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Introduction 

Indigenous Peoples and local communities throughout the world have long stewarded forests, 

dry lands, grasslands, and other ecosystems in their territories for sustenance, cultural vibrancy, and 

economic livelihoods. Indigenous and community stewardship has been the basis their tenure 

institutions and political self-determination. Indigenous and community traditions, environmental 

knowledge, and land governance have supported thriving communities for generations. Indeed, 

Indigenous Peoples’ governing institutions for forest stewardship are now also recognized as being 

critically important for climate change mitigation and sequestration of terrestrial carbon (Etchart 2017, 

Garnett et al. 2018).  

 
1 The Pathways Alliance for Change and Transformation (PACT) is a small, strategic coalition of Indigenous Peoples and local 
community led research and activist institutions and academic allies. PACT’s vision is to catalyze the system transformation at 
all levels to support the priorities and values of Indigenous Peoples and local communities and their organizations. The core 
strategy to achieve PACT’s vision is to strengthen the self-determination of emerging Indigenous and community scholar-
activists, strengthen Indigenous and community-led research, and deepen the relationships between them within and across 
regions. 
 
2 To be cited as PACT (Pathways Alliance for Change and Transformation). (2023). Indigenous Peoples, local communities, and 

trade in terrestrial carbon markets: Time to recognize their rights, support their organizations, and impose a moratorium on 
terrestrial carbon trade.  Ann Arbor: Pathways Alliance for Change and Transformation. 

https://seas.umich.edu/academics/master-science/sustainability-and-development/pact
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At the same time, Indigenous Peoples and local communities are engaged in ongoing struggles 

to maintain their tenure and governance institutions because nation states, corporations, and other 

actors do not respect their self-determination and rights. The quickly growing interest in carbon markets 

and offsets by governments and corporations in the Global North has rapidly fueled greater pressure 

and threat against Indigenous and local communities. In Central Africa, for example, where most forest 

lands are already allocated by government to agriculture, mining, conservation, and forest industries, 

essentially every new major forest carbon project has generated violent conflicts with local peoples 

(BHRRC 2023, Mongabay 2022, RFUK 2020). Few governments formally recognize Indigenous and 

community rights over carbon even in their own lands and ecosystems, or their rights to the capacity of 

their lands and ecosystems to sequester carbon and avoid emissions (RRI 2021a). More concerning, a 

rapidly growing number of governments are asserting public ownership over all terrestrial carbon (Baker 

Makenzie 2022, Bloomberg 2023, FAO 2022). Between 2018 and 2022 alone, the four major tropical 

forest governments of Indonesia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Mozambique, and Gabon 

enacted laws or decrees that establish the central government as owner of all terrestrial carbon (FAO 

2022). Further exacerbating these trends, anthropogenic climate change, pollution, and land and 

resource theft all threaten and undermine Indigenous capacity to maintain healthy forests even where 

Indigenous communities have lived in flourishing relationships with forests for centuries. 

Despite such challenges, Indigenous Peoples and local communities have raised their voices 

compellingly, calling for mitigation of climate change through uplifting Indigenous rights, their 

stewardship of diverse ecosystems, and their organizations, initiatives, and financial mechanisms. In 

Indonesia for example, AMAN filed a lawsuit contesting the government of Indonesia’s assertion of 

public ownership of all terrestrial carbon in the country and has established a new financial mechanism 

as an alternative to channel funds directly to communities (AMAN 2022). In Nepal, Indigenous Peoples 

organizations have contested the REDD+ benefit sharing mechanism as it provides limited respect and 

support to customary governance institutions (Sherpa et. al. 2018). In Kenya, Indigenous Peoples and 

their organizations are mobilizing to ensure both their land and procedural rights are fully recognized in 

the government’s proposed amendments to the 2016 climate change act and other efforts to promote 

the international carbon trade (ILEPA 2023). Indigenous Peoples and local community voices and 

initiatives require support, respect, and resources from the international community.  

 

The Global Alarm of Climate Change 

Today, Indigenous Peoples and local communities are caught in the crosshairs of global alarm 

about the unprecedented, documented, and accelerating threats of climate change and biodiversity 

loss. These global threats are leading decision makers across jurisdictions to pursue multiple avenues to 

reduce emissions and protect biodiversity.  

Carbon sequestration in forests, grasslands, and other ecosystems and a suite of nature-based 

solutions have emerged as promising options to address climate and sustainability challenges 

confronting humanity (Bossio et al. 2020, Fu et al. 2021). There is substantial scientific evidence that 

forests and other ecosystems are underutilized in terms of carbon sequestration and that far more 

carbon storage in terrestrial ecosystems is possible through concerted action. Recent estimates suggest 

plants and soils contain four times the amount of carbon in the atmosphere, and that it is possible to 

sequester an additional 300GTC in forests (Pugh et al. 2019, Walker et al. 2022). Drylands are also of 

critical importance in carbon cycling and their role in a climate-neutral world is underappreciated 

(Hanan et al. 2021, Stringer et al. 2012). The carbon storage capacity of Indigenous and local community 
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lands and ecosystems worldwide are similarly underestimated. Indigenous and community lands in 24 

countries that constitute 60% of all tropical forests alone are estimated to hold at least 253GtC of 

carbon (RRI 2021b).  

But many climate policy “solutions” for terrestrial sequestration are flawed. They are being 

adopted hastily and without meaningful consultation with Indigenous Peoples and local communities, 

and they are often structured whereby the respect of indigenous land and carbon rights is an option to 

be decided by partner governments. As a result, government and corporate proponents are effectively 

marginalizing Indigenous Peoples and local communities by ignoring their institutions, knowledge, 

experience, and autonomy. Further, many non-Indigenous and non-community-based political leaders 

and climate experts are advocating for carbon sequestration through market mechanisms in Indigenous 

territories and community forests. Often, this advocacy pays little attention to whether these projects 

reflect Indigenous and community traditional practices, rights, and self-determination goals (Erbaugh et 

al. 2020).  

Rightfully, Indigenous and community leaders are concerned that they are not viewed as actual 

rights holders, much less equal partners, in the use of their ecosystems for climate mitigation purposes. 

They are vigilant of the reality that non-Indigenous and non-community-based approaches to carbon 

sequestration threaten to downplay and ignore their historical forest and carbon stewardship. They are 

concerned that the establishment of a property right to carbon risks unraveling their rights to other 

features of their ecosystems, such as biodiversity or water, and will lead to further commodification and 

government and corporate capture of their lands, cultures, and identities. They are similarly concerned 

with the asymmetrical balance of knowledge and power concerning all aspects of the carbon trade, and 

the almost complete lack of legal remedies and procedural justice for communities when their rights 

and the corporate commitments to them are not respected (ILEPA 2023). Based on their experience, 

practical wisdom, and knowledge, they are also skeptical about whether market and central control-

based sequestration approaches can generate reductions in emissions or improvements in terrestrial 

sequestration.  

Such skepticism is well founded. Centralized control and profit-driven forest carbon markets 

threaten to replicate the negative sustainability impacts of market-driven growth and centralized state 

policies that are at the root of climate change and biodiversity loss. Yet, many researchers, corporate 

staff, and policy makers continue to advocate for centralized control over forest carbon and forest 

carbon markets as the mechanisms for emissions reduction. For example, the LEAF Coalition, a public-

private partnership established by northern governments and corporations to promote international 

offsets with forest carbon projects, and other initiatives that privilege government-led jurisdictional 

trades, incentivize tropical forest governments to centralize carbon ownership. These proponents of 

centralized state control should step back from their advocacy, reexamine the historical, ongoing, and 

future risks of their approach, and consider Indigenous and local community leadership, knowledge, and 

self-determination as fundamental principles for terrestrial emissions reduction.  

Indigenous and local community skepticism is paralleled by the skepticism demonstrated by the 

potential private sector investors in these markets. Low carbon prices in most voluntary carbon markets 

are simply inadequate for effective carbon sequestration. A recent Report of the High-Level Commission 

on Carbon Prices, led by economists such as Joseph Stiglitz and Nicholas Stern, estimated that carbon 

prices higher than $40-80 per ton of CO2 by 2020 (and $50-100 by 2030) are necessary to induce the 

behavioral changes that will reduce emissions consistent with the Paris Climate Treaty’s commitments 

(Stiglitz et al. 2017). While prices in compliance markets approach these ranges (although for tons of 
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carbon rather than for tons of carbon dioxide), no voluntary forest carbon market prices even come 

close (Shell & BCG 2022). In voluntary markets, carbon prices range between $1.00 to 8.00 per ton of 

carbon, and there is little evidence of a trend towards prices moving towards the higher end of this 

range. 

Research also calls into question whether purely market-based and even central government-

driven efforts can achieve long-term positive effects (Roopsing et al. 2019, Groom et al. 2022). 

Advocates and project developers for forest carbon sequestration have vastly overstated and 

exaggerated the mitigation effects of voluntary carbon sequestration projects (Badgley et al. 2022, West 

et al. 2020, 2023). Centrally driven attempts to appropriate indigenous and local rights to carbon are 

vulnerable to elite capture, leakage, and corruption that have troubled forest policies in tropical 

contexts. Climate policies and voluntary terrestrial mitigation efforts, without meaningful attention to 

indigenous and community interests, priorities, and rights, have often foundered as for example with 

tree plantation programs around the world (Andersson et al. 2016, Rana & Varshney 2023).  

 

Building on Indigenous and Local Capacities 

New policies and interventions for expanding forest carbon sequestration must be founded on 

fundamental principles that respect the rights, voices, and actions of Indigenous Peoples and local 

communities (Whyte 2020). Both voluntary carbon markets and compliance-based carbon sequestration 

require clarity of tenure rights (Shockley & Snell 2021). Where tenure rights are formalized without 

respect for historic claims and without inclusive and equitable rightsholder consultations, injustice 

results. For example, wind energy installations in Oaxaca, Mexico, marginalized the socio-cultural rights 

of indigenous communities, leading to what has been called, “transactional colonialism” (Ramirez & 

Böhm 2021). Ciplet (2014) shows how transnational advocacy for Indigenous rights has mostly received 

only symbolic recognition in international fora of the United Nations (UN) without the institutional 

changes that would lead to meaningful change for the lived realities of Indigenous Peoples (see also, 

Doolittle 2010).  

Ignoring and relegating Indigenous Peoples and local communities to the background are unjust 

continuations of past paternalism. Doing so threatens the effectiveness of efforts to use forests and land 

for carbon sequestration. Indeed, existing research on policies that attempt to reduce terrestrial 

emissions through incentive-based or market mechanisms such as REDD+ raise serious concerns about 

the effectiveness of such policies (Duchelle et al. 2018). Carbon sequestered in above and below ground 

stores in indigenous and community lands (e.g., in trees, soils, and below-ground biomass) is a direct 

consequence of Indigenous peoples and local communities’ stewardship.  

Research on existing carbon sequestration initiatives underscores the reality of indigenous and 

community concerns, highlighting the critical importance of involving them to improve the prospects of 

successful mitigation through for terrestrial carbon sequestration efforts (FAO 2022, Blackman & Veit 

2018, Fischer et al. Forthcoming). Where tree planting and restoration are aligned with the interests of 

smallholders, local communities, and Indigenous Peoples, trees and forests endure, serving both a 

savings and a security function, and in the process sequestering carbon (Chambers & Leach 1989, 

Shackleton et al. 2011). Equally importantly, such alignment also ensures that those relying on forests 

for their very livelihoods and futures are not further marginalized through ill-considered and unthinking 

forest carbon projects.  

Many Indigenous peoples and local communities remember how earlier generations of 

scientists and policy makers mistakenly viewed forests primarily as a source of timber and revenues. 
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Conception of forests only as sinks for carbon commits the same grave mistake. Efforts to maximize 

timber production – by clearcutting, industrial-scale selective logging of the trees with the highest 

market value, and monoculture tree plantations – led to extraordinary human rights violations, 

facilitated growth in inequality and conflicts, and caused unparalleled environmental losses from local to 

global scales. As present-day decision makers bake new policy instruments for carbon sequestration into 

policy, many Indigenous Peoples and local communities face the real possibility that the policy 

prescriptions for global climate change mitigation will cause them far greater harm than climate change 

would (Whyte 2020).  

New initiatives to achieve terrestrial mitigation therefore must recognize the multi-functional 

nature and the critical sociocultural importance of forests. Numerous Indigenous peoples and local 

communities have expressed that they have long recognized the multi-functional nature of trees, 

forests, and forested landscapes as part of their knowledge systems and worldviews. Engaging and 

working with them has enormous potential for success in terrestrial mitigation as well as biodiversity 

conservation.  

 

The threat of voluntary and compliance forest carbon markets to Indigenous Peoples’ and local 

communities’ rights and wellbeing 

After colonialism and subsequent several decades of struggle for forest rights by Indigenous 

Peoples and local communities, carbon markets and bids for centralized control over forest carbon are 

now emerging as among the greatest threats to the rights of Indigenous Peoples and local communities. 

Unheeding focus on terrestrial carbon and its value in the context of climate change has the potential of 

wiping out prior gains that Indigenous Peoples and local communities have secured through decades 

long struggles. 

 Creating carbon offsets-based markets in the absence of Indigenous and community rights 

recognition increases conflicts. Many forest areas are already conflict ridden, with revenues from the 

sale of illegally harvested timber often generates political dynamics that marginalize Indigenous Peoples 

and local communities and their forests rights. The emergence of carbon markets and efforts by 

unscrupulous actors to gain control over forest carbon has the potential to exacerbate existing conflicts. 

In a bid to secure participation of key private sector actors, certification standards are threatened with 

dilution, especially where Indigenous Peoples and local community rights are concerned. Such dilution is 

especially concerning because of the existence of multiple certification bodies and protocols that 

embody different levels of concern for Indigenous and community consent, and the often-limited 

capacity of indigenous and community organizations to master the many complicated dimensions of 

carbon science, credits, legal liabilities and risks, and the lack of legal remedies when projects go wrong 

(ILEPA 2023).  

These trends are worsened by governments in several Lower- and Middle-Income Countries 

(L&MICs). Many governments, instead of guaranteeing Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ 

rights to forest carbon, have initiatives underway for complete capture and ownership of forest carbon. 

To add insult to injury, rules under article 6 of the Paris climate treaty do not recognize the importance 

and role of indigenous participants in negotiations over forest carbon rights (RRI 2021). New rules for 

implementation of Article 6 thus have strong potential to further weaken tenure and rights of 

Indigenous Peoples and local communities, dilute standards in the name of securing private sector 

participation and empower governments and market actors to further undermine Indigenous and 

community rights and livelihoods. 
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Conclusion 

There is clear evidence that forest carbon offsets and markets work in ways that are far from 

achieving the goals their advocates have stated and sought (West et al. 2023). The solution to their 

challenges is not simply better accounting and estimation methods for carbon in forested areas. 

Overwhelming evidence shows that current terrestrial carbon sequestration approaches will be 

ineffective if they fail to recognize Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ rights. Recognizing 

Indigenous Peoples and local communities’ carbon rights includes rights to self-determination, free-prior 

and informed consent, and cultural and linguistic integrity in decision-making over projects in their 

homelands and territories. Such rights will protect respect for indigenous and community decision-

making and leadership in the stewardship of above-ground biomass and sub-surface carbon as well as 

biodiversity and other related features of their natural ecosystems. 

In summary, gaps between the hopes of advocates that forest carbon markets will substantially 

reduce emissions and the reality of continuing terrestrial emissions can be attributed to four challenges:  

 

• Advocates of forest carbon offsets overestimate the effectiveness of payments for 

sequestering carbon; 

• Unreliable estimates of sequestered carbon and unclear mechanisms for ensuring 

permanence and preventing leakage make carbon markets an inefficient mechanism for 

sequestering terrestrial carbon; 

• Low and variable carbon prices, and high variation in compensation for sequestration in 

voluntary carbon projects thwart behavioral changes for substantial carbon 

sequestration, suggesting that direct payments and compensation are inadequate to 

achieve meaningful behavior change or carbon sequestration; 

• The high opportunity costs of alternative land uses mean that donors, governments, and 

other market actors are unlikely to offer reasonable prices for incremental carbon 

storage in forests or other natural ecosystems.  

 

Continuation of support for forest carbon markets and trade is little more than the continuing 

triumph of hope over reality. Ignoring the evidence that Indigenous Peoples and local communities 

demonstrably store substantial carbon in their homelands and territories is continued adherence to a 

flawed ideology in which assumptions of clear rights and low transaction costs does not match the 

reality of carbon markets. Failing to act on proven strategies to safeguard forests and terrestrial carbon 

by working with Indigenous Peoples and local communities is to persist with a paternalist, exclusionary, 

and colonial past. It is past time to recognize that Indigenous Peoples and local communities steward 

carbon and ecosystems not because of the market value of forest carbon but because of the centrality 

of these ecosystems for their culture and livelihoods. This centrality constitutes the fundamental 

climate-focused reason for recognizing their rights to forests and forest carbon.  

 

Recommendations 

In light of compelling scientific evidence and on the basis of securing a long-term and viable 

future for Indigenous Peoples and local communities, we call for: 

 

1. A moratorium on forest carbon trade. Such a moratorium would include a pause in current 

forest carbon market- and compliance-based policies and initiatives for carbon sequestration 
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that do not explicitly, proactively, and comprehensively, require respect for Indigenous Peoples 

and local communities’ carbon rights, whether or not they are recognized in formal, national 

legal or regulatory frameworks. This moratorium must also include a pfocause in decision 

making related to Article 6.4 until that article explicitly requires respect for Indigenous Peoples 

and local communities’ rights, and commensurate steps in Article 6.8 on non-market-based 

carbon sequestration. Similarly, there should be a pause in the disbursement of donor funds to 

support terrestrial mitigation initiatives until rights to carbon are allocated on fairness principles 

that take the interests and sovereignty of Indigenous Peoples and local communities into 

account.  

 

2. Indigenous Peoples and local community representation in the key international supervisory 

bodies determining the future of the carbon trade. Any equitable implementation of the 

provisions in Article 6.4 and Article 6.8 of the Paris Treaty will only be possible with Indigenous 

Peoples and local communities’ representation on Supervisory Body of Article 6.4, in all 

discussions regarding Article 6.8, as well as the Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological 

Advice (SBSTA) and the Subsidiary Body for Implementation (SBI) of the Conference of the 

Parties’ Paris Agreement. 

 

3. Comprehensive and broad-based recognition of Indigenous Peoples and local communities’ 

tenure rights to above and sub-surface carbon in land and forests that are part of their 

homelands and territories, together with the development and implementation of initiatives 

and mechanisms that finance rights-based compensation to Indigenous Peoples and local 

community organizations linked to historical stewardship of their ecosystems and carbon. 

 

4. Support for Indigenous Peoples and local community-led capacity development and research 

into the role and importance of rights- based terrestrial carbon sequestration, equity-based 

engagement between Indigenous Peoples and local communities and external actors, and 

mechanisms to further strengthen existing Indigenous Peoples and local communities’ successes 

in terrestrial carbon sequestration. 
 

Faith in the so-called proven mechanisms for emissions reduction is misplaced and bears the 

potential for enormous harm to those who depend on forests both for their livelihoods and the 

continuation of their traditional knowledge, spiritual values and cultural practices. Such faith ignores 

Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ long-standing stewardship of forests that has already played 

an important role in mitigating emissions. There is clear evidence that terrestrial carbon sequestration 

can be enhanced by respecting indigenous and local community land tenure and rights, treating them as 

rights holders and partners, and co-developing climate solutions.  
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