the magnitude 
of the emissions from deforestation 
and increasing recognition of the 
potential for developing countries to 
meaningfully participate in emissions 
reductions. The process includes a 
series of official workshops following 
COP11 that serve as open fora for 
sharing views, experiences and 
proposals to address the full range 
of issues raised by countries and 
observers, as well as two years of in-
depth technical discussions.

2007: The Bali Roadmap is adopted 
at UNFCCC COP13, which broadens 
the scope of activities under REDD+ 
to include reducing deforestation and 
forest degradation, and the role of 
conservation, sustainable management 
of forests and enhancement of forest 
carbon stocks in developing countries. 
The roadmap provides preliminary 
guidance for undertaking REDD+ 
activities and launches a formal work 
program to address policy approaches 
and incentives relating to REDD+.2

2010: In the decision from UNFCCC 
COP16, the parties agree on safeguards 
for REDD+ actions and ask REDD+ 
countries to develop safeguards 
information systems for providing 
information on “how the safeguards 
are being addressed and respected” in 
a manner that ensures “transparency, 
consistency, effectiveness and 
comprehensiveness.”3 

2013:  The Warsaw Framework 
is adopted at UNFCCC COP19 to 
provide countries with a REDD+ 
Rulebook, which outlines a three-stage 
process (readiness, implementation 
and results-based payments) as 
well as country requirements for 
monitoring, measurement, reporting 
and verification (MRV), and details 
on how they will address social and 
environmental safeguards.

2014: The New York Declaration 
on Forests (NYDF), a voluntary and 
non-legally binding declaration to 
take action to halt deforestation, 
is endorsed at the United Nations 
Secretary General’s Climate Summit 
in New York. The Declaration includes 
10 goals and an accompanying 
action, and is subsequently signed 
by national governments, sub-
national governments, multi-national 
companies, Indigenous groups 
and NGOs. Organizations such 
as Environmental Defense Fund, 
Conservation International, Climate 
Focus, National Wildlife Federation, 
The Nature Conservancy, World 
Resources Institute and WWF are ©
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all NYDF Assessment Partners, who 
draw on their collective expertise to 
provide science-based and independent 
assessments of progress toward 
meeting the NYDF. 

2015: The Paris Agreement is adopted 
at UNFCCC COP21 and includes a 
goal to keep the rise in global average 
temperature well below 2°C above pre-

4	 	Joint	Submission	to	Standing	Committee	on	Finance	on	the	“Financing	Nature-based	Solutions”	Forum.	(2020).	https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/National%20Wildlife%20
Federation.pdf

5  https://case.hks.harvard.edu/negotiating-toward-the-paris-accords-wwf-the-role-of-forests-in-the-2015-climate-agreement/
6  https://wwf.panda.org/?2489466/Operationalizing-REDD-Results-Based-Payments-Outcomes-from-the-Eighteenth-Meeting-of-the-Green-Climate-Fund-Board

industrial level. The Agreement tasks 
each country with determining its own 
contribution to mitigate climate change 
in the form of Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs). Forests and 
REDD+ are enshrined in Article 5 
of the Agreement, which calls out 
the essential role that forests play in 
mitigating climate change.

2017: The Green Climate Fund (GCF) 
starts a program to pilot REDD+ 
results-based payments from the end of 
2017 until late 2022. These payments 
are for countries that have completed 
the first two phases of REDD+ for 
results generated from the end of 2013 
to the end of 2018.

ACHIEVEMENTS
▪ Environmental NGOs such 

as WWF have accomplished 
or contributed to milestones 
that set the groundwork for 
developing countries to be 
recognized and supported for 
protecting and restoring their 
forests. These NGOs succeeded 
in shaping international policy 
by helping to center forests and 
REDD+ in the climate action 
agenda. NGOs collaborated on 
these efforts by undertaking joint 

advocacy and coordinating outreach4 
to disseminate consistent positions 
and messaging that were anchored 
in science to targeted sectors and 
stakeholders at key junctures. These 
actions contributed to creating the 
Warsaw Framework, shaping the 
FCPF, getting forests and REDD+ 
into the Paris Agreement5, and 
encouraging the creation of the 
GCF results-based payments pilot 
program6. 

▪ As part of their advocacy, 
these organizations built 
networks and strong working 
relationships with other 
relevant actors, particularly 
key developing and developed 
country negotiators, and helped 
create communities of practice 
with companies, government and 
academia to address the drivers 
of deforestation and degradation. 
By promoting discussion among 
stakeholders on issues related to 

https://case.hks.harvard.edu/negotiating-toward-the-paris-accords-wwf-the-role-of-forests-in-the-2015-climate-agreement/
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forests and climate through events 
such as roundtable discussions 
and workshops, these NGOs have 
fostered consensus building and the 
joining of efforts to advance global 
forest conservation.  

▪ WWF, specifically, contributed 
to an ultimately successful 
effort to promote the inclusion 
of forest language in the Paris 
Agreement7 through advocacy 
at different venues, including a 
meeting about forests and climate 
change led by Great Britain’s Prince 
Charles in London one month before 
the start of the COP21 summit in 
2015.

▪ At the country level, WWF has 
used its technical expertise to 
help develop and strengthen 
the institutional infrastructure 
needed for forest conservation 
through REDD+. WWF and other 
NGOs have been able to enhance 
national REDD+ governance 
structures and related capacities, 
including on policy development, 
transparency, MRV, safeguards 
and benefit sharing mechanisms8. 
In both Guyana and Colombia, 

7	 	https://wwf.panda.org/discover/our_focus/forests_practice/forest_climate/forest_climate_publications/forest_climate_policy_documents/?256973/Policy%2Dexpectations%2Dfor%2Df
orests%2Dand%2Dthe%2Dland%2Dsector%2Dat%2DCOP21

8	 	https://wwf.panda.org/discover/our_focus/forests_practice/forest_climate/forest_climate_publications/?1368466/Assessment-Report-Comparative-Analysis-of-Benefit-Sharing-Mecha-
nisms-in-REDD-Programs

9  https://wwf.panda.org/discover/our_focus/forests_practice/forest_climate/forest_climate_news/?326675/The-Indigenous-People-who-joined-Traditional-and-Western-Wisdom-to-
Study-their-Territory

10	 	https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/334_FINAL%20-%20OPIAC%20y%20AIDESEP%20-%20Talanoa.pdf

WWF has worked to augment 
and expand forest monitoring by 
supporting community participation 
in MRV efforts and connecting 
those efforts to the national level. 
In addition to enriching national 
data, these information flows have 
increased capacities, informed 
natural resource decisions, and 
encouraged the acknowledgement of 
communities as significant partners 
in forest conservation9.

▪ Through the dissemination 
and institutionalization of 
knowledge about biodiversity, 
conservation, human rights 
and international negotiation 
outcomes, WWF and other 
NGOs have successfully linked 
action on forest and climate 
to broader social, economic 
and political objectives within 
countries. As a result, there has 
been an increase in recent years 
in the scope and scale of laws and 
commitments to reduce or end 
deforestation. 

▪ Growing out of this heightened 
awareness about forests and 
climate is new and increasing 

attention to nature-based 
climate solutions (NbS) writ 
large in both public and private 
sector climate-focused fora.  
This focus has elevated nature—
as part of the solution and as a 
threatened resource—in the larger 
climate conversation. The upcoming 
UNFCCC COP26 will include NbS 
as one of five focus areas for the 
summit.

▪ In recognition of the key role 
they play as forest guardians 
and stewards, WWF and 
other NGOs have worked to 
expand local involvement 
and empowerment in land 
management and decision-
making by supporting Indigenous 
peoples with efforts to achieve legal 
recognition, territory demarcation, 
and resolution of land tenure 
issues. WWF and its NGO peers 
have also amplified Indigenous 
voices10 in national and international 
policy fora by supporting their 
participation and sharing space 
on their highly visible platforms 
to facilitate direct interventions 
by Indigenous participants and 
organizations.
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https://wwf.panda.org/discover/our_focus/forests_practice/forest_climate/forest_climate_publications/inspiring_practices/?356301/Inspiring-Practices-Enabling-Community-Based-MRV-and-Data-Management-in-Guyana
https://wwf.panda.org/discover/our_focus/forests_practice/forest_climate/forest_climate_publications/inspiring_practices/?1776966/Inspiring-Practices-Integrating-Community-based-Monitoring-Initiatives-and-the-National-Forest-and-Carbon-Monitoring-System-in-Colombia
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CHALLENGES 
▪ Many communities in countries with REDD+ 

programs have been led to have unrealistically 
high expectations of what benefits REDD+ can 
deliver and how quickly it can deliver them. As 
information disseminators, NGOs like WWF should 
be clearer and more effective in their messaging on the 
potential outcomes from REDD+ for forest communities. 
Without a realistic understanding of what REDD+ can 
(and cannot) provide them, communities can easily 
become disappointed and then disillusioned with the 
program, threatening its continuation and success.

▪ Donors and developed countries have advocated 
for REDD+ rules and requirements that set an 
extremely high bar for forest countries to meet. 
Local NGOs and NGOs that work more closely to the 
implementation on the ground, such as WWF, have tried 
to take this into account. However, despite their best 
efforts, the rules to be met to access forest climate finance 
are too stringent and, in many cases, require more from 
developing countries than what developed countries are 
required to do. There is a significant gap between current 
forest and climate finance sources and the resources 
needed to move forward with the implementation of forest 
and climate strategies or action plans. Without filling this 
gap, countries might not be able to deliver results in the 
timeframe needed to meet the Paris Agreement goals.

▪ The demand for knowledge and expertise linked 
to REDD+ has not been fully met. WWF and other 
NGOs should increase the dissemination of on-the-ground 
success stories that demonstrate what has worked well, 
in order to better celebrate REDD+ successes as well 
as to provide lessons for consideration elsewhere. The 
environmental NGO community should also choose forest 
and climate terminology carefully and be clear about its 
meaning, to avoid confusion surrounding the use of newer 
terms such as natural climate solutions or nature-based 
solutions.

▪ Disagreements among environmental NGOs on 
the role of carbon markets and on approaches to 
reach appropriate scale have caused uncertainty 
and confusion among other stakeholders on the 
best path forward to stop deforestation. NGOs’ 
disparate and contradictory approaches to scale send 
mixed messages to the private and finance sectors, 
muddying the waters on how best they should engage 
in REDD+. NGOs have not adequately articulated the 
differences in merit and outcome of project-based REDD+ 
and jurisdictional REDD+ programs, leading to efforts 
and messaging that sometimes worked at cross-purposes. 
Different NGOs’ approaches to markets have led to 
entrenched views on offsetting that have fractured their 
community and distracted from or watered down efforts to 
reduce deforestation.
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LESSONS LEARNED

11  https://wwf.panda.org/wwf_news/?292670/Mapping-REDD

▪ When they coordinate around 
commonly agreed-upon 
topics, environmental NGOs 
and civil society can have a 
significant impact on policy 
and implementation priorities, 
especially when the focus is on 
ambitious, big-picture messages. 
NGOs can ask difficult questions, 
hold other actors to account, 
share their global perspective and 
provide independent assessments, 
and ensure broad stakeholder 
participation, both individually 
and in coordination with each 
other based on each organization’s 
strengths and capacities. Learning 
to identify when it pays off 
to coordinate, when there is 
enough common ground to bring 
organizations into agreement on an 
issue, and when the disagreements 
are too great to speak collectively on 
a topic can help make joint efforts 
more effective in the long term. 

▪ The institutional knowledge 
of forest and climate topics 
generated by WWF and other 
partner NGOs over the years 
is extremely valuable to other 
stakeholders in the space, including 
country negotiators, Indigenous 
leaders and the private sector. In 
the case of UNFCCC negotiations, 
WWF and the Union of Concerned 
Scientists conceived the idea to 
create a REDD+ decision map11 of 
all REDD+ decisions taken over 
the years organized by category, 
with connections made between 
the decisions and references to 
when each decision had been taken. 
The map is used as a reference 
tool by stakeholders, particularly 
country negotiators, to refresh 
their understanding of any aspect 
of REDD+ as needed during 
negotiations.

▪ Tropical forest countries are 
better able to continue and 
to strengthen their forest 
conservation efforts when they 
can translate international 
decisions and priorities to 
national contexts. NGOs such as 
WWF are well placed to use their 
expertise to help link the global and 
the local. They can build capacity 
and engage in knowledge sharing 
and learning on REDD+-related 
topics and tools associated with 
NDCs, MRV, implementation, policy 
design, sector integration into land 
management and climate plans, 
safeguards compliance, and the pros 
and cons of market mechanisms, 
thereby equipping national, 
subnational and local governments 
and communities to exercise greater 
agency in these areas. 

▪ With the support of forest 
conservation funders, NGOs 
can continue to advance forest 
climate solutions and to fill a 
necessary and niche role as 
collaborators, convenors and 
disseminators. Information is key 
to developing sound policies that 
can set countries on sustainable, 
low-carbon development paths, 
and environmental NGOs such as 
WWF and their peers have sought 
to ensure that useful information 
makes its way to all relevant 
stakeholders at international, 
national and local levels. This role 
is best suited for these civil society 
organizations given their combined 
reach and expertise, but they need 
the financial support of public and 
private partners to continue this 
work and to thus contribute to 
future global milestones in the fight 
to protect forests.
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Photos and graphics © WWF or used with permission. 
Text	available	under	a	Creative	Commons	licence.

OUR VISION
WWF’s Forest and Climate team works to ensure that the conservation of 
tropical forests as carbon stores is secured by green economic development 
that	benefits	people,	the	climate,	and	biodiversity	in	transformational	ways.	
panda.org/forestclimate

 / wwf   / wwfforestcarbon
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