
Still seeing REDD+
Lessons from avoided deforestation projects and initiatives

Jan Börner: jborner@uni-bonn.de 

mailto:jborner@uni-bonn.de


The (early 2000s) promise

(Forest) Carbon markets:

• Put a price on emissions in 
industrialized countries

• Finance conservation & 
development in lower income 
countries (REDD+)

• Are more efficient than 
centralized tax collection & 
redistribution
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Stern (2006)



The (early 2000s) critique

(Forest) Carbon markets:

• Serve like “abolition letters” 
for the fossil-based industry

• Result in “hot air” rather than 
avoided deforestation

• Imply new risks for 
landholders without formal 
property rights
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“Offsets are an imaginary 
commodity created by 

deducting what you hope 
happens from what you 

guess would have 
happened.”

Dan Welch



Fast forward: 2023 

• Counterfactual-based studies 
find voluntary carbon markets 
(VCM) to trade lots of “hot 
air”

• Main cause: exaggerated 
reference scenarios/baselines

• VCM prices drop / credibility 
crisis

• New baseline (MRV) methods 
are being developed
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Guessing „what would have happened“
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Offsets are a function of the difference between actual emissions and 
baseline (guessed) emissions



Evaluation approach (summary)
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Example
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Result (example)
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Effective only if red line under blue line!



Results for sample of REDD+ projects
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West et al. (2023)



Were the critics right?

• VCM is a self-organized business-
driven institution
• orders of magnitude smaller than 

compliance markets

• VCM performance issues can 
hardly serve as evidence for proof-
of-concept failure

• We need to look at the bigger 
picture and learn our lessons
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Meta-Analysis of REDD+ initiatives

11Wunder et al. (2023)

1. Most REDD+ 
initiatives reduce 
deforestation

2. Welfare effects 
small but positive 
on average



Some lessons
• Early REDD+ critics anticipated VCM failure

- Classic phenomenon of moral hazard due to asymmetric 
information in the VCM’s MRV system

• This can be partially fixed:
- Needs better regulation and more independent MRV (e.g. 

dynamic baselines with ex-post evaluation components)
- Carbon price stabilization (e.g. MSR in ETS) 
- Social safeguards to minimize abuse under REDD+

• Forest conservation needs finance
- Tamed market mechanisms can be one source
- Hard to imagine without multi-laterally supported 

governance mechanisms though
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