
Does REDD+ Work?  Examining the 
Ecological and Economic Impacts of  
a Pilot Programme in Nepal

Examining a REDD+ Pilot in Nepal

To find out whether REDD+ has the potential to deliver the required environmental 
and social benefits, a team led by Bishnu P. Sharma from SANDEE looked at a pilot 
REDD+ project in Nepal. This pilot, set up in 2009 with support from NORAD’s 
Climate and Forest initiative, provided monetary payments to 105 community 
forestry user groups to reduce deforestation and forest degradation in three 
watersheds. Researchers evaluated the REDD+ pilot by comparing the actions of 21 
communities that were part of the REDD+ programme with those of 21 neighboring 
communities who were not involved, before and after the intervention. Differences 
in REDD+ ‘treatment’ and non-REDD+ ‘control’ communities were assessed in terms 
of carbon stored, ecological indicators such as forest fires, firewood collection, 
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Paying communities to preserve and manage their local forest resources using the internationally 
recognized REDD+ approach can be a practical and effective way to combat climate change. A 
‘before-and-after’ and ‘with-and-without’ evaluation of a pilot program in Nepal indicates that 
REDD+ can contribute to carbon sequestration and improve forest management without hurting 
local livelihoods. Thus, policy makers should begin the process of scaling up REDD+ with a 
strong emphasis on supporting communities to shift to bio-gas as an alternative to fuelwood.

Reducing Emissions from 
Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation (REDD+)

Climate change is now an 
acknowledged fact, with increasingly 
evident negative consequences. 
Forest conservation has the potential 
to reduce global greenhouse gas 
emissions by up to 20 percent. 
REDD+ is an ambitious international 
strategy to tackle climate change 
through forest management.  

The REDD+ approach seeks 
to promote sustainable forest 
management and carbon 
sequestration by creating markets 
for carbon. Through this mechanism, 
industrialized countries are expected 
to pay forest-rich developing 
countries to conserve and enhance 
forest-carbon stocks. While the 
global vision for forest-carbon 
sequestration is clear, there is 
significant uncertainty over how to 
implement the REDD+ mandate. 
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forest encroachment and biodiversity and economic indicators such as forest 
income. The use of improved cook stoves and biogas, as mechanisms for reducing 
forest degradation, was also examined.

Findings

Four sets of important results emerge from this study: 

•	 There	was	no	overall	change	in	forest-carbon	stocks	in	REDD+	pilot	forests,	but	
litter biomass increased. Thus, community forests are generally being conserved, 
but the pilot may have contributed to additional carbon sequestration that may 
become more evident with time.  

•	 REDD+	clearly	contributed	to	improvements	in	forest	management.	There	was	
a significant reduction in the incidence of forest fires, forest encroachment, 
timber extraction and soil erosion in REDD+ areas, while grass cover and wildlife 
signs improved.  

•	 There	was	a	decline	in	the	share	of	firewood	used	in	cooking.	In	addition,	houses	
in the REDD+ areas shifted from firewood to using bio-gas for cooking. 

•	 There	 was	 no	 significant	 change	 in	 income	 from	 community	 forests	 among	
groups involved in REDD+. In other words, the pilot project did not harm local 
livelihoods, an important finding because it allays concerns that managing 
forests for a global good may reduce local forest income.
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The use of biogas and firewood in REDD+ 
communities

Recommendations

The pilot REDD+ program 
initiated in Nepal suggests 
that REDD+ can support 
local livelihoods while 
conserving forests and 
carbon.  The payments 
provided by the REDD+ 
pilot project were of a token 
nature. Thus, a larger-scale 
and more institutionalized 

REDD+ scheme has considerable potential. However, this will require resources, 
a well-designed monitoring-verification-payment system and an examination of the 
challenges of scaling-up.

One major change that the REDD+ approach requires households to make is to move 
away from forest-based fuels to cleaner non-forest fuel sources.  Thus, it is vital to 
provide communities with alternative, sustainable fuel options. Bio-gas provides just 
such an option and should be promoted and made as accessible as possible.
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Figure 1: Leaf litter carbon increased in Pilot REDD+ forests

Source: Field Survey (2011and 2013)

Figure 2:  Changes in ecological indicators attributable to REDD+

Source: Field Survey (2011and 2013)

Figure 3: The use of biogas and firewood in REDD+ communities

Source: Field Survey (2011and 2013)

This policy brief is an output of a joint  
research project funded by SANDEE and 
ICIMOD. However, the views expressed here 
are not necessarily those of sponsors.

SANDEE
The South Asian Network for Development 
and Environmental Economics (SANDEE) 
is a regional network that seeks to bring 
together analysts from the different 
countries in South Asia to address their 
development-environment problems. Its 
mission is to strengthen the capacity of 
individuals and institutions in South Asia 
to undertake research on the inter-linkages 
among economic development, poverty, and 
environmental change, and to disseminate 
practical information that can be applied to 
development policies. SANDEE’s activities 
cover Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, 
Pakistan, and Sri Lanka.

SANDEE’s Policy Brief Series seeks to inform 
a wide and general audience about research 
and policy findings from SANDEE studies.

This policy brief is a joint output of a research 
project undertaken by SANDEE and ICIMOD 
under a REDD+ pilot program in Nepal. 
This program is implemented by ICIMOD 
with financial support from NORAD and the 
Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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