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The mitigation targets proposed within the Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs),  
in aggregate, fall far short of achieving the emissions reductions necessary to stay within a 1.5°C or 2°C 
rise in global average temperature. According to the UNFCCC Secretariat, the current INDC submissions 
will result in total emissions that are 10-29 per cent higher than the level of greenhouse gas emissions 
required for a least-cost 2°C trajectory.1 The United Nations Environment Programme, which estimated 
a similar emissions gap, determined that the current INDC proposals will likely result in a global average 
temperature rise of 3-3.5°C, even if all conditional targets are met.2 

Strong commitments in the land sector will comprise a critical part of closing the emissions gap currently 
observed within the INDCs. Agriculture, forestry and other land uses (AFOLU) are responsible for 
roughly a quarter of global emissions,3 and mitigation through AFOLU activities has the potential to 
cut the current projected emissions gap in half.4 Given that approximately half of all AFOLU emissions 
result from deforestation and forest degradation, the forest sector will necessarily play an important 
role in this effort.5 Importantly, forests offer one of the few methods for actually removing CO2 from the 
atmosphere. The forest sector has also been highlighted as having significant potential for accelerating 
and scaling up best practices and will play a key role in adaptation. As such, it is imperative to ensure 
robust coverage of the forest sector within any future climate agreement and within all relevant INDCs. 

In order to assess the current status of forest sector commitments within the INDCs, we completed an 
analysis of 75 INDC submissions.6 In particular, this analysis encompasses the majority of developing 
countries and economies in transition that either contain globally significant forest cover or for which 
the forest sector is economically important at the domestic level. The geographic coverage of the INDCs 
reviewed here is comprehensive and accounts for the vast majority of global tropical forest cover.

The submission of INDCs by developing countries (specifically, Non-Annex 1 Parties to the Convention) 
represents the first time the countries have submitted such comprehensive information. The Nationally 
Appropriate Mitigation Actions (NAMAs) that were submitted following the Copenhagen Accord were 
voluntary and not very comprehensive in terms of the sectors they covered. Thus, this review of INDCs 
provides an important opportunity to gain a better understanding of the status of global ambitions to 
mitigate emissions from the forest sector. More specifically, this brief evaluates the extent to which 
forests are included within the scope of the INDCs; the most common types of commitments being made 
within the forest sector; overlaps between adaptation and mitigation; and REDD+ coverage. In addition, 
it addresses the value of creating comprehensive INDCs, with clear forest sector commitments and 
international finance requirements, and identifies opportunities for strengthening commitments within 
the forest sector moving forward.

THE EMISSIONS GAP AND THE FOREST SECTOR

1UNFCCC (2015). Synthesis Report on the Aggregate Effect of the Intended Nationally Determined Contributions. http://unfccc.int/focus/
indc_portal/items/9240.php
2UNEP (2015). The Emissions Gap Report – Executive Summary. http://uneplive.unep.org/theme/index/13#indcs
3IPCC (2014). Climate Change 2014: Mitigation of Climate Change. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, AR-5, Working Group III. 
http://ipcc.ch/report/ar5/wg3/
4Boucher, Doug (2015). INDCs, Take 3: The Land Sector in the Intended Nationally Determined Contributions of Brazil, Indonesia, India, and 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Union of Concerned Scientists.
5IPCC (2014). Climate Change 2014: Mitigation of Climate Change. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, AR-5, Working Group III. 
http://ipcc.ch/report/ar5/wg3/
6Each of the INDC submissions included within this analysis can be accessed on the UNFCCC website: http://www4.unfccc.int/submissions/
INDC/Submission%20Pages/submissions.aspx
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ANALYSIS OF THE FOREST SECTOR WITHIN  
FORESTED DEVELOPING COUNTRY INDCS

INDC SCOPE: THE INCLUSION OF FORESTS
Forests are included within the scope of the mitigation targets for the majority of INDCs reviewed here. 
However, a handful of countries do not explicitly include forests, or there is ambiguity about whether 
forests are included within their INDCs. In some cases, no explanation is provided for the omission 
of the forest sector, while in others, the stated reason for the omission is a lack of data or accounting 
challenges. A number of these countries do indicate that land use, land-use change and forestry 
(LULUCF) mitigation targets will be included in future national communications (e.g. Belize,  
El Salvador, Honduras and Mongolia) or that further accounting is required to include it  
(e.g. Bangladesh and Fiji). 

In general, even in INDCs that do not include forests within the scope, the countries still indicate the 
intent to mitigate emissions in this sector, or to include measurable mitigation targets. For example, 
Bangladesh, which explains that it did not include sectors other than power, transportation and industry 
due to the lack of a robust data set, indicates that it will still consider mitigation actions in the forestry 
sector, such as afforestation and reforestation. Similarly, while the LULUCF sector is excluded from the 
scope of Liberia’s INDC, the country does include a mitigation target to increase the uptake of improved 
cook stoves within its target for the energy sector.

THE MOST COMMON FOREST TARGETS
Nearly all of the reviewed INDCs discuss forests in some capacity, and many mention a variety of  
forest sector activities in various stages of implementation. A smaller number also detail measurable 
forest mitigation targets. Of the INDCs analysed, over half of the countries establish one or more 
concrete goals in the forest sector, either within the mitigation or adaptation sections. Of these targets, 
the most common are goals for afforestation, reforestation and restoration efforts. Goals to maintain 
and/or increase forest cover through a wide variety of methods and to increase the uptake of improved 
cook stoves are also among the most frequent commitments. Several countries set sustainable forest 
management targets and deforestation targets, which range from commitments to achieve ‘zero 
deforestation’ to efforts to reduce the deforestation rate. The following chart depicts an overview  
of the types of measurable forest targets found within the INDCs.
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OVERLAPS BETWEEN ADAPTATION AND MITIGATION
Throughout the INDCs analysed, the synergies between adaptation and mitigation are commonly 
highlighted. Although not all countries discuss adaptation within their INDCs, many of those that did 
include a specific section on adaptation that explicitly includes the forest sector. Within the adaptation 
sections, countries frequently describe the forest sector as highly vulnerable. Many countries provide 
detailed approaches to promote adaptation in the forest sector with many co-benefits for mitigation. 
For instance, the INDC for Lao P.D.R., which emphasizes the country’s ambition to integrate mitigation 
and adaptation actions in the forest sector, contains an entire segment on forestry and land-use change 
within the adaptation section. Potential adaptation activities mentioned within Lao’s INDC include 
integrated land-use planning, sustainable forest management, agroforestry and reforestation.

Nearly all of the activities included as common forest mitigation targets are also listed within the 
adaptation sections of many INDCs. Indeed, at least seven countries set measurable forest targets within 
the adaptation sections of their INDCs, with targets including expansion of protected areas, increased 
forest cover, and afforestation and reforestation. Both Mexico and Ecuador, for example, state a goal 
of reaching a rate of zero deforestation within their adaptation sections rather than in their mitigation 
sections. 

THE INCLUSION OF REDD+ IN INDCS
Many forest country INDCs mentioned the UNFCCC mechanism of positive incentives and policy 
measures for reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation, and the role of conservation, 
sustainable management of forests and enhancement of forest carbon stocks (REDD+). However, there 
is an overall lack of consistency in the way REDD+ is discussed and the extent to which it is integrated 
into the INDCs, with some countries failing to mention it entirely. At least 19 of the REDD+ countries7 
reviewed here make no mention of REDD+ within their INDCs. 

Where REDD+ is included, it is often discussed in the context of providing the framework for guiding 
forest-related mitigation and/or developing forest monitoring and inventory systems to establish 
emissions baselines for the LULUCF sector. Some countries, such as Costa Rica, Belize, Papua New 
Guinea and Zimbabwe, mention efforts to mitigate emissions in the forest sector through REDD+, 
even though they do not specify the expected contribution from the forest sector. Papua New Guinea, 
for example, does not set mitigation targets specific to the forest sector, but it does state that its entire 
forestry effort will be coordinated through REDD+. A few countries, including Chad, Sudan and 
Zimbabwe, actually detail funding needs for the implementation of REDD+.

CONDITIONAL TARGETS AND INTERNATIONAL FINANCE
The majority of the INDCs analysed here expressly state the need for financial support, technology 
transfer and capacity-building assistance in order to meet all or a portion of their intended contributions. 
However, many of the INDCs do not provide detailed information about financial, technology or 
capacity-building needs. At least 12 countries with conditional forest targets do not provide sufficient 
detail on financial requirements. Yet at least 15 countries do have specific, conditional forest targets with 
estimates of the international finance needed to achieve them, including Benin, Burundi, Cambodia, 
Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ghana, Guyana, 
Madagascar, Mali, Mongolia, Morocco, Niger and Sudan. The level of detail provided for the estimates 
of international finance varies, ranging from the total sum of mitigation and adaptation costs to itemized 
cost estimates at the sector or project level. A selection of countries is highlighted here to demonstrate 
the diversity of approaches taken in reporting both conditional targets and financial needs.

Cambodia: Cambodia establishes a conditional mitigation target to increase and maintain forest cover. 
The country’s INDC also includes an estimate of the total international finance required (US$1.28 
billion); however, this figure represents the sum of international finance needed for both mitigation  
and adaptation activities and no further breakdown of costs is provided. Furthermore, this estimate  
is only for action taken up until 2018. 

Central African Republic: The Central African Republic includes specific conditional targets to 
reduce emissions from the forest sector within its INDC. The country also outlines specific international 
finance requirements for each of the targets, which include improving wood processing (US$12.5 
million), reforestation and restoration (US$37.5 million), and expanding the use of improved cook 
stoves (US$5 million).

7 For the purpose of this analysis, countries considered to be REDD+ countries include countries that are listed as REDD+ Country 
Participants by the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF) and/or countries that have received support from UN-REDD in the form of 
targeted or national programme support. Of the countries analysed here, only 10 are not receiving REDD+ assistance through either UN-
REDD or FCPF.
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Chad: Chad sets an emissions reduction commitment for the LULUCF sector, which is broken down 
into both unconditional and conditional targets. Further information is provided on the specific projects 
the country will implement to achieve the emissions reduction, including international finance needs: 
Chad REDD R-PP project (US$45.8 million), Great Green Wall project (US$144 million) and planting 
greenbelts around urban centres (US$1 billion). Notably, Chad is one of the few countries to fully 
integrate REDD+ into its mitigation target and to include information on financial requirements  
for its implementation.

Democratic Republic of the Congo: The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) establishes 
a measurable forest sector target for afforestation and reforestation and provides detail on the level 
of international finance required, which is estimated to be US$3.5 million. The DRC also provides 
information on the international finance needs for sustainable forest management (US$1 million), 
forest fire prevention (US$300,000) and rehabilitation of degraded land in the extractive sector 
(US$300,000); however, the INDC does not outline measurable targets for these activities.

Ghana: Ghana establishes concrete targets for the forest sector regarding the adoption of improved 
cook stoves, afforestation and reforestation, carbon stock enrichment, and agroforestry. The country  
also estimates the total international finance requirements necessary to implement all of its targets 
(US$7.61 billion ); however, the total sum is not broken down into sectors or activities.

Guatemala: Guatemala’s INDC includes mitigation targets for forest restoration and REDD+ 
implementation. Furthermore, the country’s total emissions reduction target (for all sectors) is broken 
down into unconditional and conditional targets. However, no indication is given of the costs or 
international finance that will be required to implement the mitigation activities.

India: India sets a mitigation target for the forest sector to increase tree cover. The country also provides 
an estimate of the total cost of all mitigation activities (US$834 billion); however, no indication is given 
regarding what proportion of that cost is dependent on international donors. The total cost is also not 
broken down at the sector or activity level.

Madagascar: Madagascar establishes detailed targets for reforestation and improved cook stoves.  
In addition, the INDC includes a concrete forest restoration target within the adaptation section.  
While the country does not provide detail on specific funding requirements by sector or activity,  
it is one of the few INDCs to provide a breakdown of funding requirements for mitigation, adaptation, 
capacity-building and technology transfer for its total intended contribution.

Mexico: Mexico, which was among the very first countries to submit an INDC, provides a very clear 
distinction between its conditional and unconditional mitigation targets. However, because the country’s 
only measurable forest goal (zero deforestation by 2030) is listed within the adaptation section, and 
because Mexico submitted an economy-wide INDC, it is unclear what portion of this goal will depend  
on international finance. Mexico does not provide an estimate of costs or financial needs.

Mongolia: Mongolia includes concrete targets in the adaptation section with co-benefits for mitigation, 
including increasing forest cover and reducing the impact of forest fires. The country also provides 
detailed cost estimates for these activities: US$11 million and US$13 million, respectively. It indicates 
that funding for up to 80 per cent of these costs will depend on international donors.

Morocco: Morocco establishes measurable forest targets within both the mitigation and adaptation 
sections, which include afforestation and restoration. In addition, the country sets clear overall 
unconditional and conditional emissions reduction targets and provides an estimate of international 
finance needs (US$35 billion). The country does not break this figure down at the sector or activity level.

Niger: Niger sets both concrete conditional and unconditional mitigation targets for the adoption of 
improved cook stoves, afforestation and reforestation, and sustainable forest management. The country 
also estimates the total international finance requirements necessary to implement its targets for the 
forest sector (US$968 million); however, the total sum is not broken down into distinct activities.

Sudan: Sudan lists a detailed target and international finance needs (US$1.5 billion) for increasing 
forest coverage through afforestation and reforestation. In addition, although it does not provide a 
measurable emissions reduction for this goal, the INDC does list the implementation of REDD+ as a 
mitigation activity and provides an estimate of the international finance (US$1.7 billion) it will require. 
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ENABLING CONSISTENT LAND SECTOR ACCOUNTING
In general, there is a significant lack of clarity and consistency within the INDCs regarding the 
accounting of emissions and removals in the LULUCF sector, which leads to a significant degree of 
uncertainty in the potential global mitigation impact of the INDCs. Many of the INDCs do not sufficiently 
describe the methods or assumptions used in LULUCF sector reporting or accounting or do not include 
it at all, citing a lack of information.8 A number of countries cite difficulties in establishing measurable 
emissions reductions from the LULUCF sector due to data gaps or the inability to collect the requisite 
information. Guinea Bissau, for example, states a lack of data as the primary reason for not establishing 
specific mitigation commitments. Likewise, Myanmar opted not to provide emissions reduction 
estimates because the data was not sufficiently reliable. Overall, major capacity-building is needed to 
enable countries to collect and analyse the requisite data and also to establish mitigation targets. 

Many of the assessed countries are in the process of developing reference levels as part of national 
REDD+ strategy implementation, which may help ameliorate some of the existing data shortcomings. 
Myanmar, for example, specifically states that it is currently addressing the lack of data as part of the 
REDD+ process. The significant overlap between REDD+ and INDC preparation also highlights the 
importance of ensuring internal coordination within countries to ensure methodological consistency 
between related initiatives. REDD+ should be used to support the INDC process, and vice versa.

INCORPORATING REDD+ WITHIN FOREST SECTOR TARGETS
As mentioned above, a lack of consistency is observed with regard to incorporating REDD+ within the 
INDCs, even for countries participating in REDD+ initiatives. While the failure to mention REDD+ 
explicitly is not inherently problematic, as long as the concept of reducing deforestation and forest 
degradation is included, it does suggest a potential weakness in forest-sector reporting. If countries 
are engaging in mitigation activities through REDD+, it is important to capture those achievements 
within the INDCs. As such, it could be beneficial to facilitate the inclusion of REDD+ activities within 
relevant INDCs. Notably, because many countries are still in the earlier stages of implementing REDD+, 
it is possible that the integration of REDD+ within the INDCs may also increase naturally in later 
submissions.

INTEGRATING FOREST AND LAND SECTOR TARGETS
Goals centred on afforestation and reforestation (A/R) are by far the most commonly observed 
mitigation targets within the INDCs reviewed here. Countries that set more general forest cover and 
emissions reduction targets frequently include A/R as a strategy to achieve those targets as well. The 
large number of A/R targets observed within the INDCs reviewed here suggests that many countries are 
focusing efforts on restoring degraded lands rather than protecting and sustainably managing existing, 
intact forest. Many countries do reference activities such as sustainable forest management, integrated 
landscape management or forest protection; however, very few establish concrete, measurable mitigation 
targets for those activities. Taken as a whole, the forest sector commitments could be strengthened by 
creating more comprehensive targets that incorporate both degraded and intact forest lands.

Similarly, to bolster mitigation action in the forest sector, countries should be encouraged to set 
targets that integrate mitigation activities across the land sector. While numerous countries indicate 
the ambition to integrate activities at the landscape level, very few examples were found of countries 
committing to integrated landscape targets. El Salvador is one of the few countries to set an inclusive 
target that integrates both the forest and agricultural sectors; the country has committed to managing 1 
million hectares through a sustainable landscapes programme that incorporates sustainable agriculture, 
agroforestry, restoration, conservation and the establishment of biological corridors. Brazil makes a 
similar commitment to bolster an integrated approach to managing the agriculture (including livestock) 
and forestry sectors across 5 million hectares. In general, climate change action is urgently needed in 
all areas of the land sector and, to achieve this in the most efficient and effective way, it is imperative 
to break down artificial barriers between agriculture and forestry by creating holistic, cross-cutting 
mitigation targets.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR IMPROVEMENT

8UNFCCC (2015). Synthesis Report on the Aggregate Effect of the Intended Nationally Determined Contributions. http://unfccc.int/focus/
indc_portal/items/9240.php
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ADDRESSING SYNERGIES BETWEEN ADAPTATION, MITIGATION  
AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
Given the substantial overlap observed between adaptation and mitigation within the INDCs of forested 
developing countries, there is significant opportunity to streamline adaptation and mitigation processes 
within countries. Many countries are already expending significant effort to establish adaptation plans, 
so it would be advantageous to ensure that they prioritize adaptation activities with co-benefits for 
mitigation. Furthermore, for accounting purposes, it is important that all countries detail the co-benefits 
that adaptation activities have for mitigation. 

Similarly, the sustainable development goals (SDGs) recently adopted by all member states of 
the United Nations identify both climate change action and sustainable forest management as 
goals. The interdependence of these goals is clear, and coordinated action between the two will be 
mutually beneficial. The UN highlights the importance of “prioritizing coherence, co-benefits, and 
complementarity” between the SDGs and climate change action.9 Countries, and especially developing 
countries, could benefit immensely from synchronizing efforts to achieve the SDGs and commitments 
made within their INDCs. Overall, it may also be useful to identify areas of overlap between SDGs and 
INDCs in order to simplify reporting requirements.

MEETING CONDITIONAL TARGETS AND INCREASING AMBITION
In order to close the emissions gap, it is not only necessary for each and every country to make ambitious 
mitigation commitments, but it is also critical to scale up international finance for mitigation. To date, 
mitigation finance falls far short of what is needed for “any high-ambition scenario”.10 Notably, in order 
for most developed countries to meet equitable mitigation targets, it will be necessary for them to enable 
emissions reductions outside of their borders in developing countries. To reach a 1.5°C or 2°C pathway, 
emissions reductions achieved in this way will necessarily make up nearly half of all global emissions 
reductions.11 As noted above, the forest sector is highly important for closing the emissions gap, so this 
will require developed countries to commit significant support to forested developing countries. It will 
also require collaboration and leadership from non-state actors, especially in the private sector.

Many of the countries included within this analysis are considered to be least-developed countries,  
yet they are committing to implement impressive mitigation targets in the forest sector. Meeting  
these targets will require assistance in the form of financial support, capacity-building and technology 
transfer. Importantly, international support for the forest sector would provide many benefits beyond 
mitigating climate change, especially for the economies of forested developing countries. Indeed, 
innovative leadership and collaborative partnerships among developing and developed countries,  
as well as between state and non-state actors, have the potential to make forests and their protection  
a core element of equitable economic growth and sustainable development.

While some developing countries have succeeded in providing a decent level of detail on conditional  
forest sector targets and international finance needs within their INDCs, the majority of countries have  
not. The lack of clear mitigation targets and transparent financial needs hinders the formation of 
collaborative partnerships between forested developing countries and potential donors (e.g. developed 
countries or non-state actors). To facilitate this process, it is critical to establish mitigation targets that 
clearly distinguish between unconditional and conditional components. More information about the 
financial, capacity-building and technology needs is also necessary to facilitate the appropriate and 
effective transfer of resources from donors to receiving countries. Countries should be encouraged to 
adopt reporting guidelines that included itemized conditional and unconditional targets and detailed 
assessments of needs for international support. Importantly, this would increase overall transparency and 
make it easier for donors to identify potential investments. The expectation is that this would also serve as 
a mechanism to increase ambition, in terms of both mitigation contributions and international support.

Because urgent action is needed to mitigate the worst impacts of climate change, it is important for 
countries to clarify the investment needs they will require to successfully implement mitigation actions 
in the forest sector as soon as possible. This is a necessary step towards ratcheting up ambition and 
collaborative partnerships before 2020. Countries must establish a formalized process for reviewing 
and updating INDCs pre-2020, which will facilitate increasing ambition, as well as the clarification 
of conditional commitments and related needs assessments. Although the conditional components of 
each country’s contribution could be clarified outside of an established revision process, preferably that 
will not be the case, as transparent reporting on the characteristics of targets is highly desired in order 
to foster increased collaboration. Eventually the INDCs will enter into effect and become Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs), and an established review process would provide a valuable 
mechanism to further strengthen contributions and increase overall ambition.
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A significant number of countries have indicated the intention to implement measures to improve  
the sustainability of their forest sectors, either through emissions reductions or adaptation activities. 
While the measures countries intend to take vary widely, overall there is a positive trend toward 
inclusion of the forest sector within the INDCs of forested developing countries. However, in order  
for the forest sector to reach its full global mitigation potential, which will form an integral part of  
any successful climate regime, many countries still need to clarify and strengthen their intended  
forest sector contributions. 

This review highlights a number of ways to augment the role that forest sector mitigation can play in 
reducing the emissions gap, such as (1) including forests within the scope of all relevant INDCs; (2) 
improving the capacity of countries to measure emissions and removals in the LULUCF sector; (3) 
expanding the inclusiveness of forest sector targets to address both natural and degraded forests; (4) 
integrating forest targets with other land sector targets; (5) identifying areas of overlap between forest 
sector mitigation targets and adaptation, sustainable development goals, and REDD+, to reinforce 
co-benefits and streamline reporting processes; and (6) ensuring forest sector targets are explicit and 
include detailed information on international finance requirements. Collectively, these measures will 
contribute to creating stronger, accountable, inclusive and transformative action within the forest sector.

CONCLUSION

9UNEP (2015). The Emissions Gap Report – Executive Summary. http://uneplive.unep.org/theme/index/13#indcs
10Civil Society Review (2015). Fair Shares: A Civil Society Equity Review of INDCs. http://civilsocietyreview.org/
11Ibid.
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