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Key messages

The Paris Agreement on climate change saw 195 countries agree to keep the global temperature rise below 2°C 
in order to avert dangerous climate change. Over a third of the carbon mitigation needed annually to meet this 
challenge could be met by reforestation and reducing global deforestation.

Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD+), which aims to incentivise developing 
countries to keep their forests standing, is critical in this regard. The concept of REDD+ was first conceived in 
the 2000s, with many actors believing it would solve global deforestation. However, while expectations were 
very high, the mechanics of implementing REDD+ proved difficult and its early problems were broadcast very 
publicly. This led to a lack of trust between many of the actors trying to design and scale up a REDD+ mechanism 
and its intended beneficiaries. Stakeholders were left with the perception that REDD+ systems are extremely 
complex; that there are concerns around its environmental and social robustness; and that it is difficult to achieve 
results on the ground. These concerns led many external stakeholders, including many private sector actors, to 
take a step back.

Now is a crucial time to overcome this lack of trust, to open up the possibility of scaling up REDD+ investment 
and implementation to the levels originally envisioned – levels required to combat climate change. There are a 
number of upcoming opportunities to scale up results-based payments for REDD+, including the following:

 ● The Paris Agreement requests substantial cuts in greenhouse gas emissions by countries, and it specifically 
highlights REDD+ as a mechanism. It also sets out provisions for transferring emissions reductions between 
countries, but it has not yet been decided whether this will include REDD+ emissions reductions.

 ● The International Civil Aviation Organization is launching an offset mechanism for international aviation. It is 
looking to set eligibility criteria for its ‘early action’ phase and for the full programme, but it has not yet been 
decided to what extent it will accept emissions reductions from REDD+ as eligible offsets.

 ● The Green Climate Fund – the primary vehicle for climate finance under the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) – recently approved a US$500 m. pilot programme for REDD+ 
results-based payments. This is one step towards its larger ambition for a full-scale programme for REDD+ 
results-based payments.

These are very real opportunities for REDD+,  but they will be realised only if trust is built in REDD+ approaches. 
This paper argues that REDD+ actors can learn from trust-building in financial markets. Financial accounting 
in particular has played a key role in maintaining investors’ confidence in mainstream capital markets. 
The International Accounting Standards Board’s Conceptual framework for financial reporting identifies six 
characteristics, or guiding principles, for financial accounting, including relevance, faithful representation 
and comparability.1 These characteristics go beyond those generally used to assess REDD+ (the UNFCCC’s 
transparency, accuracy, consistency, completeness and comparability – TACCC – reporting principles). This paper 
explains how these financial accounting characteristics can be applied to accounting for the impacts derived 
from REDD+ efforts, and how they can help build trust in the same way as they do in financial markets. It argues 
this can be achieved in the following ways:

 ● Tailoring REDD+ impact reporting to end users of the information. Tailored REDD+ accounting can be 
used to inform implementation and provide decision-relevant information and a clear picture of REDD+ 
impacts to engage important stakeholders, including private sector investors and agricultural producers.

 ● Increasing the robustness and transparency of REDD+ approaches. Working towards the provision 
of emissions data with good coverage; reporting uncertainty data using common methodologies; and a  
third party rating agency for REDD+ programmes and projects are among many interventions that will help 
to improve stakeholders’ confidence that REDD+ is environmentally and socially robust.

 ● Harmonising and standardising REDD+ accounting approaches. A number of different REDD+  
approaches and frameworks have evolved for results-based payments, but each has a different set of 
requirements. A roadmap towards a harmonised set of requirements for results-based payments (to provide 
another level of detail beyond that provided by the Warsaw Framework) is needed to reduce complexity.
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Introduction
Forests and climate change
The Paris Agreement on Climate Change, which came into force in December 2016, saw 195 countries 
agree to keep global temperature rise below 2°C, and as close as possible to 1.5°C, in order to avert 
dangerous climate change. To achieve this goal, greenhouse gas emissions must be reduced drastically 
worldwide. Over a third of the carbon mitigation needed annually to meet this challenge could be met by 
reforestation and reducing global deforestation.2 In addition, forests are thought to harbour at least 50% 
of all species,3 as well as being critical for the climate resilience of the planet and for the achievement of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (Goal 15 – Sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, halt 
and reverse land degradation, halt biodiversity loss).

Forest carbon and REDD+
Despite the globally acknowledged importance of forests, more than 120 million hectares of forest – an 
area almost the size of South Africa – have been lost since 1990.4 And while the rate of deforestation has 
been decreasing, it remains a considerable problem in many tropical forested countries. One approach 
that has been endorsed by the UNFCCC and that aims to change the incentives for deforestation is 
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation – REDD+. The idea behind REDD+ is to channel 
money from developed countries that rely on the global services derived from forests to developing 
countries with valuable forest assets.

REDD+ is the only global climate mitigation framework that is explicitly anchored in the Paris Agreement. 
REDD+ was first debated in an international setting more than 10 years ago. It was agreed in its current 
form at the international climate change conferences in Copenhagen in 2009 and Cancun in 2010. It was 
formally operationalised by the Warsaw Framework in 2013, and is specifically referenced in Article 5 
of the Paris Agreement. However, in the intervening period, many different actors have begun to pilot 
REDD+, and there remain a plethora of different REDD+ approaches and standards.

REDD+ progress to date
After the success of REDD+ in Copenhagen, a number of players – both donor countries and the private 
sector – anticipated that REDD+ would become a major mechanism for reducing carbon emissions. 
Donor governments began, and continue, to work with governments in tropical forested countries to 
get them ready to receive results-based payments under REDD+. They also established a number of 
bilateral and multilateral vehicles to fund both REDD+ ‘readiness’5 and results-based payments; each of 
these vehicles utilises different standards and frameworks. Most prominently, Norway pledged more than 
US$2 bn to work bilaterally with Brazil, Guyana and Indonesia. A number of donors, including Germany, 
Norway, the UK and the USA, established the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF), a US$700 m. outfit 
for results-based payments and REDD+ readiness. On the private sector side, a voluntary market for 
REDD+ emissions reduction credits was established in anticipation of a global deal on climate change and 
a surge in demand for carbon credits.

Although much progress has been made in the eight years since Copenhagen, payments for results on 
the ground have been virtually non-existent. The FCPF has not yet distributed money for results-based 
payments. Of Norway’s commitments, payments for performance to Indonesia have yet to materialise at 
scale.6 And the potential supply of REDD+ carbon credits in the voluntary market dramatically outstrips 
demand, putting pressure on price. But, even with decreasing prices, sales on the voluntary REDD+ 
market are declining.7

Overall, REDD+ has been slow to take off in the way that had been envisioned and hoped. REDD+ 
implementation needs to be scaled up and to attract new sources of finance. There are indications 
that now is a crucial moment when this could happen. The Paris Agreement locks global temperature 
increases to below 2°C and gives a preliminary outline of a potential carbon market. It also makes 
explicit mention in Article 5 of “activities relating to reducing emissions from deforestation and forest 
degradation, and the role of conservation, sustainable management of forests and enhancement of 
forest carbon stocks in developing countries”.8 The Green Climate Fund agreed on a US$500 m. pilot 
for results-based payments for REDD+ at its Board meeting in October 2017,9 and it intends to develop 
a full programme after this pilot phase.10 The International Civil Aviation Organization is looking to 
include REDD+ in its Carbon Offsetting and Reduction Scheme for International Aviation (CORSIA).11 
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These developments can provide the opportunity for REDD+ to be scaled up to the levels originally 
envisioned – but only if the barriers that have been preventing this are overcome.

This paper argues that a key barrier to scaling up REDD+ implementation and finance is a lack of 
trust. It shows that this lack of trust comes from the inherent complexity of the system as well as from 
stakeholders’ concerns around environmental and social robustness. We suggest that a common 
framework on accounting for REDD+ impacts is needed to build trust; and we argue that using the 
financial accounting principles (of the Conceptual framework for financial reporting) provides a useful 
starting point, as financial markets are arguably a sector where trust is crucial.

Methodology
At the outset of this research, we conducted a number of scoping interviews to understand the perceived 
progress and future pathway for REDD+ approaches, including the barriers to success. Trust emerged as a 
key theme, and we identified accounting as a key element of building trust.

It was clear when designing the research methodology that there are few existing sources that explore 
the future of REDD+ through the lens of accounting. We therefore sought to interview some of the key 
stakeholders and experts in this field. Seventeen semi-structured interviews were conducted with a range 
of stakeholders, including REDD+ country governments, donors, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
and private investors.

The interviewees’ responses were analysed qualitatively to identify the key themes. These themes were 
used to inform the analysis in relation to a number of the qualitative characteristics that are commonly 
recognised in financial accounting.

Trust: An essential building block for REDD+
Trust is key to the successful functioning of any market. “The foundation of capitalism is trust. Capitalism 
depends on investment, and investment requires some trust in the company one is investing in.”12 A 
key reason for the financial crisis of 2008 becoming such a major crisis was the fact that banks stopped 
trusting each other and their customers – which resulted in them not giving out loans and almost led to 
a total collapse of the global financial system.13 The same holds for REDD+ markets – without trust, they 
won’t function.

Barrier to REDD+ success
We need to see a greatly increased level of investment in REDD+ approaches from across private and 
public sector actors, in terms of both finance and action on the ground. An increase of investment would 
come primarily from increased demand for paying for emissions reductions (both in the form of aid and 
as part of transferring carbon credits between entities). With the Paris Agreement in place and the Green 
Climate Fund pilot programme agreed, this demand and momentum for emissions reductions might 
be on its way. However, we argue that mistrust between REDD+ actors, and lack of trust in the REDD+ 
approach by external stakeholders, remain barriers to investment. This is already evidenced in the current 
negotiations for a carbon-offsetting mechanism for international aviation, CORSIA. The International 
Civil Aviation Organization has not yet made a final decision on what carbon credits to include in the 
programme. Early on in the process, 80 NGOs publicly warned airlines against including REDD+ in the 
offset mechanism.14 While recent signs point to certain types of REDD+ programme being included in 
CORSIA, trust in it has been undermined and it remains to be seen how many REDD+ credits will actually 
be purchased by airlines.

Underlying causes of mistrust
The above issues affect the trust of both public and private entities. Both sets of actors need certainty 
around what they invest in. While the motives for this might be different – governments want to 
invest taxpayers’ money responsibly; private sector entities need to understand potential returns on 
investment – the underlying issue remains the same. Informed by the interviews, we have identified three 
key causes of mistrust related to REDD+.
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Complexity: people don’t understand REDD+ and hence don’t trust it
REDD+ and its rules are extremely complex, even to technical experts, let alone those who aren’t familiar 
with the ins and outs of the system. For example, setting reference levels (the baseline that is used to 
measure emissions reductions and which is the basis for payments for emissions reductions) requires 
accurate data as well as modelling capabilities. Monitoring change in forests requires data collection, 
usage of that data, quality assurance, institutional arrangements and archiving functions, to name a few.

In addition, as REDD+ is a relatively new concept, the rules governing it are evolving and changing. For 
example, concerns were raised early in the evolution of REDD+ with regard to permanence. Permanence 
refers to whether carbon removed from the atmosphere will indeed remain removed – whether trees that 
are protected now will be cut down in the future. In order to address this concern, ‘buffers’ were created 
by a number of REDD+ actors,15 which essentially lock away some of the carbon saved, acting as an 
insurance against future loss. However, different actors created different buffer systems. So not only are 
the rules changing, they also differ depending on the actors.

Concerns about environmental and social robustness: people don’t trust that REDD+ will 
create actual change
Concerns have repeatedly been raised about environmental and social robustness in the context of 
REDD+, in particular by NGOs and donor governments.16 The two main concerns are as follows:

 ● Detrimental impacts on livelihoods: a strong focus on carbon when looking at tropical forests has the 
potential to cause the importance of forests for biodiversity and the livelihoods of local communities 
to be overlooked.

 ● Hot air: there are concerns that the emissions reductions from REDD+ may not be ‘real’ due to the 
potential to simply displace the drivers of deforestation, or for emissions reductions to be reversed 
after REDD+ interventions have finished.

Perceived lack of capacity for implementation: people don’t trust that they will get a return on 
their investment
Even if a REDD+ project is considered robust by actors, they may not trust that it will achieve actual 
change. For example, actors may be worried about the implementing capacity of some REDD+ 
governments, or the capability of project developers to deliver lasting environmental benefits. So they 
might be reluctant to invest, not knowing if they will ever achieve a (carbon) return on their investment.

The above issues affect the trust of both private and public entities. The current complexity, and 
questions around robustness and lack of implementation, have often led to both sets of actors not 
trusting that there is certainty for their investments. This has led to them not investing at all, or not at the 
scale necessary.

The role of accounting in building trust
Mainstream financial markets are based on trust between players. The actors in this market use financial 
accounting as a primary tool to maintain this trust. To illustrate this, if the market can’t trust individual 
companies’ financial statements, it can’t function because the players in the market can’t rely on the 
information given to them. The main purpose of financial accounting (commonly defined as a systematic 
process for collecting, reporting and verifying financial information) is to provide transparency and 
trust for investors and other stakeholders. To this end, the International Accounting Standards Board’s 
Conceptual framework for financial reporting17 sets out stringent accounting characteristics that all 
companies must adhere to – relevance, faithful representation, comparability, verifiability, timeliness 
and understandability. These concepts are divided into ‘fundamental qualitative characteristics’ and 
‘enhancing qualitative characteristics’, which are considered secondary (Figure 1).

This commonly accepted framework provides a useful lens for assessing how REDD+ impacts are 
currently accounted for, and how this can be improved to help build trust in REDD+ approaches. A 
number of these characteristics are complementary to the UNFCCC’s transparency, accuracy, consistency, 
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completeness and comparability (TACCC) reporting principles, which are currently used for assessing 
REDD+ reporting to the UNFCCC. However, as Table 1 shows, financial accounting principles go further 
than the TACCC principles in some important ways.

Fundamental characteristics Relevance Faithful representation

Enhancing characteristics Comparability Verifiability Timeliness Understandability

Figure 1. Qualitative characteristics of useful financial information

Table 1. Characteristics of financial information compared with TACCC reporting principles

Accounting characteristics Corresponding TACCC principle(s)18

Relevance: Information must be useful 
for the end user; in the case of a financial 
statement, information related to users’ 
decisions.

None

Timeliness: Provision of information to users 
quickly enough for them to take action.

None

Understandability: Information is classified, 
characterised and presented in a clear and 
concise way.

None

Faithful representation: Information that 
faithfully represents economic phenomena 
has three characteristics: it is complete; 
neutral; and free from error.

Accuracy: Emission and removal estimates should be systematically 
neither over nor under true emissions or removals, as far as can be judged, 
and uncertainties reduced as far as practicable.

Completeness: For greenhouse gas inventories, the annual inventory 
has to cover at least all sources and sinks, as well as all gases. For REDD+ 
specifically, provision of information that allows for the reconstruction of 
forest reference emission levels and/or forest reference levels.19

Transparency: Data sources, assumptions and methodologies used for 
an inventory should be clearly explained to facilitate the replication and 
assessment of the inventory by users of the reported information.

Verifiability: Independent observers 
can reach a consensus on whether 
the information provided is a faithful 
representation.

None

Comparability:20 Information prepared 
using the same measurement techniques 
and reported in a similar fashion, thus it 
can be judged alongside other, similar 
financial information. The entity should 
also be consistent in its use of accounting 
methodologies.

Comparability: Estimates of emissions and removals reported by Parties 
in their greenhouse gas inventories should be comparable. Parties should 
use the methodologies and formats agreed by the Conference of the 
Parties (COP) for making estimations and reporting their inventories. 
(This principle is not applied to REDD+ reporting as countries are allowed 
to follow a stepwise approach to REDD+, gradually improving their 
capabilities.)

Consistency: A greenhouse gas inventory should be internally consistent 
for all reported years in all its elements across sectors, categories and 
gases. The same methodologies are used for the base and all subsequent 
years, and consistent datasets are used to estimate emissions or removals 
from sources or sinks. Under certain circumstances, an inventory using 
different methodologies for different years can be considered to be 
consistent if it has been recalculated in a transparent manner.
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Although the TACCC principles align reasonably well with the accounting characteristics, some important 
differences mean that financial accounting characteristics are an important lens for assessing REDD+ 
accounting approaches:

 ● There is no corresponding TACCC principle for relevance, or for understandability, one of its 
enhancing characteristics. Timeliness (the other enhancing characteristic) is not mentioned by the 
TACCC principles, although the Warsaw Framework does mention that Parties need to report on 
their emissions in their biennial update reports to the UNFCCC; it is debatable whether this would 
be accepted as ‘timely’ reporting, however. The principle of relevance is interesting as it goes 
beyond mere reporting for reporting’s sake, focusing on the usefulness of information for different 
stakeholders. Thinking about the usefulness of data can be an important step not only in building 
trust, but also in raising stakeholders’ interest in an asset.

 ● Although many aspects of faithful representation are covered in the TACCC principles, the concept of 
verifiability is not, despite this being a key means for maintaining trust in financial markets.

 ● Comparability isn’t required for REDD+ reporting. As we discuss below, having data that are 
comparable is a crucial tool for trust-building in any market, whether financial or REDD+. The REDD+ 
market is still maturing, and many different REDD+ approaches and frameworks are being pursued. 
Hence, while comparability is listed as an enhancing characteristic for financial accounting, we 
believe it to be a key and timely concept for REDD+. However, it should be highlighted that while 
comparability is necessary, it isn’t sufficient: information that is comparable, but not relevant or 
faithfully represented, adds no value to stakeholders.

 ● The private sector isn’t familiar with the TACCC principles but is very familiar with financial accounting 
characteristics. Using a tool that is commonly understood by the private sector will set up REDD+ assets well 
to be traded in multiple markets and bought by a variety of actors, from both public and private sectors.

REDD+ accounting
Before we look at the accounting characteristics in detail and explore how they can help build trust in 
REDD+, it is important to understand the REDD+ accounting life cycle as well as the different accounting 
systems to which actors can currently report. As Figure 2 shows, accounting for REDD+ impacts starts with 
the setting of a baseline and continues with measurement, reporting and verification of results. For results-

Figure 2. The REDD+ accounting life cycle

Meet reporting 
obligations under the 

UNFCCC

Inform further action

Results-based payments

Establish forest reference emissions baseline level 
(e.g. historical or business-as-usual trend)

Set target trend for emissions reductions efforts

Monitor progress against target during REDD+ 
implementation

Report results

Verify results
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based payments, the key metric from REDD+ accounting is the change in greenhouse gas emissions during 
the implementation of REDD+ efforts. Other impacts that may be accounted for include the reporting of 
‘non-carbon benefits’, such as benefits to local communities. Accounting for REDD+ impacts is done at 
the level of individual projects right up to national-scale programmes, and has different end uses – from 
meeting reporting requirements under the UNFCCC to being eligible for results-based payments.

However, while the accounting life cycle is commonly understood and agreed, the specific requirements 
for REDD+ accounting can differ significantly, depending on which organisation actors are reporting to. In 
2013 (COP 19) the UNFCCC agreed the Warsaw Framework for REDD+, which sets out principles for setting 
reference levels and conducting monitoring, reporting and verification (the TACCC principles underpin how 
adherence to the Framework is assessed).21 The aim for the Warsaw Framework was to be the ‘rulebook’ 
for all REDD+ efforts. However, prior to the Warsaw Framework being established, many different pilots 
for results-based payments and REDD+ approaches had already emerged, notably the Verified Carbon 
Standard (VCS),22 the standard most commonly used by private project developers; the Forest Carbon 
Partnership Facility (FCPF); and a number of bilateral partnerships (e.g. between Norway and Guyana). 
Each of these had already set their own requirements for REDD+ accounting, typically with more detailed 
and stringent requirements than those set out by the Warsaw Framework. More recently, the UNFCCC’s 
Green Climate Fund established its own pilot for REDD+ results-based payments, which makes explicit 
mention of the principles set out by the Warsaw Framework. And the Green Climate Fund has established an 
assessment scorecard that goes beyond the Warsaw Framework, demonstrating the need for more detailed 
REDD+ accounting requirements than those set out by the UNFCCC for both donors and investors seeking 
results-based payments. Currently, each of the organisations/systems for REDD+ results-based payments 
sets out a different set of requirements, adding to the complexity of REDD+ (see Table 2).

REDD+ accounting has been prescribed in detail by different organisations, and thus varies depending 
on which organisation actors report to. This has implications on a number of levels, including the burden 
placed on actors who have to report to more than one system, and the perceived complexity of REDD+ to 
external stakeholders.

The following sections look at the REDD+ accounting approaches across each of these different 
organisations through the lens of three key financial accounting characteristics: relevance, faithful 
representation and comparability. For each of these characteristics, we discuss its definition in relation to 
REDD+; the current performance of REDD+ approaches in relation to the concept; recommendations for 
better adherence; and how this will help to build trust.

Relevance
In financial accounting, relevance refers to the fundamental qualitative characteristic that the information 
included in a statement or report must be useful for the end user to make decisions. This is important 
for focusing data collection and analysis on the needs of the end users and it can help to reduce the 
monitoring burden. There are also two enhancing qualitative characteristics that relate to relevance: 
timeliness (providing information to users quickly enough for them to take action) and understandability 
(presenting information in a way that is easy for the user to understand).

Although this principle is not embedded in the UNFCCC’s TACCC principles, it is an interesting concept for 
REDD+. There are a number of end uses of REDD+ accounting data, notably for reporting progress against 
the Paris Agreement; as a basis for issuing results-based payments; and to inform further action. It is 
important to be clear on these objectives and to design a consolidated accounting system that allows the 
extraction of relevant information for different stakeholders.

How does current REDD+ accounting perform against this qualitative characteristic?
Firstly, the establishment of REDD+ accounting systems to date has largely been tailored in response to 
the expectations of certain stakeholders and can often lack relevance for other end users. This is often 
the case where there has been intensive donor-led interest in REDD+ programmes. An example cited by 
interviewees is the Mai-Ndombe region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where the monitoring 
system for reporting results to donor governments has been constructed in isolation from the national 
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Table 2. Requirements of each organisation/system for REDD+ results-based payments

UNFCCC  
(Warsaw Framework)

Green Climate Fund Verified Carbon 
Standard  
(jurisdictional and nested 
REDD+ methodology)

The Carbon Fund  
(Forest Carbon 
Partnership Facility)

Bilateral example: 
Norway–Guyana

Reference level: General

Wide range of 
reference levels from 
historical, to country-
tailored, to business-
as-usual scenarios 
that model future 
emissions based on 
assumptions; to be 
updated periodically.

Historical reference 
levels only, ideally over 
10–15 years; no fewer 
than five or more than 
20. Small adjustments 
permitted for high-
forest, low-deforestation 
countries.

Historical and business-
as-usual reference levels; 
the latter to be re-
evaluated every 10 years.

Historical reference 
levels only, to cover 
10 years with fixed 
end date. Small 
adjustments permitted 
for high-forest, 
low-deforestation 
countries. Update 
of reference levels 
not foreseen for 
contracting period.

Combines global 
percentage of forest 
carbon emissions 
and Guyana’s historic 
average.

Reference level: Review

Technical assessment 
looks at whether 
reference level is 
transparent, complete, 
consistent and 
accurate. Provides 
recommendations to 
countries but does not 
require these to be 
acted upon.

Concept notes assessed 
by Secretariat, relying 
heavily on UNFCCC’s 
technical assessment. 
Full funding proposals 
assessed by Green 
Climate Fund Technical 
Advisory Panel using a 
scorecard.

Reference levels assessed 
and approved by an 
independent validation/
verification body; 
also subject to public 
consultation and may go 
through peer review.

Reference levels 
reviewed and 
approved by county 
donors.

Reviewed by 
and agreed with 
Government of 
Norway.

Reference level: Uncertainties

No specific mention 
of accounting for 
uncertainties, only of 
reducing uncertainties.

Scorecard requests 
that countries provide 
information on 
aggregate uncertainties. 
From 2019, REDD+ 
programmes will 
be required to keep 
uncertainty levels below 
50% and to identify 
assumptions and 
sources of uncertainties, 
assessing each for their 
relative contribution.

Use a method that 
provides a 90% or 95% 
confidence interval; no 
specific methodology 
mentioned.

Specific guidance 
given on approaches 
to uncertainty; Monte 
Carlo methods to 
be used to estimate 
uncertainty.

>97% confidence; 
uses error propagation 
equation in chapter 5 
of IPCC’s Good practice 
guidance.23

Emissions factors

IPCC Tiers 1–3 can be 
used.

Not yet specified. IPCC Tier 2 or higher 
methods used. Allows 
use of Tier 1 for carbon 
pools representing <15% 
of total carbon stocks.

IPCC Tier 2 or higher 
methods used. IPCC 
Tier 1 methods may 
be considered in 
exceptional cases.

IPCC Tier 3 used.

Activities

No significant REDD+ 
activities should be 
excluded, omissions 
must be justified. 
Countries can choose 
whether to include 
deforestation and 
degradation.

No significant REDD+ 
activities should be 
excluded, omissions 
must be justified. 
Countries should indicate 
a plan to include data in 
the future.

Unclear whether 
deforestation and/or 
degradation have to be 
included.

Jurisdictions may choose 
from REDD; Improved 
Forest Management; 
or Afforestation, 
Reforestation and 
Revegetation.

At a minimum, 
emissions reduction 
programmes 
must account for 
emissions from 
deforestation; where 
significant (>10%), 
emissions from forest 
degradation should 
also be accounted for.

Deforestation included 
as well as one driver of 
degradation.
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UNFCCC  
(Warsaw Framework)

Green Climate Fund Verified Carbon 
Standard  
(jurisdictional and nested 
REDD+ methodology)

The Carbon Fund  
(Forest Carbon 
Partnership Facility)

Bilateral example: 
Norway–Guyana

Monitoring 

Every two years; no 
specific definitions of 
monitoring concepts.

Combination of 
remote sensing and 
ground-based forest 
carbon inventory 
approaches.

Encourages use of 
existing monitoring 
systems, particularly 
national forest 
monitoring systems 
(NFMS).

Monitoring and 
measurement 
consistent with UNFCCC 
methodological 
guidance.

Every five years, or before 
each verification event. 
To include activities and 
carbon pools selected in 
the baseline, using the 
same or demonstrably 
equivalent methods.

Satellite imagery.

No mention of NFMS or 
alignment with them.

At least twice 
during the Emission 
Reductions Payment 
Agreement (ERPA) 
term (typically around 
five years).

Emissions factors and 
activity data, or the 
methods to determine 
them, are the same for 
reference level setting 
and monitoring, 
or demonstrably 
equivalent.

Methods to be 
appropriate for 
emissions reduction 
programme 
circumstances, 
including community 
monitoring.

Emissions reduction 
programmes should 
articulate how the 
forest monitoring 
system fits into the 
existing or emerging 
NFMS.

Annual monitoring; 
use of Landsat, 
RapidEye, wall-to-wall 
monitoring.

NFMS used to collect 
REDD+ data.

Reporting

Biennial update 
reports.

Consistent with UNFCCC 
methodological 
guidance; reporting 
period will extend 
through the period when 
the payments are re-
invested in the country.

Reporting regime yet to 
be established.

At least every five years. Twice during ERPA 
term.

Annual.

Verification

In accordance with 
guidelines adopted by 
the COP.

Consistent with UNFCCC 
methodological 
guidance.

Third-party, 
independent.

Third-party, 
independent.

Third-party, 
independent.
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system for reporting to the UNFCCC. Work is now under way to retrofit a harmonised approach between 
the two systems.24

Secondly, REDD+ accounting often focuses on reporting to specific external stakeholders without 
considering how the system can work for the REDD+ programme itself by informing where and how to 
act. For example, sampling approaches to data collection are useful for constructing a trend in forest-
based emissions. This is sufficient for reporting emissions reductions in order to receive results-based 
payments. However, these sampling approaches don’t give any insight into how change is spatially 
distributed. Wall-to-wall monitoring for deforestation and degradation in key hotspot areas can help to 
attribute changes, inform incentives and target enforcement activities, while sampling approaches are 
maintained for the rest of the REDD+ programme area.

The concept of timeliness also has an important bearing on how to best use REDD+ accounting to inform 
implementation. Many of the existing REDD+ accounting systems are designed for reporting to donors 
and are often complex, for example including many different forest strata. This can increase the burden 
associated with REDD+ accounting and reduce the feasibility of updating the results on a regular basis. 
Combined with a lack of capacity, this can mean that knowledge on emissions reductions is gained only 
two to three years after data collection. This is a problem for informing action: for example, enforcement 
activities rely on near real-time information. REDD+ countries and programmes need to adapt their 
REDD+ accounting systems to meet both objectives. For example, Brazil has set up two monitoring 
systems: the Real-Time System for Detection of Deforestation (DETER) has a coarser resolution than 
the Project for Monitoring Deforestation in the Legal Amazon (PRODES) system for monitoring overall 
changes to deforestation trends, but it provides a year-round alert system for the enforcement of Brazil’s 
Forest Code.25 In the future, machine learning may be able use this type of data to help predict areas at 
risk of deforestation.26

Finally, REDD+ accounting systems at a subnational or national scale are set up by government actors 
(although there are custom systems set up by project developers at a smaller scale). It is increasingly 
recognised that REDD+ requires public–private partnerships to be implemented successfully. However, 
the existing systems are typically not designed with the private sector’s needs in mind. For example, 
private sector actors are typically interested in a broader set of sustainable development goals beyond 
carbon outcomes. Commodities producers might be interested in increases in agricultural productivity 
and achieving their zero deforestation targets, and other private sector actors might look at better 
livelihoods for local communities and better environmental outcomes. REDD+ accounting systems are 
often not easy to understand for the private sector: reports and project documents often use complex 
language and numerous abbreviations around reference levels.

How can future REDD+ accounting perform better against this qualitative characteristic?
As a number of REDD+ countries begin to enter the REDD+ implementation phase in earnest and as 
smaller-scale REDD+ projects mature, each has the opportunity to consider how its REDD+ accounting 
mechanisms and reporting can effectively meet the needs of different stakeholders:

Key recommendations:

 ● REDD+ countries and programmes should seek to provide more relevant reporting to different 
information users.

 ● REDD+ countries and programmes should explore how best to meet the joint objectives of reporting 
to external stakeholders and informing REDD+ implementation through REDD+ accounting systems 
(these efforts could also be encouraged by donors). Examples of this include the following.

• Undertaking wall-to-wall monitoring in key hotspot areas for deforestation and forest degradation 
to better inform REDD+ implementation, while maintaining a sampling approach for the rest 
of the REDD+ programme area. For example, Ghana’s REDD+ programme (as presented to the 
World Bank) has specific Hotspot Intervention Areas, where monitoring – a combination of remote 
sensing with on-the-ground sampling – will be enhanced to help with enforcement.27
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• Establishing complementary monitoring systems that meet the needs of donors and the REDD+ 
country or programme itself – one providing more detailed reporting of results to donors; and one 
providing less detailed but near real-time information for informing REDD+ implementation.

• Combining data sets with activity data and other non-carbon data such as land tenure information. 
This could reward different actors for their positive interventions, or target actors that are 
underperforming. For example, Costa Rica is going to combine remote sensing information with 
property registry information on pineapple farmers.28 This will allow buyers to source preferentially 
from pineapple farmers with a zero deforestation record.

• Providing timely information on mitigation actions stemming from REDD+ activities. Reporting 
on these actions – for example, supporting local communities to find alternative livelihoods – is 
important for informing national forest policies, which in turn can help countries achieve their 
Nationally Determined Contributions.

• Working with the private sector. Encouraged by donors, REDD+ countries and programmes should 
consult private sector actors and work to establish joint or aligned REDD+ accounting systems, as 
well as tailored reporting that is understandable to private sector actors. For example, the system 
might include the monitoring of both carbon and non-carbon attributes. This approach also has 
the benefit of helping to reduce risk of double counting the same emissions reductions across 
different actors.

Role in building trust
Providing stakeholders with decision-relevant information can help cut across the complexity of REDD+ 
by presenting each actor with information that is both relevant and presented in familiar, understandable 
language.

Investing in accounting systems can also build capacity for implementation in the REDD+ country, rather 
than just providing value for external stakeholders. By establishing timely monitoring systems that inform 
action and engage relevant stakeholders, countries’ abilities to deliver on REDD+ is likely to improve. In 
turn, this will build confidence among stakeholders that REDD+ implementation can produce results on 
the ground.

Faithful representation
In the world of financial accounting, faithful representation relates to whether the information provided 
is a good representation of reality and can be relied on by investors for decision-making. Specifically, 
it refers to the need for complete, neutral and error-free reporting (these align well with three of the 
UNFCCC’s TACCC principles: accuracy, completeness and transparency). The enhancing qualitative 
characteristic of verifiability is also important to assure external users that the information provided is 
a faithful representation. Similarly, for REDD+ accounting it is important that end users, notably those 
paying for results, can rely on the information provided.

How does current REDD+ accounting perform against this qualitative characteristic?
On one hand, better technology at a cheaper cost has played a large role in improving the reliability of 
information available for estimations that faithfully represent the reality. New remote sensing tools with 
greater temporal and spatial resolution are entering the market rapidly, allowing for the measurement of 
remote, inaccessible areas to a greater degree of precision while overcoming barriers such as cloud cover 
and cost of data provision. For example, Guyana’s REDD+ programme (funded by the Government of 
Norway) is undertaking wall-to-wall monitoring using Landsat RapidEye satellites, which were launched 
in 2008 and provide a pixel size of just 5 metres.29 By 2019, light detection and ranging (LiDAR), a new 
remote sensing method using laser, will be installed on the International Space Station, and the release of 
archived Landsat data is also helping to fill gaps in historical data availability.30

However, while data availability for forest loss has improved, other related datasets, for example on 
forest degradation or land ownership (also key for understanding the dynamics of land-use emissions), 
have been slower to mature. A lack of focus on the objectives of REDD+ accounting systems by those 
shaping their design has also, in some instances, led to a tendency towards using and advocating for the 
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latest technologies, instead of the combination of technologies most suited to the context. For example, 
remote sensing is sometimes used on its own to assess the drivers of deforestation, but this does not 
always give a real understanding of what are the ultimate drivers of deforestation. Although the FCPF’s 
methodological framework specifically embeds the principle of using methods that are appropriate for 
the country’s circumstances, and the UNFCCC encourages the use of existing NFMS, these principles often 
aren’t adhered to in practice.

One way to improve transparency regarding the reliability of different methods is the publication of 
uncertainty estimates. These describe the likely range of ‘real’ emissions – results that have a high 
uncertainty have a large range of likely values. There are a number of methods available to help estimate 
the degree of uncertainty associated with emissions and activity data, but currently their use is not 
standardised within REDD+. For example, the VCS requires the use of a 90% or 95% confidence interval, 
but neither the VCS nor the Green Climate Fund specifies what methods of uncertainty analysis to use. In 
contrast, the FCPF’s Carbon Fund has specific requirements including the use of Monte Carlo methods. 
The lack of standardisation across the industry undermines any ability to compare the accuracy and 
precision (and therefore reliability) of the information provided. A robust method for uncertainty analysis 
should be agreed and consistently applied. Concurrently, there should be an investment in capacity-
building to ensure that REDD+ countries can apply the method.

In addition to the enhancing characteristic of verifiability, the International Accounting Standards Board 
identifies three further characteristics of faithful representation: completeness, neutrality and error-free 
reporting. These characteristics also offer a useful lens through which to assess faithful representation.

Verifiability
Verifiability means the users of information can be assured that it faithfully represents reality. Verification 
is usually conducted after the emissions reductions have been generated. Currently there is no standard 
approach to verification among REDD+ efforts. The VCS has a requirement for independent, third-party 
verification, and the FCPF’s Carbon Fund showed support for a similar approach at the Carbon Fund’s 
Sixteenth Meeting in 2017.31 However, there is no such requirement when reporting to the UNFCCC or 
the Green Climate Fund. The fact that there is no standard approach increases the burden on REDD+ 
countries, as verification requirements may differ from organisation to organisation or from donor to 
donor, and countries have to understand and respond to the different standards.

Completeness
In the context of REDD+ accounting, completeness is interpreted as working towards the coverage of all 
key forest emissions sources and sinks over time, such that reference levels can be reconstructed. Not 
all accounting systems belonging to REDD+ countries include all of the key sources of forest emissions. 
For example, the Republic of the Congo’s monitoring system, which has been presented to the FCPF, 
does not include emissions from peatlands despite the Congo Basin housing the largest peatland 
reserve in the world (the Cuvette Centrale peatlands).32 In some instances this can be considered a 
conservative approximation of the real emissions, which would be permissible under both FCPF and 
VCS rules. However, it opens the possibility of interventions having unintended (and unaccounted for) 
consequences.

Each of the REDD+ systems/organisations allows some flexibility in this regard. For example, the UNFCCC 
allows REDD+ countries to decide whether to include either deforestation or degradation, or both. Either 
can be omitted as long as they aren’t deemed significant by the country (this will then be checked by the 
technical assessment). Similarly, the FCPF’s Carbon Fund requires the inclusion of forest degradation only 
when it is significant.

Neutrality and freedom from error
Neutrality refers to the need for REDD+ reporting that does not have a bias towards a predetermined 
result. For REDD+ countries or project developers there is a natural preference to overestimate (rather 
than underestimate) REDD+ emissions reductions, as this could result in a greater volume of results-
based payments. For example, it may favour a country or developer to pick a particular set of years for its 
baseline, often those in which deforestation rates were particularly high. Any subsequent reduction in 
forest emissions trends on paper will be seen as a success (and rewarded with results-based payments), 
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even if there has not been any real change in activities on the ground. There is therefore a risk of bias in 
REDD+ accounting resulting from political motivations.

Freedom from error refers to non-fraudulent discrepancies in the reporting of REDD+ emissions 
reductions, for example when a calculation is incorrect. Transparency of all the data sources, assumptions 
and methods used by REDD+ countries and programmes, and a process of critical review of these 
accounting systems, is an important means to mitigate potential discrepancies. Each of the different 
REDD+ systems has a process whereby REDD+ countries and programmes submit detailed programme 
design documents for technical review. For example, as the Democratic Republic of the Congo has gone 
through the process of submitting to the FCPF’s Carbon Fund its emissions reductions programme 
document for the Mai-Ndombe region,33 it has been required by the donors to undertake a number of 
changes to its reference level. This has resulted in a significant decrease in the anticipated emissions 
reductions during the period of the REDD+ programme. However, while the VCS and FCPF will not 
validate a project/programme (to enable it to verify and issue emissions reductions) until this programme 
documentation meets their technical criteria and responds to the technical review comments, there is 
no such provision for when countries report on REDD+ to the UNFCCC. Countries have to submit their 
reference levels for technical review but there is currently no obligation to act on the findings of the 
technical assessment. Importantly, the Green Climate Fund takes a more stringent approach in its October 
decision on REDD+.34 While its scorecard by which countries are assessed is based on the UNFCCC’s 
technical assessment, if certain conditions aren’t met, countries may reduce their access to results-based 
payments or even be considered ineligible to receive any at all.

External, public scrutiny can also be an important means of maintaining neutrality in REDD+ accounting. 
For example, Global Forest Watch35 is a public platform showing near real-time deforestation across the 
globe. This has increased the ability of public and advocacy organisations, such as Mighty Earth and 
Greenpeace, to scrutinise the progress of countries and companies on REDD+. For example, Mighty Earth 
made a submission to the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), including evidence from Global Forest Watch, 
which claimed that Olam International had violated the FSC Policy for Association in Gabon.36

How can future REDD+ accounting perform better against this qualitative characteristic?

Key recommendations:

 ● REDD+ countries and donors should invest to improve the technology for monitoring non-carbon 
changes, such as changes in biodiversity, that are highly relevant for REDD+.

 ● REDD+ countries and programmes should focus on developing smart approaches to REDD+ 
monitoring that use an appropriate combination of different technologies and ground-truthing in 
order to meet the objectives concerned. For example, carbon measurements may be combined 
with ground-truthed information on REDD+ activities to better understand if efforts are genuinely 
transforming behaviour.

 ● Donors and other key REDD+ stakeholders need to agree a standardised, robust approach to 
undertaking and reporting uncertainty analyses so that the accuracy and precision of information can 
easily be compared.

 ● The REDD+ community should consider introducing a common rating system for REDD+ programmes 
and projects, specifically including comparisons on the REDD+ accounting methodologies to allow 
external stakeholders to assess the relative reliability of the information.

Verifiability
Those overseeing the different REDD+ systems should look to require independent, third-party 
verification of emissions reductions for all REDD+ efforts and jointly agree an acceptable minimum scope.

Completeness
REDD+ countries and programmes should work towards the reporting of all key emissions sources (and 
donors should tighten their requirements on this). If that information is not currently available, they 
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should report on why it is not available and the timeline for increasing the completeness of the data. An 
independent rating agency would also help to highlight where information is not complete.

Neutrality and freedom from error
The UNFCCC should increase the accountability of REDD+ countries for acting on the results of the 
technical assessment of their reference levels. This would not include re-opening the negotiations around 
the Warsaw Framework, but rather would add detailed guidance on the methodologies and approaches 
that are allowed to make the Framework’s principles applicable in practice. The Green Climate Fund has 
taken a first step here, and has increased the accountability with regard to reference levels. This should be 
applied throughout UNFCCC systems.

Private sector actors and REDD+ countries should release forest and emissions data into the public 
domain, including crowd-sourced information. Such data should be overlaid with other relevant non-
carbon information, such as land tenure information, to allow for public ‘policing’ and accountability, for 
example using platforms such as Global Forest Watch.

Role in building trust
Making sure REDD+ accounting is a faithful representation of reality is central to providing confidence in 
the robustness of REDD+ outcomes:

 ● verifiability provides assurance to external stakeholders that the information is faithfully represented

 ● completeness helps to make sure that unintended consequences are managed

 ● neutrality and freedom from error make sure that the reliability of information is improved.

Comparability
In financial accounting, comparability refers to the fact that financial statements need to be consistent 
with previous statements, and comparable to the financial statements of competitors, for investors to 
make informed decisions. To do this, a common set of principles or approach to financial reporting is 
required (even if the precise methods used within this differ). The same holds true for REDD+ accounting. 
Reference levels, monitoring, reporting and verification of results can be compared (or aggregated 
to understand progress under the Paris Agreement) only if the same approach is used. Comparability 
is important to make comparisons not only between the results produced by different countries, but 
also between different projects within a country, or even results by the same country but required for 
reporting to different actors (e.g. different donors). Alignment is also critical to avoid double counting or 
discrepancies between the different scales at which REDD+ actors operate (e.g. between a REDD+ project 
and the jurisdiction within which it operates).

In addition, in order to remain comparable, reporting has to be consistent over time. In essence, the 
consistency concept states that once an actor has chosen a set of rules or method to report, it cannot 
change it unless there are reasonable grounds (and it shouldn’t then revert to the original methodology 
as this could indicate that the actor is manipulating the system to make its results appear more 
favourable). In the context of REDD+, consistency relates equally to methods and rules used. However, as 
REDD+ is a new and evolving space, it should refer not only to actors using methodologies, but also to 
actors creating methodologies and rules.

How does current REDD+ accounting perform against this qualitative characteristic?
Table 2 gives an overview of the REDD+ accounting requirements of the most prominent actors – the 
UNFCCC, the Green Climate Fund, the VCS and the FCPF – as well as one of the bilateral agreements. 
The overview makes clear that while there is overlap between the approaches, there are also important 
differences – both in some of the detail and in some of the fundamentals of accounting. For example, 
some systems require third-party verification and others don’t. Reporting periods differ, and so do 
monitoring requirements. Probably most crucially, reference levels can be set in a variety of ways using 
different techniques. With a host of choices, it is unlikely that different countries (and actors within the 
countries) will choose exactly the same approach to set these baselines.
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The fact that approaches currently aren’t easy to compare has a number of implications:

 ● Comparing results (i.e. emissions reductions) or transferring emissions reductions across projects and 
countries becomes a challenge if baselines and monitoring methods don’t align. This also creates 
concerns about the robustness of monitoring progress on climate change based on an aggregation of 
national accounts as reported to the UNFCCC.

 ● Many results-based payments are expected to flow through national or subnational governments. 
How these are then attributed or shared among the actors enacting change in those regions/countries 
relies on alignment between accounting at different scales.

 ● Looking forward, for private sector companies that operate across different regions/countries and 
that have committed to zero deforestation, this lack of alignment may make it difficult to assess their 
progress.

 ● Due to the number of different approaches, REDD+ countries, in particular those with limited capacity, 
might find it challenging to use different methods for different donors and organisations.

While current REDD+ accounting doesn’t fare too well against the comparability characteristic, reporting 
is already relatively stringent with regard to consistency. Both the FCPF and the VCS require that 
once actors choose a methodology to establish their reference level, they then have to use the same 
methodology over the lifetime of their project. In addition, while updating reference levels (or the activity 
data used for reference levels) is allowed in certain circumstances, the reasoning for these changes has to 
be elaborated upon – again in line with the accounting principle of consistency.

At first glance, there is somewhat less consistency with regard to changes in the rules themselves. Both 
VCS methodologies and the FCPF Carbon Fund’s methodological framework have been updated to 
reflect developments in REDD+, such as on permanence and buffers. However, as these changes were 
explained and have not been reversed, this is still in line with the accounting principle of consistency.

How can future REDD+ accounting perform better against this qualitative characteristic?
In line with the accounting principle of comparability, there are actions needed at both the global scale 
and in-country. Aligning methodologies on a global scale is particularly pertinent at the moment as a 
number of new actors are entering or about to enter the REDD+ market. The airline industry is currently 
discussing whether to include REDD+ in its CORSIA mechanism, and the Green Climate Fund is looking to 
include results-based payments from REDD+ programmes in its portfolio. Both are currently designing 
their systems – which will have to include how to set reference levels, and how to monitor and report on 
emissions.

The UNFCCC specifically does not apply the principle of comparability when assessing countries’ 
submissions, to allow for a stepwise process of improvement. This is designed to limit the burden on 
REDD+ countries as they may have limited data availability and hence might feel that one approach 
is more suitable than another. However, we would argue that these two concepts are not mutually 
exclusive. At the global level, a consistent set of approaches for REDD+ accounting needs to be agreed, 
such as whether business-as-usual reference levels are valid. At the national level, however, while there 
should be agreement on which reference levels are and aren’t valid, more leeway should be given to 
countries as to how accurate their reference level has to be. For example, if a country has limited data, it 
should be acceptable to have large uncertainties and conservative assumptions before more data and 
capacity become available.

Key recommendations: 

The main actors – donors, REDD+ countries and project developers – should come together and agree 
on a roadmap to harmonise approaches with regard to reference levels, monitoring, reporting and 
verification.
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Reference levels
 ● Make a choice as to whether only historical data (with potential minor adjustments) or business-

as-usual scenarios should be permitted and if (and on what basis) these can be updated. It is most 
important that a high level of ambition is retained and environmental robustness is guaranteed in 
reference levels.

 ● Identify an aligned approach to uncertainty analysis.

Monitoring
 ● Agree what data are permissible for monitoring purposes. For example, all REDD+ accounting 

could shift to be in line with VCS and FCPF guidance: both prescribe that the same activity data and 
emissions factors should be used as were applied to the reference levels.

 ● Agree principles for acceptable coverage of data (e.g. for forest degradation).

Reporting
 ● Consider how to align reporting periods with the UNFCCC. This doesn’t necessarily mean that a full 

report has to be issued to the VCS or the FCPF every other year, as long as all the data have been 
collected that can then be used for UNFCCC biennial update reports.

Verification
 ● Instigate third-party verification for all REDD+ reporting and agree an acceptable minimum level of 

assurance coverage.

While these basic principles need to be agreed at international level, a greater level of alignment may be 
needed within countries. This is due to the different actors working on REDD+ at different scales – for 
example, project developers at project level or local communities and governments at both subnational 
and national levels.

On a national scale, the following should be actioned:

 ● Agree across actors on the precise alignment of methods and what data (including non-carbon data) 
could feasibly be collected. REDD+ countries could then collate all the data from actors within-country 
into a national accounting system and use them for the numerous UNFCCC reporting requirements 
(greenhouse gas inventories, Nationally Determined Contributions, biennial update reports, etc.).

 ● Work towards aligning REDD+ accounting with NFMS.

With regard to the consistency principle, we recommend the following:

 ● The current consistency approach should be retained, with the explicit option that countries can 
update their reference levels as they build their capacity and are able to reduce uncertainty. Once 
made, changes to methodologies should not be reversed, to avoid situations where this option may 
be abused.

 ● If actors decide to change the rules, all actors have to come together and do this jointly to ensure 
comparability is retained.

Role in building trust
Having one system would help to reduce some of the complexity that is a barrier to trust in REDD+. While 
setting reference levels will always be a complex exercise, it would mean that actors have to understand 
only one approach and its implications. It would also be easier to gain a sense of the advantages and 
drawbacks of the approach, and what investors should be mindful of.

Having harmonised approaches within countries would also help to prevent double counting 
of emissions reductions by actors at different scales. This is key to making sure the accounting is 
environmentally robust.
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The consistent application of methods by REDD+ actors helps to improve confidence that environmental 
robustness is being maintained and that the system is not being manipulated for the creation of extra 
credits. Having a consistent standard for REDD+ efforts can also build trust by reducing the complexity that 
comes with ever-changing rules. It means that once actors have agreed on a system, all the players have 
certainty that the rules aren’t likely to change and that all actors within the system will abide by them.

In addition, making the outputs of different actors at global and country levels comparable and consistent 
would open up the possibility of external benchmarking and scrutiny, which currently isn’t feasible. For 
example, a type of rating agency could be used to increase external trust in the system and the different 
actors within it. Such an agency could look at all types of REDD+ projects (at project, subnational and 
national levels) and rate them according to a number of criteria, including how soundly the methodology 
has been applied, potential for emissions reductions, and non-carbon benefits. These ratings could then 
be made publicly available for investors and donors to choose those initiatives that are best aligned with 
their criteria. The agency could also indicate in which countries REDD+ projects collect non-carbon data, to 
help companies looking to fulfil their zero deforestation commitments to choose where to plan their next 
projects.

Conclusions and recommendations
In order to implement our suggested approach, the following steps should be taken by donors, REDD+ 
governments and the private sector:

Relevance
 ● National governments should aim to provide relevant reporting to different information users, such as 

commodity producers active in their country.

 ● REDD+ countries and programmes should explore carefully how their accounting systems can 
inform REDD+ implementation alongside reporting to external stakeholders. Examples may include 
conducting wall-to-wall monitoring in key hotspots for deforestation; establishing complementary 
monitoring systems to provide information on different timescales; and combining carbon data with 
land tenure information to help inform enforcement.

 ● National governments should work together with private sector actors to establish joint or aligned 
accounting systems, as well as tailored reporting that is understandable to private sector actors.

Faithful representation
 ● REDD+ countries and donors should work to improve the technology for monitoring non-carbon 

changes, such as changes in biodiversity, that are highly relevant for REDD+.

 ● REDD+ countries and programmes should aim to develop smart approaches to REDD+ accounting 
that use an appropriate combination of remote sensing and ground-truthing to meet objectives.

 ● Donors and other key REDD+ stakeholders should encourage and fund the collation of data onto 
public platforms to increase accountability. Private sector actors and REDD+ countries should release 
as much forest and emissions data as possible onto platforms in the public domain to increase trust in 
their actions as well as to allow for crowd-sourcing.

 ● REDD+ countries and programmes should work towards the reporting of all key emissions sources.

 ● The UNFCCC should increase the accountability of REDD+ countries for acting on the results of the 
technical assessment of their reference levels.

 ● The REDD+ community should look to establish a common rating system for REDD+ programmes and 
projects.

 ● REDD+ countries and donors need to agree a standardised, robust approach to undertaking and 
reporting uncertainty analyses.
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 ● Those running the different REDD+ systems should agree on requiring independent, third-party 
verification for all REDD+ efforts, including an agreed scope.

Comparability
 ● All actors (donors and private sector parties) should develop a roadmap towards a harmonised set of 

requirements for results-based payments (to provide another level of detail beyond that provided by 
the Warsaw Framework).

 ● Independent third-party verification with an aligned assurance standard should be required.

 ● Countries should work towards the harmonisation of REDD+ accounting among the different actors. 
These combined data can then be used by countries for a whole range of requirements, including for 
biennial update reports and reporting on Nationally Determined Contributions.

 ● If actors decide to change REDD+ methodologies, this should be jointly agreed to help maintain 
consistency.

This paper is suggesting that all actors – public and private – need to come together to improve the 
system in order to build trust in REDD+. This would necessarily be a stepwise process, starting with 
current approaches including the Warsaw Framework. The Green Climate Fund, in its recent decision 
on a US$500 m. REDD+ pilot, has pointed to how this might work. While its scorecard is based on, and 
explicitly references, the Warsaw Framework, it makes decisions on certain details that go beyond what 
the Warsaw Framework prescribes – for example, it only allows for historical reference levels.

A similar approach is suggested here. This paper is not arguing for renegotiation within the UNFCCC; 
instead, it asks actors to take stock and build on what already exists. This would include making decisions 
on some items (such as reference levels) and adding more detail to others (such as transparency 
requirements) in order to develop a common accounting approach that provides a relevant and reliable 
picture of REDD+ impacts.
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