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Executive Summary 

Carbon credit projects are an increasingly important mechanism for mobilizing climate finance to support  
emissions reductions, biodiversity conservation, and sustainable land management. In Cambodia,  
carbon finance is primarily implemented through forest-based initiatives under the Reducing Emissions 
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation in Developing Countries (REDD+) framework. These initiatives  
aim to protect forest ecosystems while generating climate finance and supporting community livelihoods.

However, the expansion of carbon markets raises critical questions around governance, land use, and 
the distribution of benefits and risks for forest-dependent communities. Forest landscapes in Cambodia  
are home to Indigenous Peoples and rural communities whose livelihoods and cultural practices are 
closely linked to forest resources. As REDD+ projects introduce new conservation rules, governance 
arrangements, and financial mechanisms, they may influence community access to natural resources, 
local power dynamics, and livelihood strategies.

This study examines the community-level benefits and risks associated with carbon credit initiatives  
in Cambodia, with a focus on REDD+ initiatives. The research focuses on the governance and socioeco-
nomic dimensions of these initiatives rather than their technical carbon accounting performance.

The study adopts a qualitative research approach combining field-based insights, stakeholder consul-
tations, and desk research. In total, the study conducted 30 research engagements across community, 
government, civil society, and project implementation stakeholders. Primary fieldwork was conducted 
in communities participating in the Keo Seima Wildlife Sanctuary (KSWS) REDD+ project, one of the most 
established REDD+ initiatives in Cambodia. Field insights were complemented by consultations with 
stakeholders involved in other REDD+ initiatives, including the Central Cardamom Mountains REDD+ 
project, allowing the study to identify broader governance dynamics across Cambodia’s carbon project 
landscape.

Key Findings

Governance systems are robust but complex at community level. REDD+ projects in Cambodia operate 
through multilayered governance systems linking national climate policy, international carbon standards,  
and project-level implementation. While these frameworks provide strong technical oversight, their 
complexity means that governance processes are often more visible at national and project levels than 
at community level. Community members generally interact with REDD+ through tangible activities such 
as forest patrols, conservation rules, or community development programs rather than through an  
understanding of carbon markets or financial governance systems.

Participation mechanisms exist but influence is uneven. REDD+ initiatives incorporate consultation 
processes, village committees, and community patrol teams to facilitate participation. However,  
participation in governance processes is typically concentrated among community leaders and committee 
representatives. For many households, engagement occurs mainly through project activities rather 
than through direct involvement in project governance or financial decision-making.

Research for Community Benefits and Risks from Carbon Credit Projects 
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Livelihood benefits are generally supplementary. REDD+ initiatives generate community benefits, 
including infrastructure investments, scholarships, livelihood support programs, and modest income 
from conservation activities. These benefits are widely valued by communities but typically function as 
supplementary support rather than major sources of household income. At the same time, conservation  
restrictions associated with forest protection can create economic trade-offs, particularly where  
communities rely on forest resources for livelihoods.

Benefit-sharing systems shape community perceptions. Benefit-sharing mechanisms play a central role  
in shaping how communities perceive REDD+ initiatives. In many projects, carbon revenues are distributed 
through collective community financing mechanisms rather than direct payments to households.  
As a result, communities often evaluate REDD+ projects based on visible development outcomes, such 
as infrastructure improvements or livelihood programs, rather than on the underlying carbon finance 
system.

Social inclusion challenges remain. Gender and social inclusion dynamics continue to influence  
participation in REDD+ governance. Women remain underrepresented in formal decision-making structures, 
while Indigenous communities may face challenges ensuring that customary land-use practices and 
cultural priorities are fully reflected in project governance arrangements.

Overall Implications

The findings suggest that REDD+ initiatives in Cambodia can contribute to forest conservation and 
community development when governance systems function effectively and benefits are perceived as 
tangible and fairly distributed. However, the impacts of carbon credit projects on communities depend 
heavily on how participation, benefit-sharing, and local governance dynamics are managed in practice.

Carbon finance should therefore be viewed not as a stand-alone livelihood solution, but as a complementary  
mechanism supporting broader forest governance and rural development strategies.

Strengthening transparency, inclusive participation, and equitable benefit-sharing will be critical to 
ensuring that carbon credit initiatives deliver durable and socially legitimate outcomes.

Research for Community Benefits and Risks from Carbon Credit Projects 
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1.1.	Context

Carbon credit projects have become an important  
mechanism for mobilizing climate finance to 
support greenhouse gas emission reductions and 
removals. By assigning economic value to verified 
emissions reductions, these initiatives create 
financial incentives for investments in activities 
such as renewable energy deployment, improved 
agricultural practices, and ecosystem conservation.  
In recent years, voluntary carbon markets have  
expanded as corporations, financial institutions, 
and governments seek to meet climate commitments  
and net-zero targets.

Within this landscape, nature-based carbon  
initiatives have gained increasing attention due 
to their potential to generate both climate  
mitigation and broader environmental and social 
benefits. Projects focused on forest conservation,  
restoration, and sustainable land management 
can contribute to emissions reductions while 
also supporting biodiversity protection and 
community livelihoods. However, they also raise 
important questions related to governance, land 
use, benefit-sharing, and community participation.

In Cambodia, carbon credit initiatives are  
primarily concentrated in forest-based projects 
implemented under the REDD+ framework  
(Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation). These initiatives aim to generate 
climate finance by protecting forest ecosystems 
while supporting sustainable livelihoods and 
community participation in forest management. 
Several REDD+ projects are currently implemented 
across protected landscapes through partnerships  
between government institutions, international 
conservation organizations, and local communities.

Forest landscapes in Cambodia are home to  
Indigenous Peoples and forest-dependent com-
munities whose livelihoods and cultural practices 
are closely tied to forest ecosystems. As REDD+ 
projects introduce new governance structures 
and benefit-sharing mechanisms, they may influ-
ence local power dynamics, access to resources, 
and livelihood strategies. While REDD+ initiatives 
are often expected to generate co-benefits for 
communities and biodiversity, their outcomes 
depend largely on how governance systems are 
designed and implemented.

This study examines how land-based carbon 
credit projects, particularly REDD+ initiatives in 
Cambodia, affect communities socially,  
economically, and institutionally, with particular 
attention to small-scale producers and  
Indigenous Peoples. 

1.2.	 Objectives of the Assignment

The objective of this study is to examine the 
community-level benefits and risks associated 
with carbon credit initiatives in Cambodia, with 
particular attention to forest-based projects 
implemented under the REDD+ initiatives.  
Specifically, the study aims to:

•	� Assess community engagement and governance  
mechanisms. Examine how communities  
participate in REDD+ project design, governance 
structures, benefit-sharing systems, and 
grievance mechanisms.

•	� Analyze livelihood and economic impacts.  
Explore how REDD+ initiatives as carbon credit 
projects influence community livelihoods, 
economic opportunities, and access to natural 
resources.

Research Approach 
and Methodology1
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•	� Evaluate distribution of benefits and risks. 
Assess how project outcomes are experienced 
across different groups within communities, 
including Indigenous Peoples, small-scale 
producers, and other vulnerable groups.

•	� Assess gender and social transformation  
dynamics. Analyze how REDD+ initiatives 
influence gender roles, participation in deci-
sion-making, and access to project benefits.

These objectives guide the analysis of how  
REDD+ governance systems shape the social, 
economic, and institutional outcomes of carbon 
credit initiatives at the community level.

1.3.	Analytical Framework

Across these objectives, the study also considers  
whether REDD+ initiatives incorporate key social 
safeguard principles. These include meaningful 
community consultation consistent with free, prior,  
and informed consent (FPIC), protection of  
Indigenous rights, accessible grievance mechanisms,  
and transparent benefit-sharing arrangements.

These safeguards are widely recognized as  
essential governance components for ensuring 
that REDD+ initiatives generate equitable outcomes  
for participating communities.
This research does not assess the technical integrity  
or carbon accounting performance of carbon 
projects. Instead, it focuses on their socioeconomic  
impacts, governance arrangements, and  
long-term sustainability as community-centered 
development mechanisms.

The analytical framework examines how REDD+ 
governance structures influence:

•	 Community participation and governance
•	 Livelihood and economic impacts
•	 Distribution of benefits and risks
•	 Gender and social inclusion dynamics

These dimensions guide the organization of the 
findings presented later in the report.

1.4.	Scope of Work

This study examines carbon credit initiatives 
operating in Cambodia, with particular attention 
to their implications for community participation, 
governance systems, and livelihood outcomes. 
Initial scoping of carbon credit activities in 
Cambodia identified three main models currently 
associated with carbon finance:

•	� Forest-based initiatives implemented under 
the REDD+ framework

•	� Technology-based interventions such as solar 
irrigation systems

•	 Household-level clean cooking initiatives

These models differ significantly in their  
implementation approaches and governance  
arrangements. Solar irrigation and clean cooking  
initiatives typically focus on the deployment  
of specific technologies and operate through  
results-based financing mechanisms, with  
relatively limited community governance structures.

In contrast, REDD+ initiatives involve landscape- 
level forest management programs that require 
long-term community engagement, structured 
governance systems, benefit-sharing arrangements,  
and mechanisms for collective decision-making  
regarding land and natural resource use. Because  
of these governance characteristics, REDD+  
initiatives provide a particularly relevant entry 
point for examining how carbon finance interacts 
with community participation, forest governance, 
and livelihood systems.

For this reason, the analysis focuses primarily on 
REDD+ initiatives in Cambodia. Solar irrigation and 
clean cooking initiatives are referenced where 
relevant to provide contextual understanding of 
Cambodia’s broader carbon market landscape. 

Research for Community Benefits and Risks from Carbon Credit Projects 
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1.5.	Overview of Methodology

The study adopts a qualitative approach. It combines  
institutional analysis, stakeholder consultations, 
community-level fieldwork, and desk research 
to explore how REDD+ governance mechanisms 
interact with local governance systems and 
 livelihood dynamics.

The analysis is guided by the following  
overarching research question:

How do REDD+ governance systems influence  
community participation, benefit-sharing 
mechanisms, and livelihood outcomes in 
Cambodia?

To address this question, the study examines 
four thematic areas:

•	 Community participation and governance
•	 Livelihood and economic impacts
•	 Distribution of benefits and risks
•	 Gender and social inclusion dynamics

Data Collection

Data were collected through a combination of 
focus group discussions (FGDs), key informant 
interviews (KIIs), individual in-depth interviews 
(IDIs), and desk review. In total, the study  
conducted 30 engagements across community, 
government, civil society, and project  
implementation stakeholders.

Community-level perspectives were gathered 
through four focus group discussions and five 
individual in-depth household interviews  
conducted in villages participating in the Keo 
Seima Wildlife Sanctuary REDD+ project. These 
discussions involved REDD+ committee members, 
facilitators, local households, and community 
representatives, and explored community  
experiences related to forest management,  
project participation, livelihood activities, and 
benefit-sharing mechanisms.

Institutional perspectives were collected  
through 21 key informant interviews with  
stakeholders involved in REDD+ governance and 
implementation in Cambodia. Interviewees  
included representatives from:

•	� Government agencies responsible for forest 
governance and climate policy

•	� Conservation organizations implementing or 
supporting REDD+ initiatives

•	� Project developers and technical experts 
involved in REDD+ design and implementation

•	� Commune authorities and local governance 
actors

•	� Private sector and civil society organizations 
involved in carbon-related initiatives

The research also included a review of relevant 
policy documents, project reports, and secondary  
literature related to REDD+ implementation and 
carbon markets in Cambodia. See Table 1 for a 
summary of field and primary research activities.

Research for Community Benefits and Risks from Carbon Credit Projects 
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Table 1: Summary of field and primary research activities

Research tool Stakeholders #

Focus group 
discussions (FGDs)

REDD+ committee members and households in Andong 
Kreolong village

4

In-depth Interviews (IDIs) Households in Pu Tang village 5

Key informant 
interviews (KIIs)

Commune leadership (village chief and deputy chiefs) in  
Pu Tang and Andong Kreolong; nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) based in the area, including International Institute of 
Rural Reconstruction (IIRR) and Italian Association for Aid  
to Children (CIAI)

6

Key informant 
interviews (KIIs)

Government institutions, including Ministry of Environment, 
Provincial Departments of Environment (Koh Kong, Kampong 
Speu, Pursat) and the National Biodigester Program (NBP)

5

Key informant 
interviews (KIIs)

Conservation NGOs, including Wildlife Conservation Society 
(WCS), Conservation International (CI), NatureLife Cambodia, 
Fauna & Flora International (FFI)

4

Key informant 
interviews (KIIs)

Private sector and nonprofit organizations, including Hydrologic 
and Nexus for Development

2

Key informant 
interviews (KIIs)

REDD+ facilitators and commune council representatives 
(including stakeholders associated with the Central Cardamom 
REDD+ project)

4

Note: Pu Tang and Andong Kreolong are villages located within/adjacent to KSWS; refer to Appendix B.

Case-Informed Fieldwork

Community-level fieldwork was conducted in 
villages participating in the Keo Seima Wildlife 
Sanctuary (KSWS) REDD+ project. Rather than 
treating KSWS as a stand-alone case study, 
the research adopts a case-informed analytical 
approach, using field insights from Keo Seima to 
illustrate how REDD+ governance systems  
operate in practice at the community level. 

Primary fieldwork was conducted in two partic-
ipating villages (Pu Tang and Andong Kroleong) 
within the Keo Seima REDD+ project. The villages 
were selected to reflect differing stages of legal 
land tenure security and varying priorities in the 
allocation of REDD+ revenues. These field obser-
vations are interpreted alongside institutional 

insights gathered from stakeholders involved 
in other REDD+ initiatives, including the Central 
Cardamom REDD+ project, in order to identify 
broader governance dynamics relevant to REDD+ 
implementation in Cambodia.

The KSWS REDD+ project was selected as the  
primary field context because it represents one 
of the longest-running and most established 
REDD+ initiatives in Cambodia, with well-developed  
governance structures, community engagement 
mechanisms, and benefit-sharing arrangements. 
Interviews with stakeholders involved in the Central  
Cardamom REDD+ project provided additional  
institutional perspectives that helped contextualize  
the field observations from Keo Seima and identify  
governance dynamics common across REDD+ 
initiatives in Cambodia.

Research for Community Benefits and Risks from Carbon Credit Projects 
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Data Analysis Approach

Interview notes, field observations, and  
documentary sources were analyzed using  
the thematic qualitative analysis approach.  
Information gathered through stakeholder  
consultations and community discussions was 
reviewed to identify recurring themes related to 
governance structures, participation mechanisms,  
livelihood impacts, and perceived benefits and 
risks associated with REDD+ initiatives.

Findings from different sources were triangulated 
to improve reliability. Institutional perspectives 
from government agencies, project implementers,  
and sector experts were compared with community- 
level insights gathered during fieldwork to identify  
areas of convergence and divergence.

This combination of community-level fieldwork 
and institutional consultations enabled the study 
to triangulate perspectives from communities, 
project implementers, and policymakers involved 
in REDD+ governance. See Table 2 for a summary 
of the research design.

Table 2: Research design summary

Component Description

Research focus Governance and socioeconomic dimensions of REDD+ initiatives  
(community engagement, governance mechanisms, indigenous 
rights, and gender equity)

Analytical framework Thematic areas:
•	 Community engagement and participation
•	 Livelihood and economic impacts
•	 Distribution of benefits and risks
•	 Gender and social inclusion dynamics

Analytical approach Qualitative thematic analysis

Analytical focus Initial: REDD+, solar irrigation initiatives, and clean cooking  
interventions
Final: REDD+ initiatives in Cambodia (selected)

Primary empirical context Keo Seima REDD+ project
Central Cardamom REDD+ project (for comparative analysis)

Data/insights collection FGDs, IDIs, KIIs, document review

Note: The detailed methodology can be found in Appendix B.
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1.6.	�Methodological Challenges  
and Limitations

Scope Adjustment and Analytical Focus

Initial scoping of carbon credit initiatives in  
Cambodia considered several project models 
associated with carbon finance, including solar 
irrigation initiatives, clean cooking interventions, 
and forest-based REDD+ projects. However, further 
review of project documentation and consultations  
with sector stakeholders indicated that REDD+ 
initiatives represent the most established form  
of carbon credit projects in Cambodia, with  
clearly defined governance structures, community  
participation mechanisms, and benefit-sharing 
systems.

Technology-based interventions such as solar 
irrigation and clean cooking initiatives typically 
operate through results-based financing models. 
These models focus on technology deployment  
and emissions reductions at the device or  
household level. They generally involve limited 
community governance structures and therefore 
provide more limited opportunities to examine 
issues such as collective decision-making, benefit- 
sharing arrangements, gender inclusion, and 
Indigenous participation.

As a result, the analytical focus of the study 
was refined to concentrate on REDD+ initiatives, 
which provide a more suitable context for  
examining the governance and socioeconomic 
dimensions of carbon finance.

Fieldwork Constraints

The research design initially anticipated com-
munity-level field engagement across multiple 
REDD+ project sites. In practice, fieldwork was 
successfully completed only in the Keo Seima 
Wildlife Sanctuary REDD+ project area, where 
community interviews and focus group discussions  
were conducted in January 2026.

Planned fieldwork in the Central Cardamom  
Mountains REDD+ project area could not be 
carried out due to two external constraints. First, 
delays occurred in obtaining formal research 
authorization from the Ministry of Environment. 
Second, renewed armed conflict along the 
Cambodia–Thailand border in December 2025 
and January 2026 restricted safe access to the 
project area during the research period.

As a result, engagement with stakeholders  
associated with the Central Cardamom REDD+ 
project was conducted through interviews with 
project-area implementers, conservation  
organizations, and relevant administrative stake-
holders. While this approach provided valuable 
institutional insights, it did not fully capture 
direct community perspectives.

Representative Sampling and Site Selection

Community perspectives were collected from a 
limited number of villages participating in REDD+ 
initiatives. Specifically, field engagement included  
two villages out of 20 participating villages in the 
Keo Seima REDD+ project, and interviews with 
stakeholders associated with three villages out 
of 22 in the Central Cardamom REDD+ project.

Villages participating in REDD+ initiatives often 
differ significantly in terms of infrastructure, 
forest resources, access to markets, and levels 
of community engagement. This variation is  
particularly evident in the Keo Seima REDD+ project,  
where the participatory governance model allows 
implementation strategies and benefit-sharing 
mechanisms to vary across villages.

As a result, findings from the community-level 
fieldwork should be interpreted as illustrative 
rather than statistically representative of all  
participating villages. To strengthen the analysis,  
localized insights were complemented with broader  
institutional perspectives gathered from project 
implementers, government officials, and partner 
organizations involved in REDD+ initiatives.

Research for Community Benefits and Risks from Carbon Credit Projects 
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Social Desirability Bias

Responses from community members, REDD+ 
committee representatives, facilitators, and local 
authorities frequently emphasized the positive 
impacts of REDD+ initiatives. While these responses  
may reflect genuine experiences, they can also 
be influenced by social desirability bias, defined 
as the tendency of respondents to provide answers  
that align with socially acceptable views or  
expectations.1 

During several focus group discussions  
conducted with REDD+ committee members in  
Keo Seima, a Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) 
staff member was present to assist with  
interpretation when language barriers occurred. 
While this support facilitated communication, 
the presence of project-affiliated personnel can 
potentially influence respondents to emphasize 
positive aspects of the project.

In addition, the group discussion format is likely  
to reinforce collective responses, with participants  
aligning their views with prevailing opinions  
expressed during the discussion. Household-level  
interviews were conducted to complement focus 
group discussions; however, some respondents 
may have been hesitant to discuss sensitive issues  
or conflicts associated with project implementation  
in a group setting.

To mitigate these risks, interviewers used  
probing questions to explore both positive and 
negative experiences and explicitly invited 
participants to discuss challenges or concerns 
related to REDD+ implementation.

Language Barriers

While committee representatives and local leaders  
generally communicate effectively in Khmer, 
some community members, particularly Indigenous  
community members in Keo Seima, have more 
limited fluency in the language. This occasionally 
resulted in simplified responses during discussions,  
particularly when complex governance or project- 
related issues were discussed.

1	 Tourangeau and Yan, 2007.	

To reduce the impact of language barriers,  
interviewers used simplified terminology, avoided  
technical jargon, and repeated or rephrased 
questions when necessary to ensure that  
participants clearly understood the topics being 
discussed.

Implications for the Study

Despite these methodological constraints, the 
study was able to generate a robust qualitative 
evidence base on the governance and  
socioeconomic dimensions of REDD+ initiatives in  
Cambodia. The combination of community-level 
field insights from the Keo Seima project and  
institutional perspectives from multiple REDD+ 
initiatives allowed the research to identify broader  
governance patterns related to community  
participation, benefit-sharing arrangements, 
Indigenous engagement, and gender inclusion.

These findings provide valuable insights into how 
REDD+ initiatives function as community-centered  
development mechanisms while acknowledging  
the limitations inherent in qualitative field research.

 
1.7.	Structure of the Report

This report is organized into the following sections:

•	� Section 1 introduces the study, outlining the 
research background, objectives, scope of the 
analysis, and methodological approach used 
for data collection and analysis.

•	� Section 2 provides an overview of global 
carbon markets and Cambodia’s engagement 
with carbon credit initiatives, with a focus 
on REDD+ policy frameworks and governance 
systems.

•	� Section 3 presents an overview of selected 
carbon credit initiatives in Cambodia, situating  
the research within the broader national  
landscape.
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•	� Section 4 examines governance systems and 
community participation in REDD+ implemen-
tation, including institutional arrangements, 
participation mechanisms, benefit-sharing 
systems, and key governance challenges 
identified during field research.

•	� Section 5 analyzes community-level outcomes 
of REDD+ initiatives, focusing on livelihood 
impacts, economic trade-offs, distribution 
of benefits and risks, and gender and social 
inclusion dynamics.

•	� Section 6 discusses the findings in relation  
to the study’s objectives, highlighting broader 
implications for community benefits and risks 
associated with carbon credit initiatives.

•	� Section 7 presents recommendations to 
strengthen governance systems, improve 
benefit-sharing mechanisms, and enhance 
inclusive community participation in  
carbon credit initiatives.

•	� Section 8 presents the conclusions of the 
report.

Research for Community Benefits and Risks from Carbon Credit Projects 
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2.1.	�Overview of CDM, VCM, 
	 REDD+ and Nature-Based
	 Carbon Markets

This section situates the study within the  
broader evolution of global carbon markets and 
nature-based climate mitigation mechanisms. It 
reviews the development of carbon credit markets,  
the role of REDD+ initiatives within these markets,  
and the debates surrounding market integrity, 
governance, and social impacts. This context is 
essential for understanding how REDD+ initiatives  
operate within Cambodia and how global carbon 
finance mechanisms intersect with local  
communities.

The global imperative to address anthropogenic  
climate change has increased attention on 
mechanisms that mobilize climate finance. These  
include instruments supporting emissions reduction  
and ecosystem conservation. Under the Paris  
Agreement, countries committed to limiting “the  
increase in the global average temperature to  
well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels” while  
pursuing efforts to limit warming to 1.5°C.2 Achieving  
these targets requires both rapid emissions  
reductions and substantial financial investment 
in climate mitigation activities across sectors.

Carbon credit markets have emerged as an important 
instrument for mobilizing such finance. Carbon 
credits represent verified reductions or removals 
of greenhouse gas emissions, typically measured  
in tons of carbon dioxide equivalent (tCO2e). 
These credits can be generated through activities  

2	 Paris Agreement, 2015.
3	 World Bank, 2023.
4 	 United Nations Climate Change, n.d., “Mechanisms under the Kyoto Protocol.”	
5 	 United Nations Climate Change, n.d., “Article 6.4 (PACM), Transition of CDM Activities.”	

such as renewable energy deployment, energy 
efficiency improvements, sustainable agricultural  
practices, and ecosystem conservation.

Global carbon markets operate through two primary  
mechanisms: compliance markets and voluntary 
carbon markets. Compliance markets are regulated  
systems in which governments set emissions 
caps and allow regulated entities to trade emissions 
 allowances. These systems currently cover 
approximately 23% of global greenhouse gas 
emissions, including major schemes such as the 
European Union Emissions Trading System and 
China’s national carbon market.3 

Clean Development Mechanism (CDM)

Carbon markets first emerged through compliance  
mechanisms under the Kyoto Protocol, most  
notably the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM).4  
The CDM enabled emissions-reduction projects 
in low-income countries to generate Certified 
Emission Reductions (CERs), which could be used 
by higher-income countries to meet their mitigation  
commitments. Although the mechanism is now 
being phased out, the CDM laid the foundation 
for international carbon crediting systems and 
informed the development of the Paris Agreement 
Crediting Mechanism (PACM) under Article 6.4.5  
Cambodia began participating in the CDM in 2003 
through the establishment of the Ministry of  
Environment as the Designated National Authority 
and the creation of the Cambodia Climate Change 
]Office. Between 2006 and 2015, 11 CDM projects 
were registered in Cambodia, primarily focused 
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on renewable energy and industrial energy  
efficiency. These projects generated an estimated  
annual emissions reduction potential of approx-
imately 2 megatons (Mt) CO2e. Although modest 
compared with more recent voluntary carbon 
market activities, the CDM helped establish  
Cambodia’s institutional capacity for carbon market  
participation, including technical expertise, 
project approval processes, and inter-ministerial 
coordination mechanisms. 

Overall, the volume of credits generated through 
CDM projects in Cambodia was relatively modest 
compared to those produced under voluntary 
carbon market (VCM) initiatives. CDM activities 
accounted for an estimated annual emission 
reduction potential of approximately 2 MtCO2e, 

6	 VCS, Gold Standard.	
7	 UNFCCC, Cambodia HPP (2025).

whereas projects registered under international 
crediting programs such as Verified Carbon  
Standard (VCS) and Gold Standard currently  
represent about 16 MtCO2e in annual emission 
reductions.6 

Nevertheless, Cambodia’s engagement with the 
CDM helped establish the foundational elements 
of national carbon governance, including the  
development of technical expertise and mechanisms  
for interministerial coordination. These institutional  
capacities continue to support the country’s 
participation in emerging Article 6 mechanisms, 
including the transition of eligible CDM projects to 
the Paris Agreement Crediting Mechanism (PACM).  
See Table 3 for a list of registered CDM projects in 
Cambodia that are eligible for Article 6.4 transition.

Table 3: Registered CDM projects in Cambodia eligible for Article 6.4 transition

Project name/location Type Estimated annual 
reduction, tCO2e 

Cambodia Stung Atay Hydropower  
Project, Pursat

Hydro 266,500

Kampot Cement Waste Heat Power  
Generation Project (KCC-WHG), Kampot

Energy efficiency 
(own generation)

17,100

Kamchay Hydroelectric BOT Project, Kampot Hydro 281,300

Lower Stung Russei Chrum  
Hydro-Electric Project, Koh Kong

Hydro 701,200

Stung Tatay Hydroelectric Project,  
Koh Kong

Hydro 563,100

Source: UNFCCC, 20257 
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Voluntary Carbon Market (VCM)
Alongside compliance markets, a rapidly expanding  
voluntary carbon market (VCM) has developed  
in which corporations and other nonstate actors 
purchase carbon credits voluntarily to support 
climate commitments or net-zero strategies. 
Global demand for voluntary carbon credits has 
grown steadily over the past decade, reaching 
approximately 177 MtCO2e in credit retirements 
in 2025, reflecting continued corporate demand 
despite market volatility.8 
 
Corporate climate commitments are a key driver  
of this demand. More than 7,000 companies 
worldwide have adopted Science Based Targets, 
and a growing number of multinational corporations,  
including firms such as Microsoft and Shell, 
purchase carbon credits to address residual 
emissions in their decarbonization pathways.9  
Increasingly, voluntary carbon markets are also 
being shaped by integrity initiatives such as the 
Integrity Council for the Voluntary Carbon Market 
(ICVCM) and the Science Based Targets initiative 
(SBTi), which seek to strengthen governance, 
transparency, and credit quality.

At the same time, compliance carbon markets are 
evolving under Article 6 of the Paris Agreement,  
which enables countries to cooperate in achieving  
their Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs). 
Under these mechanisms, emission reductions 
may be transferred between countries as Interna-
tionally Transferred Mitigation Outcomes (ITMOs), 
creating new opportunities for climate finance 
flows to low-income countries.10  This cross-border  
carbon credit trading can involve both public and 
private actors.11  In some cases, governments 
may authorize emission reductions generated 
by voluntary carbon projects for international 
mitigation purposes. As a result, interactions 
between voluntary carbon markets (VCMs) and 
compliance carbon markets are increasing, 

8	 MSCI, Carbon Credit Issuances and Retirements.	
9	 SBTi Insider, January 2025.
10	 Public-Private-Partnership Legal Resource Center, World Bank, Defined Article 6 Transaction Frameworks.
11	 World Bank, 2022.
12	 Schneider et al., 2019; United Nations Climate Change, 2023.
13 Griscom et al., 2017; World Bank, 2022.	

potentially blurring the traditional distinctions 
between the two systems.
 
Although the detailed implementation of these 
mechanisms remains under development, their 
emergence has intensified calls for stronger 
governance frameworks, including standardized 
rules, robust monitoring, reporting, and verification  
(MRV) systems, and transparent accounting  
procedures to prevent double-counting of emission 
reductions.12 

Despite these challenges, voluntary carbon markets  
continue to be widely viewed as a potentially key  
instrument for mobilizing climate finance,  
particularly in low-income countries where 
mitigation opportunities remain substantial but 
financial resources are often constrained. Carbon 
finance has been promoted as a tool to support 
climate mitigation while generating co-benefits 
such as biodiversity conservation, sustainable 
land management, and improved livelihoods for 
local communities. This is particularly relevant for  
nature-based solutions in tropical forest regions, 
where carbon projects are frequently framed as  
mechanisms to incentivize conservation, strengthen  
local governance systems, and channel financial 
benefits to forest-dependent communities. 13 

Carbon credit initiatives (particularly REDD+ 
projects) encompass a wide range of activities 
across sectors. These include clean cooking and 
water purification initiatives, which typically  
employ results-based carbon finance mechanisms  
to subsidize the distribution of improved  
technologies that reduce household emissions 
and deliver health benefits. By decreasing reliance  
on fuelwood for cooking, such projects can also  
contribute indirectly to reducing pressure on forest  
resources. In contrast, REDD+ initiatives primarily 
focus on forest conservation and improved  
land-use governance, often incorporating com-
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munity-based forest management and benefit- 
sharing arrangements.14 

Within the voluntary carbon market, nature-based  
carbon projects have become one of the fastest- 
growing segments.

REDD+ and Nature-Based Carbon Markets

Within carbon markets, nature-based solutions 
(NbS), particularly forest conservation initiatives,  
have gained increasing attention due to their  
potential to deliver both climate mitigation and 
broader environmental and social benefits.  
Forest ecosystems play a critical role in climate 
mitigation. Tropical forests alone store an estimated  
250–300 gigatons of carbon, making them one of 
the largest terrestrial carbon reservoirs globally.15  
However, deforestation and forest degradation 
account for approximately 10–11% of global 
greenhouse gas emissions annually, primarily 
due to land-use change in tropical regions.16 

One of the most prominent mechanisms for 
generating forest-based carbon credits is REDD+, 
developed under the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). REDD+ 
seeks to address one of the most significant 
sources of emissions within the land-use sector 
by creating financial incentives for forest conser-
vation and sustainable land management.

The REDD+ framework was first introduced at 
Conference of the Parties (COP) 11 in 2005 and 
later formalized under the Warsaw Framework for 
REDD+ in 2013, before being integrated into the 
Paris Agreement architecture in 2015. Under this 
framework, emissions avoided through forest 
conservation can be quantified and converted into  
carbon credits that may be sold in voluntary or 
compliance carbon markets.17

Globally, nature-based carbon projects represent 
a significant share of voluntary carbon market 

14 Angelsen et al., 2018.	
15	 IPCC, 2022, 759–760.	
16 FAO, 2020.	
17 Procton, 2025.	
18 Guizar-Coutiño et al., 2022; Phelps et al., 2012	
19 Ford et al., 2020; Richards and Huebner, 2012	

activity. In 2024 alone, forest conservation;  
afforestation, reforestation and revegetation (ARR);  
and Improved Forest Management (IFM) accounted  
for the largest share by transaction volumes—
approximately 37 million tons of CO2e in voluntary  
market transactions, highlighting the growing 
importance of land-use mitigation activities in 
carbon markets. 

Cambodia exemplifies this trend. As a high forest 
cover, high deforestation (HFHD) country, much 
of its carbon market participation occurs through 
REDD+ initiatives. Forest conservation projects 
currently account for approximately 29% of  
Cambodia’s registered carbon credits and generate  
roughly 5 MtCO2e reductions annually. REDD+ 
proponents argue that these initiatives provide 
multiple co-benefits beyond climate mitigation, 
including biodiversity conservation, improved  
forest governance, and new livelihood opportunities  
for forest-dependent communities.18  However, 
REDD+ initiatives also face significant technical 
and governance challenges. These include the 
difficulty of demonstrating additionality, risks of  
leakage where deforestation shifts to other areas,  
and uncertainties regarding the permanence  
of carbon storage.19 

In addition to these technical challenges, REDD+ 
initiatives raise broader governance questions 
related to land tenure, community participation, 
and the equitable distribution of project benefits.

2.2.	� Cambodia’s Engagement on 
REDD+ and Climate Policy

Cambodia has become an increasingly active 
participant in global carbon markets. The country 
initially engaged with carbon markets through 
the CDM and later expanded into VCM, particularly  
through REDD+ initiatives. Between 2009 and 
2024, Cambodia issued approximately 52.1 million 
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carbon credits, ranking 10th globally and second 
in Southeast Asia in cumulative credit issuance.20  
These credits have primarily been generated 
through projects in the Agriculture, Forestry and 
Other Land Use (AFOLU), renewable energy, and 
energy efficiency sectors.

With respect to the voluntary carbon market, 
Cambodia launched its first pilot REDD+ project 
under the Verified Carbon Standard (VCS) in Oddar 
Meanchey in 2008. Since then, the sector has  
expanded steadily, with REDD+ initiatives becoming  
a significant source of carbon credit generation 
in the country. Notably, the Southern Cardamom 
REDD+ project alone produces approximately  
3 MtCO2 in carbon credits annually.21  Participation 
in carbon markets has generated measurable 
financial benefits. Between 2016 and 2020, Cambodia  
earned approximately United States dollar (USD) 
11.6 million from carbon credit sales from REDD+ 
projects, including the Keo Seima Wildlife Sanctuary  
and Southern Cardamom projects.22 

Cambodia’s REDD+ governance architecture 
includes several institutional components that 
support forest-based carbon credit generation, 
including:

•	� Governing body: The overall program is  
managed by the National REDD+ Taskforce and 
its Secretariat (RS), involving key ministries 
like the Ministry of Environment (MoE) and the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 
(MAFF).

•	� National strategy: Cambodia National REDD+ 
Strategy 2017–2026 to integrate forest  
conservation and climate goals.

•	� Forest Reference Level (FRL): A baseline against  
which emissions reductions are measured. 

20 Lim, 2024.	
21	 Southern Cardamom REDD+.
22	 Reccessary, 2022.
23 Government of Cambodia, 2021.		
24 REDD+ Cambodia, 2021.
25 UNDP, n.d.	
26 Sereyrath, 2024.	
27 MTI Singapore, 2023.	

Cambodia successfully submitted and had its 
Second FRL technically assessed by the UNFCCC  
in 2021–2022, demonstrating improved meth-
odology and capacity.23 

•	� Monitoring system: National Forest Monitoring  
System (NFMS), which includes a satellite land 
monitoring component for tracking forest 
changes transparently.

•	� Safeguards: The Summary of Information  
on How Safeguards are being addressed and 
respected has been completed in 2021.24 

•	� Nesting system: Nested accounting system 
enabling project-level REDD+ initiatives to 
align with national forest carbon accounting 
to coexist and avoid double-counting.25 

More recently, Cambodia has begun positioning  
itself to participate in international carbon  
markets under Article 6 of the Paris Agreement. 
The country has signed cooperation agreements 
with Singapore and South Korea to develop  
Article 6.2 carbon trading initiatives and has begun  
authorizing mitigation projects capable of  
generating internationally transferred mitigation 
outcomes (ITMOs).26, 27 This framework is intended  
to ensure that emission-reduction activities, 
including REDD+, meet national eligibility criteria, 
contribute to Cambodia’s Nationally Determined 
Contribution (NDC), and comply with emerging 
international accounting requirements. As Article 
6 mechanisms continue to evolve, this framework 
positions Cambodia to engage more formally with 
international carbon markets while retaining 
oversight over how carbon finance interacts with 
national development and climate priorities.

A summary of interconnected national frameworks  
that shape Cambodia’s REDD+ governance and 
climate policy is outlined in Table 4.
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Table 4: Regulatory frameworks driving REDD+ in Cambodia

Policy/framework Main purpose and relevance to REDD+

Cambodia National  
REDD+ Strategy 
(2017–2026)

Provides a national road map that promotes conservation of natural 
forests and biodiversity, enhances social and environmental benefits, 
and ensures REDD+ activities do not lead to forest conversion. It guides 
the Ministry of Environment and partners in delivering climate mitigation 
outcomes and sustainable development benefits.

Cambodia’s Long‑term 
Strategy for Carbon  
Neutrality (LTS4CN) 

Charts a comprehensive, economy‑wide pathway that brings the country 
to net‑zero greenhouse‑gas emissions by 2050. It seeks to integrate 
climate mitigation with the nation’s development goals, ensuring that 
economic growth, job creation, and poverty reduction are achieved  
while preserving natural ecosystems and enhancing resilience.

Cambodia’s Green  
Growth Strategy 
(2013–2030)

Cambodia’s Green Growth Strategy (2013–2030) constitutes the “green” 
substrategy within the Circular Strategy on Environment, providing  
a policy framework for steering the economy toward low-carbon and 
resource-efficient growth. The strategy prioritizes reforestation, tree 
planting in community protected areas, and strengthened biodiversity 
conservation and protected area management. These objectives  
contribute to longer-term national goals on forest landscape restoration  
and forest cover expansion, including the ambition to increase  
forest cover to 60% by 2050.

National Biodiversity 
Strategy and Action  
Plan (2016)

Establishes a national framework for conserving Cambodia’s biodiversity 
and ecosystem services, supporting the livelihoods of forest-dependent 
communities and integrating biodiversity considerations into development 
planning. It seeks to protect species, habitats, and genetic resources 
while integrating biodiversity conservation into development planning.

These developments demonstrate the increasing institutionalization of carbon market mechanisms  
within Cambodia’s climate strategy. However, the effectiveness and legitimacy of REDD+ governance 
ultimately depend not only on national policy frameworks but also on how these initiatives interact 
with local governance systems, livelihoods, and social relations on the ground.
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2.3.	�REDD+ Governance and 
	 Community Participation 
	 in Cambodia 

In Cambodia, REDD+ initiatives have increasingly 
incorporated community engagement mechanisms  
intended to support forest conservation while 
providing socioeconomic benefits to local  
populations.

Several REDD+ projects in Cambodia, including 
those in Keo Seima Wildlife Sanctuary and the 
Southern Cardamom Mountains, have established 
institutional structures designed to facilitate 
community participation in forest governance. 
These include village REDD+ committees,  
community patrol teams, and participatory forest 
monitoring systems. Such mechanisms aim to  
involve communities in forest protection activities  
while providing channels for consultation and 
local decision-making.

Research suggests that participatory governance 
structures can strengthen forest protection 
outcomes when communities perceive tangible 
benefits from project participation. However, the 
depth and effectiveness of participation may vary 
significantly across communities depending on 
institutional capacity, local leadership, and the 
degree of integration between REDD+ initiatives 
and existing community forestry systems.28 

Community engagement is therefore a central 
dimension of REDD+ governance in Cambodia.  
Understanding how participation mechanisms 
function in practice, and how communities  
perceive their role within these governance  
systems, is critical for assessing the broader 
social implications of carbon credit initiatives.

28 Milne et al., 2019.	
29 Ken et al., 2020.	
30 Milne et al., 2019.	

2.4.	�Livelihood Impacts, Benefit 
	 Distribution, and Social 
	 Inclusion

REDD+ initiatives in Cambodia are frequently  
promoted as mechanisms capable of generating  
both climate mitigation and socioeconomic  
benefits for forest-dependent communities.  
In addition to conservation outcomes, projects 
often aim to support local livelihoods through 
benefit-sharing arrangements, community  
development programs, and employment oppor-
tunities linked to forest protection activities.

Evidence from REDD+ projects in Cambodia 
indicates that these initiatives can contribute 
to livelihood improvements through community 
infrastructure investments, education support, 
and alternative income-generating activities.  
For example, benefit-sharing mechanisms in 
projects such as Keo Seima Wildlife Sanctuary have  
funded community infrastructure, scholarships,  
and livelihood support programs designed to 
reduce pressure on forest resources.29 

However, research also indicates that the  
distribution of benefits and risks may vary within  
communities. Access to project benefits can 
depend on factors such as land tenure status, 
participation in community governance structures,  
and proximity to forest resources.30  Delays in 
carbon revenue flows or fluctuations in carbon 
markets may also affect the reliability of benefit- 
sharing mechanisms, potentially influencing 
community perceptions of REDD+ initiatives.

Gender and social inclusion dynamics further 
shape participation in forest governance. While 
women play important roles in forest-based  
livelihoods and household resource management, 
studies suggest that they remain underrepresented  
in formal decision-making structures associated  
with forest management and conservation  
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initiatives.31  Indigenous communities may also 
face challenges in ensuring that customary land-use  
practices and cultural values are adequately 
reflected in project governance arrangements.32 

Taken in aggregate, the above research suggests 
that equity, gender, and indigenous dimensions 
are crucial to the legitimacy and long-term  
sustainability of carbon projects. These outcomes  
depend on project design, safeguards, and how 
carbon finance interacts with existing land  
tenure structures, cultural norms, and local power  

31 Nhem and Lee, 2019.	
32 Bourdier, 2015.	

dynamics. Assessing how participation mechanisms,  
livelihood outcomes, and benefit-sharing systems  
function in practice is therefore essential for 
understanding the broader social implications of 
carbon credit projects in Cambodia.

The following chapters examine these  
dynamics in greater detail by analyzing how REDD+  
governance, benefit-sharing systems, and  
community participation mechanisms operate  
in practice in Cambodia.
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This section provides an overview of selected 
carbon credit initiatives operating in Cambodia  
in order to situate the research within the broader  
national landscape of carbon finance. Carbon 
projects in the country operate through different  
implementation models, including landscape-scale  
REDD+ initiatives and technology-based  
interventions such as clean water and biodigester 
programs.

The initiatives presented in Table 5 and Table 6 
are not presented as formal case studies but as 
contextual profiles illustrating the diversity of 
carbon finance approaches currently operating in 

Cambodia. Particular attention is given to REDD+ 
initiatives, as these projects incorporate structured  
governance systems, community participation 
mechanisms, and benefit-sharing arrangements 
that are central to the research questions  
addressed in this study.

While several REDD+ initiatives are referenced to 
illustrate the development of forest-based carbon  
governance in the country, the community-level  
analysis presented later in this report draws  
primarily on field study conducted in the Keo Seima  
REDD+ landscape, with selected interviews with 
stakeholders from Central Cardamom REDD+.

Table 5: REDD+ initiatives in Cambodia relevant to the study

Project Implementing 
organization

Landscape/ 
location

Stage Community  
engagement

Benefit-sharing/ 
livelihood activities

Keo Seima Wildlife  
Sanctuary REDD+

Wildlife  
Conservation 
Society (WCS)

Mondulkiri,  
Kratie provinces

Verified and  
operational

Village REDD+  
committees,  
community patrols, 
free, prior, and  
informed consent 
(FPIC) processes

Performance-based 
benefit-sharing, commu-
nal land titling support, 
livelihood programs 
(agriculture, non-timber 
forest products (NTFPs), 
enterprise development)

Central Cardamom 
Mountains REDD+

Conservation 
International (CI)

Pursat,  
Kampong Speu, 
Koh Kong

Validation/
early imple-
mentation

Village consulta-
tions, focal points,  
grievance proce-
dures

Benefit-sharing  
and livelihood interven-
tions under development

Lomphat Wildlife 
Sanctuary REDD+

BirdLife Interna-
tional/NatureLife 
Cambodia

Ratanakiri  
Province

Validation 
stage

Participatory  
land-use planning 
and community  
protected areas

Livelihood initiatives 
linked to conservation 
programs (e.g., Ibis Rice)

Virachey National 
Park Landscape

Fauna & Flora 
International 
(Biodiverse  
Landscapes Fund 
(BLF) program)

Ratanakiri  
Province

Feasibility/
design 
phase

Participatory  
mapping and Indig-
enous community 
engagement

Livelihood initiatives 
including NTFP value 
chains, agriculture, and 
ecotourism

Carbon Credit Initiatives 
in Cambodia3
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Table 6: Selected non-REDD+ carbon credit initiatives in Cambodia

Project Implementing  
organization

Carbon standard Project model Community engagement 
characteristics

Hydrologic Water  
Filter Project

Hydrologic Gold Standard Household water 
filtration technology

Technology adoption model with 
limited community governance 
structures; benefits delivered 
through household-level product 
distribution

National  
Biodigester  
Program (NBP)

Ministry of Agriculture/ 
Netherlands  
Development Organi-
sation (SNV)

Various carbon 
crediting phases

Household and farm 
biodigesters

Household-level adoption model 
supported by local construction 
agents and provincial extension 
services

As illustrated earlier, carbon credit initiatives in 
Cambodia operate through distinct governance 
and implementation models. Technology-based 
carbon projects typically rely on household-level 
adoption of specific technologies, with limited 
community governance structures. In contrast, 
REDD+ initiatives operate at landscape scale and 
incorporate structured systems for community 
participation, forest governance, and benefit- 
sharing.

Because these governance systems directly 
influence how benefits and risks are experienced 
by local communities, the following sections 
focus primarily on REDD+ initiatives and examine 
how these mechanisms function in practice.

Sections 4 and 5 examine how REDD+ governance 
systems operate in practice, focusing on how 
communities engage with project structures and, 
most importantly, the resulting outcomes at the 
community level. The analysis draws primarily on 
field research conducted in villages within the 
Keo Seima REDD+ landscape, including household 
interviews, focus group discussions (FGDs) with 
community members and REDD+ committee  
representatives, and key informant interviews (KIIs)  
with project implementers and other relevant 
stakeholders.

Insights from interviews with practitioners involved  
in the Central Cardamom Mountains REDD+ project  
are also incorporated to provide complementary 
perspectives on governance dynamics across 
different project contexts. To strengthen the 
robustness of the findings, the primary research 
is complemented by a desk review of relevant 
literature and project documentation, enabling 
triangulation of evidence and supporting a  
more comprehensive analysis.
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REDD+ initiatives rely on governance systems  
designed to ensure transparency, participation, 
and equitable benefit distribution. Cambodia’s 
REDD+ framework incorporates safeguards aligned  
with the UNFCCC Warsaw Framework, including  
mechanisms for monitoring, reporting, and  
verification (MRV), as well as safeguards intended 
to protect the rights and interests of Indigenous 
Peoples and forest-dependent communities. 
These safeguards are monitored through the 
national Safeguards Information System (SIS), 
which collects and reports information on the 
social and environmental performance of  
REDD+ activities.

However, translating these governance frameworks  
into effective participation at the community  
level remains complex. Field interviews conducted  
with project implementers, local authorities, and 
community members indicate that governance 
systems combine formal institutional arrangements  
with locally embedded structures such as village 
authorities and community forest committees. 
While these systems provide channels for  
engagement, their functioning and visibility vary 
across project landscapes.

The analysis in this section examines four  
governance dimensions relevant to the study 
objectives:

•	 Institutional governance structures
•	 Community participation mechanisms
•	 Benefit-sharing systems
•	� Transparency, accountability, and grievance 

mechanisms

 
4.1.	�Institutional Governance
 	 and Project Design

Analytical Insight—REDD+  
governance in Cambodia operates 
through multilayered institutional  
arrangements linking national 

climate policy, international carbon standards,  
and local conservation institutions. While 
these systems provide strong technical oversight,  
their complexity means that governance 
structures are often more visible at national and  
project levels than at the community level.

REDD+ projects in Cambodia are typically designed  
through multilayered governance arrangements 
that combine national policy frameworks with 
project-level implementation structures. Cambodia’s  
REDD+ readiness process involved the development  
of key institutional components, including the 
National REDD+ Strategy, the National Forest 
Monitoring System, and Forest Reference Levels 
used to measure emissions reductions. 

Governance Systems 
and Community 
Participation in REDD+ 
Implementation

4
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Project design processes generally involve  
collaboration between conservation organizations, 
government agencies, and technical partners 
responsible for carbon accounting and project 
validation under international standards such as 
the Verified Carbon Standard (VCS) and Climate, 
Community & Biodiversity (CCB) standards.  
Cambodia began piloting REDD+ initiatives in 2008  
through projects such as the Oddar Meanchey 
community forestry REDD+ project and the Keo 
Seima Wildlife Sanctuary, which helped establish 
early experience with voluntary carbon market 
mechanisms.33  In Keo Seima, project implementation  
involves collaboration between the Wildlife 
Conservation Society (WCS) and national environ-
mental authorities responsible for managing  
the protected area. 

REDD+ governance therefore operates across 
multiple levels, combining national regulatory 
oversight, project-level technical management, 
and community-level participation mechanisms. 
At the local level, governance structures are 
often built on existing institutions. Village chiefs, 
community protected-area committees, and 
community forestry groups frequently serve as 
intermediaries between project implementers 
and local communities.

Interviews with local authorities conducted 
during field visits indicate that these actors play 
an important coordinating role. They facilitate 
consultations, organize community meetings, 
and communicate conservation objectives to 
residents. Meanwhile, technical functions such 
as carbon accounting, monitoring, and verification  
are largely managed by implementing organiza-
tions and specialized technical teams.

In Keo Seima, these governance arrangements 
were reinforced by a longer history of conservation  
engagement prior to the REDD+ project itself. 
Community engagement had already taken place 
through WCS conservation programs before  
REDD+-specific consultations began, meaning 

33	 UN-REDD Programme, n.d.

that project design did not occur in an institutional  
vacuum. Subsequent consultations involved 
authorities at provincial, district, commune, and 
village levels, and surfaced practical governance 
concerns early in the process. Commune-level 
authorities, for example, expressed concerns 
about their capacity to enforce forest protection 
rules, while community members emphasized 
issues related to land security, access to forest 
resources, and the need for tangible local benefits.  
These discussions suggest that project design 
was shaped not only by technical carbon standards  
but also by negotiations over authority, land use, 
and the credibility of conservation enforcement.

Despite the existence of clearly defined governance  
structures at project level, field interviews  
suggest that these arrangements are not always  
fully visible to communities. Household interviews  
conducted during field visits indicated that many 
community members primarily associate REDD+ 
initiatives with activities such as forest patrols, 
conservation rules, or community development 
programs rather than with the broader carbon 
finance system underlying the project. While 
respondents recognized the presence of conser-
vation organizations and government agencies, 
they were often less aware of how these actors 
interact within the wider governance architecture 
of carbon markets and national climate policy.

Focus group discussions with committee members  
further indicated that knowledge of project gov-
ernance structures and carbon credit mechanisms 
tends to be concentrated among a relatively 
small group of community leaders. Committee 
representatives reported receiving training and 
information through project meetings, while 
information flows to the broader community 
often occur through village meetings or informal 
communication channels.

Interviews with practitioners involved in the  
Central Cardamom Mountains initiative suggest 
that similar dynamics arise in earlier-stage 
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REDD+ projects. Because the Central Cardamom 
project remains in the design and early imple-
mentation phase, project teams have invested 
significant effort in consultation and free, prior, 
and informed consent (FPIC) processes.  
Nevertheless, practitioners noted that translating 
technical carbon finance concepts into locally 
meaningful explanations remains challenging, 
particularly during the early stages of project 
development.

Taken together, these findings suggest that 
while REDD+ governance frameworks are techni-
cally sophisticated, community understanding of 
these systems remains limited. Engagement with 
REDD+ therefore tends to occur through tangible 
project activities rather than through the under-
lying financial and institutional mechanisms that 
structure carbon market participation.

As part of REDD+ safeguard systems, projects 
are also expected to establish grievance redress 
mechanisms (GRMs) that allow communities to 
raise concerns related to land use restrictions, 
benefit-sharing, or project implementation. 
Cambodia’s REDD+ safeguard framework empha-
sizes such mechanisms as a means of promoting 
transparency, accountability, and respect for 
community rights.34  Interviews with project  
implementers indicated that formal grievance 
procedures exist within several REDD+ projects,  
typically involving designated focal points through  
which concerns can be communicated to imple-
menting organizations or relevant authorities.

This pattern highlights a broader governance 
challenge for REDD+ implementation: While  
institutional arrangements for carbon accounting  
and project oversight are often technically robust,  
their complexity can limit community visibility into  
how REDD+ systems function, potentially  
constraining deeper participation in governance 
processes.

 

34	 Kingdom of Cambodia, 2025.

4.2.	�Community Engagement  
and Participation 

	 Mechanisms

Analytical Insight—Participation  
in REDD+ projects typically 
evolves over time through 
repeated consultation,  

conservation activities, and development 
programs. While formal participation  
mechanisms exist, meaningful engagement 
often remains concentrated among community 
representatives rather than being evenly 
distributed across households.

Community engagement is widely recognized  
as a central element of REDD+ implementation.  
Projects typically begin with consultation  
processes designed to satisfy free, prior, and 
informed consent (FPIC) requirements and  
introduce communities to project objectives, 
conservation measures, and potential livelihood 
initiatives. Community participation in REDD+ 
initiatives generally occurs through village-level 
governance structures as well as through con-
servation and development activities.

Interviews with project implementers indicated 
that consultation processes often involve village 
meetings, participatory mapping exercises, and 
discussions with local leaders. In many cases, 
these consultations are conducted over extended  
periods during the project design stage to ensure 
that communities are informed about conservation  
zoning, project activities, and potential benefit- 
sharing mechanisms.

Focus group discussions with REDD+ committee 
members highlighted the central role of village 
committees in coordinating engagement between  
project implementers and community members. 
Committee members described organizing  
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consultations, communicating project infor-
mation, and facilitating discussions regarding 
community priorities and development needs. 
However, participation in governance processes 
appears uneven across community members. 
Household interviews indicated that while village 
meetings provide opportunities for information 
sharing, direct participation in decision-making 
processes is often concentrated among village 
leaders, committee members, or individuals  
already engaged in project activities.

Many respondents recalled participating in initial 
consultation meetings when REDD+ was first 
introduced. In Keo Seima, consultation processes 
included awareness-raising sessions explaining  
the basic logic of REDD+, its connection to climate  
change, protected area regulations, potential 
livelihood benefits, and proposed revenue-sharing  
arrangements. During these consultations, 
community members raised concerns regarding 
access to non-timber forest products, ancestral 
and burial forests, and the security of agricultural 
land. These concerns were central to whether 
REDD+ could be accepted as legitimate at  
community level. Project responses—including 
assurances regarding continued traditional access, 
support for communal land titling, and the devel-
opment of the Cash for Communities mechanism 
(C4C)—suggest that consultation processes 
influenced key aspects of project design,  
even if community influence over longer-term 
governance remains more limited. 

Participation beyond the project design phase 
often occurs through operational project activities. 
Community patrol teams represent one of the 
most visible forms of engagement. These patrol 
teams monitor forest conditions, report illegal 
activities such as logging or land encroachment, 
and support conservation enforcement within the 
protected area. Participation in patrol activities 
is commonly described both as a conservation 
responsibility and a modest income-generating 
opportunity. Patrol participants reported receiving  
small stipends or allowances that provide  
supplementary income while reinforcing forest 
protection efforts.

Participation also occurs through annual planning  
and prioritization processes. In Keo Seima, 
households are encouraged to send represen-
tatives to annual development meetings where 
community members discuss and vote on activities  
to be included in the one-year plan. This process  
provides a formal channel for communities to 
influence how Cash for Community funds are 
allocated.

However, the existence of participatory mecha-
nisms does not necessarily translate into equal 
participation in practice. Some community  
members engage actively, while others remain 
more passive, either because they defer to  
committee representatives, feel they have limited  
input to provide, or are hesitant to speak in  
formal settings.

Interviews with practitioners involved in the  
Central Cardamom Mountains initiative suggest that  
early-stage REDD+ projects attempt to address 
these challenges through intensive consultation 
processes. Practitioners described extended 
FPIC consultations conducted through multiple 
rounds of meetings as well as the establishment 
of community focal points responsible for facilitating  
communication between project implementers 
and communities.

These patterns reflect broader observations in 
REDD+ implementation globally, where participation  
often occurs through project activities rather 
than through direct involvement in governance 
decision-making. Participation therefore con-
tributes to conservation outcomes but does not 
always translate into meaningful influence over 
project management or financial decisions.  
The experience of Pu Tang illustrates this dynamic 
particularly clearly. Community members reportedly  
moved from initial hesitation and skepticism  
toward more active participation only after several  
years of repeated engagement and capacity 
building. This suggests that participation in 
REDD+ should be understood less as a one-time 
achievement secured through consultation  
and more as a gradual process of trust-building,  
institutional learning, and social negotiation.
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Maintaining meaningful engagement over long 
project life cycles therefore remains a persistent 
challenge. Participation dynamics evolve as  
projects mature, and initial consultation processes  
do not necessarily guarantee sustained commu-
nity engagement over time.

These findings indicate that participation in 
REDD+ initiatives is less a single procedural 
requirement fulfilled through consultation and 
more an evolving process shaped by repeated 
engagement, trust-building, and the gradual 
integration of communities into project activities.

4.3.	�Community Understanding 
	 of REDD+ Governance and 	
	 Rights

Analytical Insight—Community 
engagement with REDD+  
governance is shaped by uneven 
access to information. While 

local leaders and committee members tend 
to possess greater knowledge of project 
rules and benefit-sharing mechanisms, many 
community members engage primarily with 
the visible activities of REDD+ rather than the 
underlying carbon finance system.

A critical dimension of community participation  
concerns the extent to which communities  
understand their rights, responsibilities, and roles  
within REDD+ implementation. The study conducted  
indicates that knowledge of REDD+ governance 
varies considerably within communities.

During fieldwork, participants generally described 
REDD+ as a forest conservation initiative aimed 
at preventing deforestation and illegal logging. 
However, understanding of the broader governance  
system behind these activities remains uneven. 

Committee representatives and village leaders 
typically possess more information about project 
rules, benefit-sharing processes, and institutional  
arrangements, while ordinary community members  
tend to engage with REDD+ through its most visible  
manifestations, such as patrol activities, livelihood  
support, or community infrastructure investments.  
This creates an internal knowledge hierarchy in 
which those expected to represent the community  
are also the most familiar with the project’s  
administrative and technical dimensions.

While some respondents were aware that projects  
generate revenue through carbon credits, under-
standing of how carbon markets function or how 
credits are calculated, verified, and sold remains 
limited. Many participants explained REDD+ primarily  
through concrete activities, such as forest patrols  
or agricultural support, rather than through the 
underlying carbon finance mechanisms.

During focus group discussions, several participants  
indicated that community development initiatives  
were perceived as forms of technical assistance 
provided by implementing organizations rather than  
as benefits derived from carbon revenues.  
This distinction is important because it shapes 
how communities perceive their role in REDD+ 
implementation. If development support is seen 
primarily as external assistance rather than as 
part of a negotiated benefit-sharing arrangement 
linked to conservation efforts, community owner-
ship of REDD+ governance may remain limited.

This knowledge gap partly reflects the technical 
complexity of carbon finance systems. Monitoring,  
reporting, and verification (MRV) processes rely 
on satellite-based forest monitoring, carbon 
stock measurement, and international verification  
procedures that are typically managed by project 
developers and specialized technical partners 
rather than by communities themselves.

Similar patterns have been observed in other REDD+  
implementation contexts, where the specialized 
nature of carbon accounting makes it difficult for 
local stakeholders to engage directly with market 
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mechanisms. Key informant interviews with  
practitioners involved in the Central Cardamom 
Mountains initiative suggest that such knowledge  
gaps are common across projects. Practitioners 
noted that explaining concepts such as carbon 
baselines, emission reductions, and voluntary 
carbon markets often requires translating highly 
technical frameworks into narratives that  
resonate with local livelihood realities.

Language and communication practices further 
shape these dynamics. In Keo Seima, meetings 
are typically conducted in Khmer, and grievance 
channels such as written complaints or hotline 
systems are more accessible to those comfortable  
using Khmer in formal settings. Although Bunong 
community members generally reported  
understanding the overall content of meetings, 
some also expressed hesitation in speaking due 
to concerns about language proficiency or fear  
of being misunderstood. As a result, formal  
participation in meetings does not always translate  
into equal comprehension or influence.

At the same time, community engagement  
strategies often prioritize communicating the 
tangible benefits of conservation activities rather 
than the technical details of carbon finance  
systems, as these are generally more accessible 
and immediately relevant to local stakeholders.

This gap between technical governance systems 
and community-level understanding highlights 
a recurring challenge in REDD+ implementation: 
While communities may actively participate in 
conservation activities, the financial and  
institutional mechanisms underpinning REDD+ 
often remain abstract and difficult to translate 
into locally meaningful terms.

35	  REDD+ Cambodia, 2014.

4.4.	� Benefit-Sharing and Financial
	 Governance

Analytical Insight—Benefit-shar-
ing systems play a central role in 
shaping perceptions of REDD+ 
legitimacy. Communities tend to 

evaluate REDD+ primarily through visible  
development outcomes rather than through 
an understanding of carbon market revenues 
or financial governance arrangements.

Benefit-sharing mechanisms represent a central 
component of REDD+ governance frameworks. 
These mechanisms are intended to ensure that 
communities participating in forest conservation 
receive a share of the financial and nonfinancial 
benefits generated through carbon finance.

Policy discussions on REDD+ implementation in 
Cambodia emphasize that benefit-sharing systems  
should be guided by principles of effectiveness, 
efficiency, and equity to ensure that incentives 
reach stakeholders who actively contribute to 
forest conservation.35  

Field interviews suggest that communities are 
generally aware that REDD+ projects generate 
financial resources through carbon credit sales. 
In Keo Seima, however, benefits are delivered  
primarily through collective financing mechanisms  
rather than direct household payments. Carbon 
revenues are pooled into community-managed 
systems, most notably the Cash for Communities 
mechanism, and allocated through participatory 
planning processes.

In practice, this means that REDD+ finance functions  
less as individual income and more as a form of 
community-level economic infrastructure. Funds 
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support shared investments such as meeting 
halls, school facilities, water systems, maternal 
health assistance, emergency support, elder care,  
and selected livelihood initiatives. This collective  
model allows communities to finance public goods  
and pool risks, but it can also create tensions when  
households expect more direct financial benefits.

Household interviews indicated that community  
members most commonly associate REDD+  
benefits with visible investments in infrastructure,  
agricultural support programs, and community 
services. These tangible outcomes appear to play 
an important role in shaping positive perceptions 
of the project.

However, field findings also suggest limited 
transparency regarding the broader financial flows  
associated with carbon credit revenues. These 
transparency challenges relate not only to the 
overall size of revenues but also to the criteria 
used for allocating benefits.

In Pu Tang village, for example, some community  
members perceived certain welfare-related benefits  
as unevenly distributed when eligibility criteria 
were not clearly communicated. One example 
concerned financial support provided after child-
birth. While committee representatives explained 
that support was linked to hospital-based delivery  
as a maternal safety measure, some villagers 
interpreted the absence of support as favoritism 
or as an informal reward for greater participation 
in project activities. This illustrates how socially 
oriented benefits can generate perceptions  
of unfairness when allocation criteria are unclear.

Although committee members demonstrated  
familiarity with benefit allocation processes, many  
households reported limited understanding of 
the overall financial structure of REDD+ projects, 
including how carbon revenues are generated, 
the total value of credits produced, or how  
funds are distributed.

Practitioners involved in the Central Cardamom 
Mountains REDD+ initiative noted that benefit- 
sharing mechanisms there are still evolving. This 
contrast between Keo Seima and Central Cardamom  
is analytically important. In Keo Seima, benefit- 
sharing has become sufficiently institutionalized  
for communities to associate REDD+ with concrete  
collective investments, even if transparency 
gaps remain. In Central Cardamom, by contrast, 
benefit-sharing remains largely prospective,  
with governance efforts focused on building the 
systems required to manage future revenues.

These differences illustrate that benefit-sharing  
is not a static design feature but an evolving 
governance process shaped by project maturity, 
realized carbon income, and the credibility of 
financial management systems. As a result, com-
munity perceptions of REDD+ legitimacy appear 
to be shaped less by knowledge of carbon market 
transactions and more by the visibility and  
perceived fairness of locally delivered benefits.

4.5.	�Governance Constraints and 
	 Implementation Challenges

Analytical Insight—Despite the 
presence of formal governance 
structures, REDD+ implementation 
continues to face challenges 

related to uneven information flows, limited 
awareness of grievance mechanisms, and 
power asymmetries within community 
governance institutions.

Despite efforts to establish inclusive governance 
systems, challenges continue to shape the  
implementation of REDD+ initiatives in Cambodia. 

Field research identified a number of governance 
issues affecting community engagement:
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•	� Information flows within communities appear 
uneven. Household interviews indicate that 
many residents rely on informal channels such  
as discussions with village leaders or neighbors  
to learn about project activities. As a result, 
awareness of project governance structures 
varies significantly among community members.

•	� Participation in governance processes appears  
concentrated among a relatively small group 
of community representatives. While committee  
members play a critical role in facilitating 
communication between project implementers 
and communities, their perspectives may not 
always fully represent the diversity of views 
within the broader community.

•	� The long operational history of the Keo Seima 
project highlights persistent knowledge gaps 
between community leaders and the broader 
population.

These dynamics raise important questions  
regarding the effectiveness of long-term com-
munication and engagement mechanisms. 
Because Keo Seima is often considered a model 
REDD+ project in Cambodia, addressing these 
challenges is important to avoid replicating  
ineffective practices in future initiatives.

Field evidence also suggests that governance 
challenges are reinforced by internal power 
asymmetries within community institutions.  
Committee representatives have typically received  
more training, more project exposure, and more 
direct communication from implementing orga-
nizations than other community members. While 
this strengthens their administrative capacity,  
it can also widen the gap between leadership  
and the broader community.

Although formal grievance mechanisms exist, 
awareness of these systems among community 
members appears uneven. In Keo Seima, grievance  
channels reportedly include letter boxes, telephone  
contacts, and messaging platforms such as  
Telegram, with instructions posted in meeting halls.  
Nevertheless, many participants interviewed during  
field visits were unfamiliar with these mechanisms  
or uncertain about how they could be used.

In practice, disputes related to land use or 
conservation restrictions were often addressed 
through informal channels such as village leaders  
or local authorities rather than through formal 
grievance systems. Similar patterns have been 
noted in broader REDD+ literature, where grievance  
mechanisms may exist institutionally but remain 
underutilized due to limited awareness or  
accessibility.

The complexity of REDD+ governance arrangements  
also contributes to these challenges. Projects 
typically involve multiple actors, including gov-
ernment agencies, conservation organizations, 
international carbon standards, and private market  
participants, which can make governance structures  
appear distant or opaque from the perspective  
of local communities.

Communication between project implementers 
and communities therefore remains a critical 
factor shaping governance outcomes.  
When information and decision-making processes  
remain concentrated within a small group of leaders  
and better-informed participants, this can weaken  
perceptions of fairness and reduce community 
ownership of REDD+ initiatives.

Finally, broader land governance dynamics  
continue to influence REDD+ implementation. 
Overlapping land claims, evolving conservation 
zoning systems, and the expansion of protected  
areas can create uncertainties regarding land 
access and resource use. Aligning REDD+  
governance systems with existing land tenure 
arrangements and local governance practices is  
therefore essential for ensuring long-term project  
legitimacy and community support.

These dynamics suggest that the effectiveness 
of REDD+ governance ultimately depends not only 
on the existence of formal institutional mechanisms  
but also on whether communities understand, 
trust, and feel able to engage with those systems 
in practice.
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While governance systems establish the  
institutional framework for REDD+ implementation,  
the effectiveness of these initiatives ultimately 
depends on how communities experience project 
outcomes in practice. Field research indicates that  
REDD+ initiatives generate a range of outcomes 
at community level, including livelihood oppor-
tunities, conservation incentives, and perceived 
trade-offs associated with forest protection.

These outcomes are shaped not only by project  
design but also by broader socioeconomic  
conditions, land tenure systems, and community 
expectations regarding carbon finance benefits. 
This section examines community-level outcomes  
across four key dimensions:

•	 Livelihood and economic impacts
•	 Distribution of benefits and risks
•	 Gender and social inclusion dynamics
•	� Community perceptions and long-term  

sustainability

5.1.	Livelihood and Economic 
	 Impacts

Analytical Insight—REDD+ livelihood  
programs generally function as 
complementary income sources 
rather than transformative 

economic interventions. Their primary value 
lies in diversifying livelihoods and strengthening  
household resilience rather than replacing 
traditional livelihood systems.

36	  Theresia et al., 2025.

REDD+ initiatives often seek to support forest 
conservation by promoting alternative livelihood 
opportunities that reduce pressure on forest  
resources. Global analyses of REDD+ projects 
indicate that many initiatives combine monetary 
and nonmonetary benefits, including employment  
opportunities, infrastructure investments,  
and livelihood support programs.36  

Field interviews suggest that similar approaches 
are being implemented in Cambodia. Respondents  
frequently cited agricultural training programs, 
livestock raising, community infrastructure  
investments, and small-scale livelihood initiatives 
as benefits associated with REDD+ implementation.

Across REDD+ projects, livelihood diversification 
often functions less as a pathway to substantial  
income growth than as a form of economic  
buffering. Supported activities include wildlife- 
friendly rice production, honey and resin collection,  
bamboo harvesting, weaving, handicrafts, and 
small-scale processing. In some cases, these 
activities are linked to conservation branding or 
external value chains, which can improve market 
access for remote communities. Their primary 
value lies in reducing vulnerability and creating 
additional livelihood options rather than replacing  
primary income sources.

Participation in forest patrol teams also  
provides limited employment opportunities for 
some community members. Patrol participants 
reported receiving modest stipends that provide 
supplementary income while reinforcing forest 
protection efforts.

Community-Level 
Outcomes of REDD+
Initiatives

5
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In addition, mature REDD+ projects such as 
Keo Seima have used carbon-linked funding to 
support community-level safety nets, including 
assistance for health emergencies, funerals, 
maternal health, and elderly care. These mecha-
nisms help reduce exposure to sudden economic 
shocks and can limit reliance on high-interest 
informal borrowing.

Despite these benefits, the overall scale of  
economic gains remains relatively modest. Live-
lihood programs and employment opportunities 
provide useful support but do not fundamentally 
replace existing livelihood systems based on 
agriculture and forest resources.

REDD+ initiatives therefore function primarily  
as complementary livelihood support mechanisms  
rather than as primary sources of household 
income. The economic value of REDD+ also varies 
across the project life cycle. Early-stage projects 
often provide preparatory benefits such as pilot 
livelihoods and capacity building, while mature 
projects may generate more stable community 
investments once carbon revenues begin to flow. 
However, for Indigenous and forest-dependent 
communities that rely heavily on forest-based 
livelihoods, conservation restrictions may also 
create economic challenges. Limitations on forest  
resource use can reduce access to traditional 
income sources, highlighting the importance of 
ensuring that livelihood support mechanisms are 
sufficiently robust to offset potential economic 
impacts. 

Overall, the findings suggest that REDD+ livelihood  
initiatives function primarily as complementary 
support mechanisms that strengthen household 
resilience rather than as transformative economic  
interventions capable of replacing existing  
livelihood systems.

37	  Theresia et al., 2025.

5.2.	Trade-Offs and Economic 
	 Risks

Analytical Insight—Conservation 
measures associated with 
REDD+ can introduce  
economic trade-offs for forest- 

dependent communities, particularly where 
restrictions affect traditional land-use 
practices. The legitimacy of REDD+ therefore 
depends on whether benefit-sharing systems  
and livelihood alternatives sufficiently offset 
these constraints.

While REDD+ initiatives may generate livelihood 
opportunities, they can also introduce economic 
trade-offs associated with forest conservation 
measures. Global studies of REDD+ projects 
indicate that conservation strategies frequently 
involve restrictions on certain forest activities, 
including logging or land clearing, as part of 
efforts to reduce deforestation.37 

Interviews conducted during field visits and with 
project implementers suggest that community 
perceptions of these restrictions vary depending 
on local contexts. In the project areas assessed, 
respondents indicated that restrictions on forest 
clearing or timber harvesting were generally  
accepted when accompanied by livelihood support  
programs.

At the same time, household interviews revealed 
that conservation regulations associated  
with protected area management affect certain 
livelihood activities, particularly those related to 
land clearing or forest resource extraction. Some 
respondents noted that restrictions on land-use 
practices, including certain forms of shifting 
cultivation, influence how households manage 
agricultural production. Some stakeholders also 
expressed concerns regarding the long-term  
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implications of conservation zoning for traditional  
land-use practices. Indigenous community mem-
bers emphasized the importance of maintaining 
access to forest areas used for activities such  
as resin tapping, hunting, and gathering 
non-timber forest products.

These restrictions can create tensions between 
conservation objectives and traditional livelihood 
systems, particularly in Indigenous communities 
where forest landscapes are closely linked to 
cultural practices and subsistence activities. 
For Indigenous communities in particular, the 
trade-offs are not limited to income. Restrictions 
on land clearing, shifting cultivation, or forest 
extraction can also affect systems of livelihood 
that are socially embedded, culturally meaningful,  
and adapted to local ecological conditions. In this  
sense, the risk is not simply economic displace-
ment, but the gradual narrowing of the space 
within which traditional livelihood systems can 
continue to function. This is particularly important  
because ensuring that Indigenous Peoples are 
not adversely affected by conservation measures 
implemented under REDD+ carbon credit projects 
is critical for both the environmental integrity and 
the social legitimacy of these initiatives.

Many REDD+ landscapes overlap with areas  
that Indigenous and forest-dependent communities  
have traditionally used for subsistence, cultural 
practices, and income generation. As a result, 
conservation restrictions aimed at reducing 
deforestation, such as limitations on logging, 
hunting, shifting cultivation, or forest product 
collection, can inadvertently affect traditional 
livelihoods if not carefully designed and  
implemented. International REDD+ frameworks 
therefore emphasize the importance of safeguards  
that protect the rights, livelihoods, and participation  
of Indigenous Peoples. Under the Cancún  
Safeguards of the UNFCCC, REDD+ activities are 
required to respect the knowledge and rights of  
Indigenous Peoples and local communities, 
ensure their full and effective participation, and 
promote social and environmental co-benefits.

Failure to adequately address Indigenous rights 
and livelihoods can undermine both community 
trust and the long-term sustainability of REDD+ 
initiatives. Conversely, when Indigenous  
communities are meaningfully involved in project 
governance and benefit-sharing systems, REDD+ 
initiatives can strengthen local stewardship of 
forests while supporting broader climate mitigation  
objectives. Ensuring that conservation practices 
do not inadvertently disadvantage Indigenous 
Peoples is therefore essential for achieving REDD+  
outcomes that are both environmentally  
effective and socially equitable.

Focus group discussions also highlighted  
concerns regarding the long-term sustainability  
of carbon finance. This introduces a second layer 
of risk: dependence on uncertain future revenues.  
Where communities are encouraged to align 
livelihoods and local development planning with 
REDD+ incentives but carbon revenues remain 
delayed, volatile, or difficult to predict, project 
legitimacy may come to rest on expectations that  
are only partially fulfilled. In such contexts, interim 
support measures such as patrol wages, pilot 
livelihoods, and small grants become crucial, not 
because they transform local economies but  
because they help bridge the gap between present  
restrictions and future promised benefits.
The volatility of voluntary carbon markets therefore  
introduces an additional layer of uncertainty 
regarding the long-term sustainability of REDD+- 
related development programs. Participants noted  
that while community programs associated with 
REDD+ provide useful support, the continuation 
of these benefits depends on the availability of 
carbon revenue and external financing.

These findings highlight the importance of  
balancing conservation objectives with the live-
lihood needs of forest-dependent communities. 
The key analytical issue, therefore, is not whether  
REDD+ creates benefits or imposes costs in the 
abstract, but whether the benefits generated  
are sufficient, timely, and appropriately structured  
to offset the practical and cultural trade-offs 
imposed by conservation.
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The long-term legitimacy of REDD+ initiatives 
therefore depends on whether conservation  
restrictions are accompanied by credible livelihood  
alternatives and benefit-sharing mechanisms 
that adequately compensate communities for 
the economic and cultural trade-offs associated 
with forest protection.

5.3.	Distribution of Benefits 
	 and Risks

Analytical Insight—The distribution 
of REDD+ benefits and risks is 
influenced not only by project 
design but also by internal 

community dynamics. Households more closely 
connected to project governance structures 
often have greater access to information 
and opportunities.

The distribution of benefits and risks among  
different stakeholders represents a key dimension  
of REDD+ implementation.

Field interviews indicate that community  
perceptions of benefit distribution vary widely. 
Some respondents highlighted visible investments  
in infrastructure or livelihood programs as evidence  
of project benefits, while others emphasized  
uncertainty regarding how carbon credit revenues  
are allocated. Overall, the analysis suggests that 
the distribution of benefits and risks associated 
with REDD+ initiatives is uneven.

Households directly involved in project activities, 
such as patrol teams or village committees, often 
interact more frequently with project implementers  
and may therefore have greater access to infor-
mation and opportunities associated with REDD+ 
programs. This means that distribution is shaped 
not only by formal benefit-sharing rules, but also 
by proximity to governance itself. Households 
that are more visible to project institutions, more 
connected to local leadership, or more actively 

involved in implementation may access oppor-
tunities earlier or more consistently than others. 
By contrast, households that are less engaged 
in governance structures may experience REDD+ 
primarily through indirect community-level  
investments and may have less ability to influence  
how benefits are prioritized or interpreted.

This uneven distribution of participation and 
information can influence perceptions of fairness 
in benefit-sharing systems. During household 
interviews, some respondents expressed  
uncertainty regarding how benefits were allocated  
across communities or households. While these 
concerns were not universally expressed, they 
highlight the importance of maintaining transparent  
and inclusive governance processes to sustain 
community trust.

At the same time, risks are not distributed evenly 
either. Households that rely more heavily on forest  
resources, have less secure land access, or  
are less integrated into local decision-making  
processes may bear a greater share of the  
adjustment costs associated with conservation. 
This includes not only restrictions on certain 
land-use practices, but also uncertainty over 
whether project-linked benefits will be sufficient 
to compensate for those constraints. Distributional  
analysis is therefore essential because it shows 
that REDD+ outcomes are experienced differently 
within the same project, even where the formal 
benefit-sharing model is collective.

These perceptions are consistent with broader 
research on REDD+ benefit-sharing systems, 
which highlights the complexity of allocating 
carbon finance revenues across multiple actors, 
including governments, project implementers, 
and local communities.

Ensuring transparent communication regarding 
benefit-sharing arrangements therefore plays  
an important role in strengthening community 
trust and participation in REDD+ initiatives, and 
ultimately in supporting the long-term sustain-
ability of the initiative itself.
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These findings underscore that REDD+ outcomes 
are experienced unevenly within communities, 
highlighting the importance of transparent gov-
ernance and inclusive participation mechanisms 
to sustain perceptions of fairness.

5.4.	�Gender and Social Inclusion 
	 Dynamics

Analytical Insight — Gender 
inclusion within REDD+ initiatives  
is often more visible in livelihood 
activities than in governance 

roles. While women frequently participate in  
project-supported economic activities, 
decision-making authority within community 
institutions often remains male-dominated.

Gender dynamics play an important role in shaping  
community experiences of REDD+ initiatives. 
Women often play central roles in forest-based 
livelihoods, including the collection of non-timber  
forest products and management of household 
resources.

Research on sustainable forestry in Cambodia  
indicates that women frequently possess  
substantial knowledge of forest resources but 
remain underrepresented in formal decision- 
making structures related to forest governance.38  
Customary tenure systems may also influence 
participation in forest governance. Studies  
indicate that traditional tenure arrangements can 
shape access to forest resources and participation  
in decision-making processes, sometimes limiting  
women’s influence within community governance 
structures.39 

These patterns were reflected in focus group  
discussions conducted during this research. 

38 Nhem and Lee, 2019.	
39 RECOFTC, 2022.	

Field evidence suggests that women’s participation  
has increased in visibility but not necessarily in 
decision-making power. In the Keo Seima project 
areas studied, women were active in livelihood 
initiatives, committee participation, and in some 
cases social enterprise activities such as weaving  
or honey production. However, executive authority  
remained concentrated in male leadership  
positions, and women were underrepresented in 
technically influential or physically mobile roles 
such as forest patrols. This suggests that gender 
inclusion may be improving in terms of presence 
and contribution, while remaining more limited in  
terms of control over information, strategic  
decisions, and enforcement-related roles.

Women participating in these discussions  
described their involvement in livelihood activities  
linked to agriculture and forest product collection,  
including collecting non-timber forest products 
and supporting household agricultural activities, 
but relatively few reported occupying leadership 
roles in REDD+ governance structures. Participation  
of women in formal governance structures such 
as village committees and patrol teams therefore 
appeared more limited.

Interviews suggest that these participation 
patterns reflect broader social norms regarding 
leadership roles within rural communities rather 
than project-specific policies. This distinction 
matters because it shows that REDD+ does not 
operate in a social vacuum. Projects may create 
new spaces for women’s participation, confidence,  
and access to livelihood opportunities, but they 
also inherit and reproduce broader patriarchal 
norms unless deliberate corrective measures are 
taken. In practice, this means that participation 
quotas or women’s involvement in community  
activities do not automatically translate into equal  
influence over governance outcomes.

At the same time, some respondents indicated 
that development programs associated with 
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REDD+ initiatives have contributed to improved 
access to community services, which can indirectly  
benefit women and children by improving access 
to education, health care, and infrastructure.

Several REDD+ landscapes in Cambodia are  
also inhabited by Indigenous communities whose  
livelihoods and cultural practices are closely  
connected to forest ecosystems. In the Keo  
Seima landscape, many communities belong to the  
Bunong Indigenous group. Interviews with  
community members highlighted the importance 
of forest landscapes for traditional agricultural 
systems, cultural practices, and spiritual sites. 
REDD+ initiatives therefore operate within complex  
social contexts where conservation objectives 
intersect with Indigenous land-use systems  
and cultural traditions.

Ensuring meaningful participation of Indigenous 
communities in REDD+ governance processes  
remains essential for maintaining trust and  
ensuring that conservation initiatives respect  
customary practices and rights. At the same time,  
support for Indigenous rights within REDD+ can 
produce both protection and transformation.  
In Keo Seima, collective land titling and recognition  
of sacred, burial, and reserve forests were  
described as important gains for Bunong  
communities, especially in protecting land from 
encroachment and preserving culturally significant  
sites. Yet some livelihood and development 
interventions also encourage a shift toward 
more sedentary, market-oriented, and externally 
legible forms of economic activity. This creates a 
tension between strengthening tenure security 
and adapting to development models that do not 
always align fully with Indigenous traditions.
Improving gender equity in REDD+ governance  
will therefore require addressing not only project- 
level participation mechanisms but also the 
broader social norms that shape decision-making  
authority within rural communities.

5.5.	� Community Perceptions and
	 Long-Term Sustainability

Analytical Insight—Community 
perceptions of REDD+ are shaped  
primarily by tangible local 
outcomes rather than by the 

technical logic of carbon markets.  
Visible development benefits, fair governance  
processes, and continued engagement 
therefore play a central role in sustaining 
community support for REDD+ initiatives.

Community perceptions play a critical role in  
determining the long-term sustainability of REDD+ 
initiatives. Across the project areas visited during 
field research, respondents generally expressed 
support for the forest conservation objectives 
associated with REDD+ projects. Stakeholders 
highlighted perceived improvements in forest 
protection as well as increased awareness of 
environmental conservation within communities.

Many community members also expressed positive  
views toward REDD+ initiatives, particularly when 
projects deliver visible development benefits 
such as infrastructure improvements, agricultural  
support, or livelihood assistance programs. This 
helps explain why community perceptions are 
often more closely tied to visible local outcomes 
than to the abstract logic of carbon markets.  
In practice, communities tend to judge REDD+ 
less by whether carbon has been verified or sold, 
and more by whether the project produces  
recognizable improvements in everyday life, protects  
access to valued land and resources, and treats 
people fairly in decision-making processes.

At the same time, respondents emphasized that 
long-term support for REDD+ initiatives depends 
on the continued delivery of tangible benefits 
and the presence of transparent governance 
systems.
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Strengthening communication around project 
outcomes, benefit distribution, and governance  
processes was frequently identified as important  
for maintaining community trust and sustained 
participation in conservation efforts. Project 
maturity also shapes these perceptions. In early- 
stage REDD+ initiatives, trust is often sustained 
through consultation, pilot activities, and  
expectations of future benefits. In more mature 
projects such as Keo Seima, long-term legitimacy 
depends increasingly on whether governance 
systems continue to function transparently and  
whether communities see an ongoing relationship  
between conservation effort, carbon finance, 
and collective benefit. In this sense, long-term 
sustainability is not only a question of forest 
outcomes or carbon revenues, but of whether 
communities continue to perceive REDD+ as fair, 
intelligible, and worth supporting over time.

The findings also suggest that community  
perceptions of REDD+ are often shaped more by 
the visible aspects of project implementation 
than by a detailed understanding of the underlying  
carbon finance mechanisms. Respondents typically  
described REDD+ in terms of conservation activities  
and community development programs rather 
than through the concept of carbon credit markets.
Consequently, community support for REDD+ 
initiatives appears to be closely linked to the 
perceived fairness and effectiveness of these 
tangible local benefits. In practice, communities 
tend to evaluate the legitimacy of REDD+  
projects based on how well conservation efforts 
translate into improvements in livelihoods and 
community well-being.

Maintaining long-term community engagement 
will therefore depend not only on the environmental  
performance of REDD+ initiatives but also on the 
strength of governance systems. Transparent 
decision-making processes, equitable benefit- 
sharing mechanisms, and sustained communication  
between project implementers and communities 
will be essential to maintaining trust and ensuring  
the continued participation of local stakeholders. 

Ultimately, the sustainability of REDD+ initiatives 
depends not only on environmental performance 
but also on whether communities perceive con-
servation efforts as fair, beneficial, and aligned 
with their long-term development priorities.

 
5.6.	�Synthesis: Linking 
	 Governance Systems and 
	 Community Outcomes

The findings from Sections 4 and 5 highlight the 
close relationship between REDD+ governance 
systems and the outcomes experienced by  
communities. While REDD+ projects in Cambodia  
are supported by technically sophisticated  
governance frameworks, linking national climate  
policy, international carbon standards, and 
project-level management, the functioning of 
these systems is not always fully visible at the 
community level. As a result, many community 
members engage with REDD+ primarily through 
tangible project activities, such as forest patrols, 
conservation rules, and community development 
initiatives, rather than through an understanding 
of the underlying carbon finance mechanisms.

This governance structure shapes how REDD+ 
outcomes are experienced locally. Livelihood  
programs, infrastructure investments, and  
community funds can provide important  
supplementary benefits and strengthen household  
resilience. However, these benefits are generally 
modest and often function as complementary 
support rather than as transformative economic 
opportunities. At the same time, conservation 
measures may introduce trade-offs for forest- 
dependent communities, particularly where  
land-use practices or access to forest resources 
are affected.

The distribution of benefits and opportunities 
also reflects participation in governance systems.  
Households more closely connected to project 
institutions, such as committee members or 
patrol participants, often have greater access to 
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information and project opportunities, while  
others experience REDD+ primarily through  
collective community investments. Consequently,  
community perceptions of REDD+ tend to be 
shaped less by the technical performance of  
carbon markets and more by the visibility, fairness,  
and consistency of local benefits.

Taken together, these findings suggest that  
the long-term sustainability of REDD+ initiatives 
depends not only on the technical integrity of  

carbon accounting systems but also on the  
effectiveness of governance practices that connect  
those systems to local communities, as demon-
strated in Figure 1. Strengthening transparency, 
communication, and inclusive participation 
will therefore be critical for ensuring that REDD+ 
initiatives remain both environmentally effective 
and socially legitimate. 

Conceptual Diagram: Linking REDD+ Governance and Community Outcomes

      
Figure 1: Diagram on the link between REDD+ governance and community outcomes 
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The findings presented in Sections 4 and 5 
illustrate how carbon credit initiatives influence 
community governance, livelihoods, and social  
dynamics in forest landscapes. While this study 
focuses on REDD+ initiatives in Cambodia, the 
governance arrangements observed reflect many  
of the institutional characteristics of nature-based  
carbon projects more broadly. Such initiatives 
typically involve similar actors, including project 
developers, conservation organizations, government  
authorities, and local communities. They also rely  
on comparable safeguards systems, benefit- 
sharing mechanisms, and monitoring processes 
to ensure environmental and social integrity.

The experiences observed in Cambodia’s REDD+ 
landscapes therefore provide useful insights into 
the broader opportunities and risks associated 
with carbon-financed conservation initiatives. 
This chapter synthesizes the findings in relation 
to the study’s four research objectives: community  
engagement and governance mechanisms,  
livelihood and economic impacts, distribution of 
benefits and risks, and gender and social inclusion  
dynamics. The discussion highlights how gover-
nance systems shape the extent to which carbon 
credit projects generate tangible community 
benefits while managing potential social risks. 

6.1.	� Governance and Participation: 
	 Opportunities and Limits of 
	 Community Engagement

Carbon credit projects are frequently presented 
as mechanisms that strengthen participatory  
forest governance by involving communities in 
conservation and land management decisions.  
The findings from this research suggest that 
REDD+ initiatives in Cambodia have indeed 
introduced several mechanisms for community 
engagement. These include free, prior, and in-
formed consent processes, village consultations, 
community committees, and participation in 
forest patrol teams. These mechanisms provide 
communities with opportunities to participate in 
conservation activities and project implementation.  
Patrol teams represent one of the most visible 
forms of participation, combining conservation 
responsibilities with modest financial incentives. 
Village consultations and community meetings 
also create regular channels of communication 
between project implementers and communities.
However, the research indicates that participation  
in governance processes often remains mediated 
through a relatively small group of community 
leaders or committee members. These individuals  
serve as intermediaries between project imple-
menters and the wider community, but their  
role can concentrate access to information and  
influence within a limited group. As a result,  
community members frequently participate in 
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project activities while having limited influence  
over governance decisions such as project  
design, carbon revenue management, or benefit- 
sharing arrangements. These findings suggest 
that participation within carbon credit projects 
often occurs primarily at the level of implementation  
rather than decision-making. While consultation 
processes are widely practiced, ensuring broader 
community influence over governance decisions 
remains a challenge.

Implication for Carbon Credit Projects

Carbon credit initiatives can expand opportunities  
for participation, but they do not automatically 
produce inclusive governance. When participation  
is mediated through a small group of local  
representatives, projects risk reinforcing existing 
power structures rather than broadening commu-
nity influence. Transparent communication and 
wider participation in governance processes are 
therefore essential for maintaining the legitimacy 
of carbon-financed conservation initiatives. 

6.2.	�Livelihood Impacts: 
	 Supplementary Benefits and 
	 Economic Trade-Offs

Carbon credit projects often seek to support 
conservation by promoting livelihood activities 
that reduce pressure on forest resources. The 
findings from this study indicate that REDD+ 
initiatives in Cambodia provide several forms of 
livelihood support for participating communities.

Respondents across the villages visited during 
fieldwork frequently cited agricultural training 
programs, livelihood diversification initiatives, 
community infrastructure investments, and 
small-scale employment opportunities as benefits  
associated with REDD+ implementation. In some 
cases, these programs have contributed to 
improved agricultural productivity or provided 
supplementary income sources.

Despite these benefits, the economic contributions  
of REDD+ initiatives remain relatively modest. 

Livelihood programs associated with carbon credit 
projects generally complement existing livelihood 
systems rather than replacing them. Most house-
holds continue to rely primarily on agriculture, 
forest resources, and local labor markets as their 
main sources of income.

At the same time, conservation measures  
implemented through REDD+ projects can introduce  
economic trade-offs. Restrictions on forest clearing,  
timber harvesting, or shifting cultivation may affect  
traditional livelihood practices, particularly for 
Indigenous and forest-dependent communities. 
While many respondents reported accepting these  
restrictions when accompanied by livelihood support  
programs, concerns remain regarding the long-term  
implications for traditional land-use systems.

These findings suggest that livelihood interventions  
are most effective when they build on existing 
economic practices and market opportunities  
rather than introducing entirely new income- 
generating activities.

Implication for Carbon Credit Projects

Carbon credit initiatives can support livelihood 
diversification but are unlikely to function as 
primary drivers of rural economic development. 
Projects that overstate the economic benefits of 
carbon finance risk creating unrealistic expectations  
among communities. Ensuring that conservation 
restrictions are accompanied by viable livelihood  
alternatives is therefore essential to avoid  
tensions between environmental objectives  
and local economic needs. 

6.3.	�Distribution of Benefits and
	 Risks: Transparency and 
	 Equity Challenges 

The distribution of benefits and risks is a critical 
dimension of carbon credit governance. Carbon 
finance generates revenue through the sale of 
emissions reductions, and project governance 
frameworks typically emphasize equitable  
benefit-sharing.
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In the communities visited during this study, 
benefits were most commonly delivered through 
collective development investments rather than 
direct household payments. Carbon revenues 
supported infrastructure improvements, livelihood  
programs, and community services. These invest-
ments were widely recognized by respondents as 
visible outcomes of REDD+ implementation.

However, the research also revealed limited 
transparency regarding the broader financial 
structure of carbon credit projects. Many house-
holds reported limited understanding of how  
carbon revenues are generated, the value of 
credits produced, or how funds are distributed 
across communities. Knowledge of these financial  
arrangements was often concentrated among 
committee members or project focal points.

This lack of financial visibility can create 
uncertainty regarding the fairness of benefit  
distribution. Households directly involved in project 
activities often have greater access to information 
and opportunities associated with REDD+ initiatives.  
In contrast, households less engaged in governance  
processes may experience REDD+ primarily 
through community-level development projects 
rather than direct participation. Monitoring tools 
such as social impact assessments have been 
introduced in some projects to track participation 
and benefit access. These mechanisms provide a 
useful means of identifying potential inequalities 
and adjusting governance systems when  
necessary.

Implication for Carbon Credit Projects

Perceptions of fairness in carbon credit initiatives  
depend heavily on the transparency of benefit- 
sharing systems. Even where projects generate 
tangible community benefits, limited understanding  
of financial flows can weaken trust. Clear  
communication regarding carbon revenues and 
benefit allocation is therefore critical for  
maintaining community confidence. 

6.4.	� Social and Cultural Dynamics: 
	 Gender, Indigenous Rights, 
	 and Local Norms 

Social and cultural dynamics significantly shape 
how carbon credit initiatives are experienced 
within communities. Gender roles, leadership 
structures, and customary land-use practices 
influence both participation in governance  
processes and access to project benefits.

Women in the communities studied often play 
central roles in agricultural production and forest- 
based livelihoods, including the collection of 
non-timber forest products. However, women 
remain underrepresented in leadership positions  
within community governance structures. Although  
women participate in village committees and 
meetings, senior leadership roles are frequently 
held by men. These patterns largely reflect broader  
gender norms within rural Cambodian communities 
rather than project-specific policies. Without  
targeted measures to strengthen women’s partic-
ipation and leadership, carbon credit initiatives 
may unintentionally reproduce existing gender 
inequalities.

Cultural norms also influence participation  
dynamics. In many Cambodian communities, norms  
related to respect for authority and social harmony  
discourage open disagreement during consultations.  
Community members may therefore hesitate  
to express concerns during public meetings,  
particularly when discussions involve government 
officials or external organizations.

In addition, several REDD+ landscapes overlap 
with territories inhabited by Indigenous communities  
whose livelihoods and cultural practices are 
closely connected to forest ecosystems. In areas 
such as Keo Seima, Bunong communities maintain  
strong cultural and spiritual relationships  
with forest landscapes. Conservation measures 
affecting forest access may therefore have  
implications that extend beyond economic  
livelihoods.
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Implication for Carbon Credit Projects

Carbon credit initiatives operate within complex 
social systems that shape who participates  
and who benefits. Without deliberate efforts to 
address gender inequalities and respect  
Indigenous land-use practices, projects may 
reinforce existing social disparities. Integrating 
culturally appropriate and gender-responsive 
governance approaches is therefore essential  
for achieving equitable outcomes. 

 
6.5.	�Structural Challenges 
	 in Carbon-Financed 
	 Conservation 

Beyond community-level governance dynamics,  
the study also identifies several structural 
challenges associated with using carbon market 
mechanisms to finance conservation initiatives.

One recurring issue is the tendency for commu-
nities to conflate REDD+ initiatives with broader 
environmental law enforcement. Because REDD+ 
projects operate within protected areas and 
often involve collaboration with government 
authorities responsible for conservation enforce-
ment, community members may attribute land-use  
restrictions to REDD+ rather than to existing 
environmental regulations. This overlap can lead 
to perceptions that REDD+ primarily imposes 
restrictions rather than sharing benefits from 
forest protection.

A second challenge concerns the gap between 
the participatory principles embedded in REDD+ 
governance frameworks and the realities of project  
implementation. While project documentation 
emphasizes inclusive participation and safeguards,  
implementing organizations must operate within 
institutional constraints shaped by donor timelines,  
verification cycles, and voluntary carbon market 
requirements. These pressures can prioritize 
measurable conservation outcomes over slower 
processes such as community capacity building 
or governance reform.

Finally, voluntary carbon markets introduce 
financial uncertainty. Carbon credit demand and 
prices fluctuate, meaning that revenues used to 
support community development programs may 
be unpredictable. Carbon finance can provide 
important resources for conservation but cannot 
be considered a stable or guaranteed source of 
long-term development funding.

Implication for Carbon Credit Projects

These structural constraints highlight the limits  
of relying on carbon markets alone to deliver 
conservation and development outcomes. Carbon 
credit initiatives can support forest protection 
and community development, but their long-term 
effectiveness depends on strong governance 
systems, realistic expectations regarding benefits,  
and complementary investments in rural  
development and land governance. 

6.6.	�Overall Implications for 
	 Community Benefits and
	 Risks from Carbon Credit
	 Projects

Taken together, the findings indicate that  
carbon credit initiatives can generate meaningful 
community benefits when supported by transparent  
governance systems, inclusive participation 
mechanisms, and well-designed benefit-sharing 
arrangements. In the Cambodian REDD+ landscapes  
examined in this study, projects have contributed 
to forest protection, supplementary livelihood 
opportunities, and community development  
investments. However, the analysis also highlights  
several risks that shape how communities  
experience carbon-financed conservation initiatives.  
These include uneven participation in governance  
processes, modest livelihood impacts relative 
to expectations, limited transparency in benefit 
distribution, and social dynamics that influence 
who participates and who benefits. At a broader 
level, the effectiveness of carbon credit projects 
therefore depends not only on technical carbon 
accounting frameworks but also on the quality of  
governance systems that translate climate finance  
into equitable and locally legitimate outcomes.
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The findings from this study highlight that carbon credit initiatives can generate meaningful conservation  
and community development benefits when governance systems are transparent, inclusive, and  
responsive to local contexts. At the same time, several governance and social challenges influence 
how communities experience these projects in practice. The following recommendations aim to 
strengthen the social performance of carbon credit initiatives by addressing key governance risks 
identified in the study. 

Recommendations for
Strengthening Community
Benefits and Managing 
Risks in Carbon Credit 
Projects
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Recommendation 1: 
Institutionalize Community Co-Governance in Carbon Project Decision-Making

Problem statement: 

Field interviews and focus group discussions revealed that while REDD+ projects conduct  
consultations and maintain community committees, governance participation remains uneven 
across community members. In several villages visited during fieldwork, knowledge of project 
governance structures and carbon credit mechanisms was concentrated among committee 
members and village leaders. Many households reported that they primarily interacted with 
REDD+ initiatives through activities such as forest patrols or development programs rather than 
through participation in governance decisions. As a result, while communities participate in 
project implementation, their influence over project design, benefit allocation, and  
conservation rules remains limited.

Key actions

•	 �Establish Community Carbon Councils (CCC). Each project landscape should create a  
representative council composed of elected community members, women representatives, 
Indigenous leaders, and local authorities. This body should review and approve annual  
project workplans, development priorities, and benefit allocations.

•	 �Introduce participatory annual planning cycles. Project developers should conduct structured  
annual planning meetings where communities prioritize development investments financed 
through carbon revenues.

•	 �Implement participatory monitoring. Train community members as “community carbon monitors” 
responsible for monitoring forest conditions, livelihood impacts, and benefit distribution.

•	 �Introduce decision-tracking mechanisms. All major project decisions should be documented 
in public meeting minutes and translated into local languages.

Limitations: 

Participatory governance requires sustained facilitation and may initially slow decision-making  
processes. Power imbalances within communities may also influence participation.

Stakeholders: 

Project developers, community committees, Indigenous leaders, local authorities, conservation  
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and government forestry agencies.

Desired outcomes

•	 Increased community influence in project governance decisions
•	 Improved transparency of project planning and implementation
•	 Stronger community ownership of conservation outcomes

Why and how this recommendation contributes to solving the problem: Evidence from REDD+ 
governance shows that projects with institutionalized community participation are more likely 
to maintain long-term legitimacy and avoid conflicts over conservation restrictions.
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Recommendation 2: 
Implement Transparent and Performance-Linked Benefit-Sharing Systems

Problem statement: 

Across multiple interviews conducted during fieldwork, community members expressed limited 
understanding of how carbon revenues are generated and distributed. While respondents recognized  
visible development benefits associated with REDD+ initiatives, such as infrastructure improve-
ments and livelihood programs, many households reported uncertainty regarding the value 
of carbon credits produced and how financial resources were allocated across communities. 
Knowledge of benefit-sharing arrangements appeared to be concentrated among committee 
members or project representatives rather than widely shared across households.

Key actions

•	� Establish formal Benefit Distribution Frameworks (BDFs). Projects should develop written  
benefit-sharing agreements specifying:

−	 Percentage allocations for communities
−	 Eligible beneficiaries
−	 Conditions for payments

•	� Publish annual carbon revenue reports and community dissemination sessions. Each project 
should publicly disclose:

−	 Total credits issued
−	 Revenue generated
−	 Allocation of funds across communities

•	� Introduce performance-based community incentives. Community development funds should 
partially depend on measurable outcomes such as reduced deforestation, forest monitoring 
participation, or compliance with land-use rules.

•	� Create community-managed development funds. Carbon revenue allocated to communities 
should be managed through village development funds with independent audits.

Limitations: 

Carbon revenues fluctuate due to market volatility, meaning benefit levels may vary from year to year.

Stakeholders: 

Project developers, carbon buyers, government agencies, community development committees, 
independent auditors.

Desired outcomes

•	 Greater transparency in carbon finance flows
•	 Reduced perceptions of elite capture or inequitable benefit distribution
•	 Stronger alignment between conservation outcomes and community incentives

Why and how this recommendation contributes to solving the problem: Well-designed benefit-sharing  
mechanisms are considered a core pillar of REDD+ governance, ensuring that communities who 
protect forests receive fair compensation.
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Recommendation 3: 
Secure Land Tenure and Recognize Community Carbon Rights

Problem statement: 

Field research indicates that livelihood programs associated with REDD+ initiatives have  
contributed to supplementary income opportunities and agricultural improvements in several 
communities. However, respondents consistently described these benefits as modest relative  
to broader livelihood needs. Many households continue to rely primarily on agriculture and forest- 
based activities as their main sources of income. At the same time, conservation measures  
associated with REDD+ projects, including restrictions on forest clearing and resource extraction,  
may affect traditional livelihood practices. These dynamics highlight the need to ensure that 
livelihood programs realistically reflect the scale of economic benefits generated by carbon 
finance.

Key actions

•	� Conduct participatory land-use mapping. Projects should map community land, cultural 
sites, and forest use areas with community participation before implementing conservation 
restrictions.

•	� Integrate customary land rights into project agreements. Carbon project contracts should 
explicitly recognize community forest rights and access to non-timber forest products.

•	� Support formal land tenure recognition. Where possible, projects should collaborate with 
government agencies to facilitate land title registration or community forest recognition.

•	� Define carbon rights in project documentation. Project agreements should specify who owns 
carbon credits and how benefits flow to communities.

Limitations: 

Land tenure reform is often a long-term political process beyond the direct control of carbon 
projects.

Stakeholders: 

Government land agencies, project developers, Indigenous communities, civil society  
organizations, legal experts.

Desired outcomes

•	 Reduced conflicts over land and resource access
•	 Stronger community security regarding conservation restrictions
•	 More equitable distribution of carbon project benefits

Why and how this recommendation contributes to solving the problem: International REDD+ 
guidance identifies land tenure clarity as a critical factor in ensuring equitable benefit-sharing 
and preventing disputes in carbon projects.40 

40	 Wong et al., 2022.
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Recommendation 4: 
Establish Accessible and Independent Grievance Mechanisms

Problem statement: 

The study found that women and Indigenous communities play important roles in forest-based 
livelihoods but remain underrepresented in governance structures associated with carbon credit  
initiatives. In several villages visited during fieldwork, women actively participated in agricultural  
production and forest resource collection but held relatively few leadership positions within 
community committees. In addition, many communities within REDD+ landscapes, particularly 
in Keo Seima, belong to Indigenous groups whose livelihoods and cultural practices are closely 
linked to forest ecosystems. Conservation restrictions may therefore affect not only economic 
activities but also cultural and spiritual relationships with forest landscapes.

Key actions

•	 Create multichannel grievance systems. Projects should allow complaints through:

−	 Community grievance books
−	 Anonymous grievance boxes
−	 Phone or messaging platforms
−	 Village meetings

•	� Set clear response timelines. All complaints should receive acknowledgement within seven 
days and formal responses within 30 days.

•	� Maintain a public grievance registry. Projects should publish anonymized summaries of 
grievances and resolutions annually.

•	� Introduce independent grievance review panels. Panels composed of civil society  
organizations or local mediators should review unresolved disputes.

Limitations: 

Grievance systems require trust and awareness among communities to function effectively.

Stakeholders: 

Project developers, local authorities, community councils, independent NGOs, carbon  
certification bodies.

Desired outcomes

•	 Increased community confidence in project accountability
•	 Faster resolution of conflicts and grievances
•	 Improved transparency in project governance

Why and how this recommendation contributes to solving the problem: Effective grievance 
mechanisms are widely recognized as essential safeguards in carbon projects because they 
provide formal channels for addressing community concerns and protecting rights.41 

41	 World Vision, 2024.
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Recommendation 5: 
Integrate Gender Equality and Indigenous Participation into Carbon Governance

Problem statement: 

Interviews conducted with community members and local authorities revealed that many  
stakeholders associate REDD+ initiatives with broader environmental law enforcement rather than  
distinguishing them from existing conservation regulations. Because REDD+ projects operate  
within protected areas and involve collaboration between conservation organizations and  
government agencies responsible for forest protection, community members often attribute 
land-use restrictions to the carbon project itself. This overlap between conservation enforcement  
and carbon project implementation can create confusion regarding the purpose of REDD+  
initiatives and the roles of different actors involved in project governance.

Key actions

•	� Conduct a Gender Assessment and develop a Gender Action Plan (GAP).
•	� Establish minimum representation quotas. Require at least 40% representation of women in 

community governance bodies related to carbon projects.

•	 Provide leadership training programs for women and Indigenous leaders.

•	� Conduct gender-responsive livelihood programs. Ensure livelihood support programs  
explicitly target women and marginalized households.

•	� Institutionalize free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC). FPIC should be treated as an  
ongoing process, not a one-time consultation during early implementation, with periodic 
revalidation during project implementation.

Limitations: 

Gender inequalities and cultural norms are deeply embedded and require sustained engagement  
beyond individual projects.

Stakeholders: 

Project developers, community governance bodies, women’s organizations, Indigenous leaders, 
government safeguard agencies.

Desired outcomes

•	 Greater representation of women and Indigenous communities in governance
•	 More equitable distribution of project benefits
•	 Increased legitimacy of carbon projects among local stakeholders

Why and how this recommendation contributes to solving the problem: International safeguards 
frameworks emphasize that carbon projects must respect Indigenous rights and ensure equitable  
participation to avoid reinforcing existing inequalities.
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This study examined the community-level benefits and risks associated with carbon credit initiatives 
in Cambodia, focusing on forest-based REDD+ projects. The findings show that while these initiatives 
are supported by sophisticated technical and governance frameworks, their effectiveness ultimately 
depends on how governance systems translate into meaningful outcomes for communities living  
within project landscapes.

The research highlights that REDD+ initiatives have contributed to improved forest protection,  
supplementary livelihood opportunities, and community development investments. However, the benefits  
generated through carbon finance remain modest relative to broader livelihood needs, and participation  
in governance processes is often mediated through a limited group of community representatives.  
In addition, limited transparency in benefit-sharing systems and social dynamics such as gender inequality  
and Indigenous land-use practices influence how communities  
experience project outcomes.

These findings suggest that the long-term legitimacy of carbon credit initiatives depends not only 
on environmental performance but also on the strength of governance systems that ensure inclusive 
participation, transparent benefit-sharing, and respect for local social contexts. Carbon finance  
can provide valuable resources for conservation, but its ability to deliver equitable community outcomes  
ultimately depends on how projects engage with the communities whose livelihoods and landscapes 
they seek to protect.

Conclusion8
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Appendix A1. Best Practices

Community of Practice (collaboration 
among nonprofits and nonprofit leaders)

A common theme that arose during our team’s 
KIIs with nonprofit and sustainability leaders 
working on carbon and conservation projects in 
Cambodia was the extent to which implementing 
organizations communicate openly and collaborate  
with one another. It quickly became apparent 
that practitioners from Conservation International  
(CI), NatureLife Cambodia, Fauna & Flora International 
 (FFI) and other organizations actively sought the 
counsel and advice of the Wildlife Conservation  
Society (WCS) team when designing REDD+ initiatives  
of their own. WCS’s long-running Keo Seima REDD+  
project has effectively functioned as an informal 
reference model for newer REDD+ and conserva-
tion-finance initiatives in the country.

For example, BirdLife International and NatureLife  
Cambodia indicated that the development of  
their REDD+ project design documents and 
zoning approach for Lomphat Wildlife Sanctuary 
was informed by lessons learned from Keo Seima, 
particularly around sequencing social safeguards 
and benefit-sharing arrangements alongside 
technical design. Similarly, Conservation  
International described drawing on experiences  
from Keo Seima when structuring the design 
phase of the Central Cardamom Mountains REDD+ 
project, including extending FPIC and village-level  
consultations over more than a year and  
establishing grievance mechanisms early in the 
project cycle to avoid downstream contestation 
over land-use zoning and access restrictions.

Fauna & Flora International also referenced existing  
REDD+ projects in Cambodia, including Keo  
Seima and the Cardamom landscapes, as important  
learning sites when designing the Biodiverse 
Landscapes Fund (BLF) Lower Mekong initiative 

in Virachey National Park. In particular, FFI high-
lighted how shortcomings in inclusive zonation 
and indigenous engagement in earlier REDD+ 
projects served as cautionary examples, prompting  
a stronger emphasis on participatory mapping 
and historical land-use mapping during the 
feasibility phase of their own program. Rather 
than treating REDD+ design as a purely technical 
exercise, FFI framed peer learning from WCS  
and other implementers as essential to avoiding  
the replication of known social governance 
shortcomings.

Taken together, these exchanges point to the 
emergence of an informal community of practice 
among REDD+ implementers in Cambodia, where 
horizontal learning between NGOs has shaped 
concrete design choices related to FPIC, zoning 
methodologies, benefit-sharing architecture, and  
grievance mechanisms. This peer-to-peer collab-
oration appears to be one of the primary mech-
anisms through which lessons from early REDD+ 
projects are translated into improved social and 
governance practices in newer initiatives, rather 
than through formal policy guidance alone. 

Co-design and Community Engagement 
as a Governance Process

KIIs highlighted that stronger outcomes were 
associated with projects that treated community  
engagement as a co-design process rather than 
as a procedural requirement. In Keo Seima REDD+, 
WCS described an extended, multiyear design 
phase in which FPIC and village-level consul-
tations were undertaken extensively prior to 
validation, alongside the establishment of village 
committees and grievance mechanisms that 
continue to shape project governance. This early  
investment in participatory processes was framed  
as central to building legitimacy and managing 
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trade-offs between conservation objectives, 
enforcement practices, and benefit-sharing 
arrangements over time. In the Central Cardamom 
REDD+ project, CI similarly described deliberately 
extending FPIC and village-level consultations 
over more than a year during the design phase. 
This approach was framed as being directly 
influenced by the process WCS implemented in 
Keo Seima. CI staff emphasized the early estab-
lishment of village focal points and grievance 
procedures as a way of institutionalizing ongoing 
dialogue with community members.

FFI’s BLF Lower Mekong initiative in Virachey 
likewise positioned co-design as foundational 
to project legitimacy. FFI described acting as an 
intermediary during protected area expansion,  
bringing MoE and Indigenous communities together  
to negotiate land-use zoning and governance  
arrangements. Participatory and historical land-use  
mapping were prioritized to ensure that REDD+ 
feasibility work reflected Indigenous land-use 
histories and customary practices. 

These cases illustrate that co-design is not a 
discrete project phase, but rather an ongoing 
governance process that shapes community  
perceptions of legitimacy over time. Where  
co-design was front-loaded and persistent, lower  
levels of contestation around zoning and access 
restrictions were reported during early  
implementation.

Participatory Assessments to Inform  
Livelihood Diversification Activities

Across KIIs, livelihood diversification strategies 
were described as most effective when grounded 
in participatory assessments rather than  
predetermined income-generating activities (IGAs).  
At Keo Seima, WCS and partners emphasized 
that livelihood interventions evolved around 
agriculture, non-timber forest products (NTFPs), 
and enterprise development based on observed 
livelihood patterns, ecological constraints, and 
market access, rather than imposing standardized  
alternative livelihood packages. This experience 

informed BirdLife’s approach in Lomphat, where 
REDD+ benefit-sharing is being linked to existing 
livelihood platforms such as Ibis Rice and  
community protected areas, rather than introducing  
entirely new income-generating activities  
detached from existing institutions.

FFI similarly framed livelihood design in Virachey 
as a means of addressing the socioeconomic 
drivers of forest degradation, rather than as  
compensation for access restrictions. Their focus  
on NTFPs (e.g., malva nuts, resin, and mushrooms),  
irrigation support for cashews, and exploratory 
work on coffee and cacao reflects an attempt 
to align income-generating activities with both 
conservation objectives and market demand.  
At the same time, FFI flagged that participatory  
assessments revealed potential trade-offs, 
including the risk that cashew expansion could 
incentivize forest clearing. This underscores the 
importance of treating livelihood diversification 
as an adaptive process, informed by community 
feedback and ecological monitoring, rather than 
as a fixed project component.

Adaptability and Continued Evolving  
Benefits Model

Longer-running REDD+ projects illustrated that 
benefit-sharing mechanisms require continual 
adaptation to remain legitimate and effective. 
WCS described how performance-based benefit- 
sharing arrangements and community investment  
mechanisms at Keo Seima have evolved over time 
in response to community feedback, governance 
challenges, and carbon market volatility. Social 
impact assessments and grievance procedures 
were adjusted as new forms of exclusion and elite  
capture risks emerged, highlighting that benefit- 
sharing models cannot remain static over  
multidecadal project life cycles.

This temporal dimension was emphasized by WCS  
in reflecting on the nature of REDD+ implementation:  
“These projects are always changing and evolving.  
What we are doing, essentially, is overseeing 
the transformation of rural economies. We are 
aiming to create models of sustainable resource 
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use that are in turn rewarded. This transpires 
over decadal time scales. The complexity of what 
we are dealing with cannot be achieved in a 
two-year donor project. Long-term commitment 
is needed to make these projects work. We are 
dealing with incredibly large areas and complex 
forces that continually change and are intrinsically  
tied to human needs.”

Newer REDD+ initiatives have begun to internalize 
this lesson. Both BirdLife and CI emphasized that 
benefit-sharing systems in Lomphat and Central 
Cardamom remain under development and will 
require ongoing revision as projects move from  
validation to credit issuance and as carbon revenues  
materialize unevenly over time. The pre-sale of 
credits was described as necessary to finance 
early-stage implementation; however, implementers  
acknowledged that community expectations and 
benefit-sharing arrangements will need contin-
ual recalibration as market conditions shift and 
governance challenges evolve. 

These findings suggest that adaptive management  
of REDD+ design is a structural requirement. 
Benefit-sharing models that are treated as fixed 
project components risk losing legitimacy over 
time, particularly in contexts where livelihoods, 
land-use patterns, and market dynamics are 
constantly in flux.

Monitoring for Distributional Equity

Projects with explicit monitoring of distributional 
equity were better positioned to identify who 
benefits, when, and how. WCS highlighted the 
use of periodic social impact assessments in Keo 
Seima to track participation and benefit access 
across households and social groups, noting that 
participation does not necessarily translate into 
influence or equitable benefit-sharing.  
MoE similarly referenced social monitoring at 
KSWS as evidence that REDD+ projects can influence  
community well-being indicators beyond forest 
cover alone, while acknowledging persistent 
gaps in inclusion. Regular social impact assess-
ments, when properly implemented, provide an 
unbiased check on project progress, ensuring 
community feedback is documented and used to 
guide future decisions.

Building on these experiences, CI and FFI both 
reported initiating social baselines and gender 
assessments prior to REDD+ implementation to 
avoid relying solely on post-hoc evaluations. 
These efforts were framed as necessary to identify  
early signs of exclusion, particularly among women,  
youth, and lower-income households, and to  
adjust governance and benefit-sharing mechanisms  
accordingly. For these reasons, monitoring 
distributional equity was described as central to 
maintaining REDD+ legitimacy over time.
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Appendix A2. Challenges

Conflation of Forest Governance/Environ-
mental Law Enforcement and REDD+

A recurrent challenge identified across KIIs and 
community-level discussions is the tendency 
for local communities, particularly those located 
within and at the peripheries of REDD+ project 
areas, to conflate REDD+ initiatives with broader 
environmental law enforcement and protected 
area governance. In practice, forest patrols, access  
restrictions, land-use regulations, and penalties 
for illegal activities are primarily the mandate of 
state authorities under Cambodia’s protected 
area and forestry laws. However, because REDD+ 
projects are implemented within these same 
landscapes and often involve collaboration with 
government agencies, community members may 
attribute enforcement actions to REDD+ itself.

In Keo Seima and Central Cardamom, REDD+ 
implementation is embedded within protected 
areas under the Ministry of Environment. As a 
result, restrictions on land use, forest access, 
and agricultural expansion are often experienced 
by communities as part of a broader enforcement 
apparatus rather than project-specific governance  
arrangements linked to carbon finance.  
Commune officials interviewed in Keo Seima noted  
capacity constraints in enforcing forest protection 
laws, while WCS emphasized that enforcement 
responsibilities formally lie with state authorities 
rather than project implementers. However, from 
the perspective of community members, distinctions  
between government enforcement, NGO facilitation,  
and REDD+ project governance are often blurred 
in practice. This institutional ambiguity risks  
associating REDD+ with restriction rather than 
with incentives and shared benefits.

This conflation was particularly evident in land-
scapes undergoing recent jurisdictional changes 
and protected area expansion. In Virachey, FFI 
described how REDD+ feasibility work intersected 
with the reclassification of land under protected 

area laws, creating confusion and contestation  
around zoning, customary land use, and  
enforcement authority. Under these conditions, 
REDD+ risks being perceived as a mechanism that 
legitimizes restrictions on traditional land-use 
practices, even where project design emphasizes 
continued access to non-timber forest products 
and livelihood support. Similar concerns emerged 
in Central Cardamom, where early consultations 
focused heavily on zoning and access rules, 
reinforcing perceptions that REDD+ primarily 
functions as a conservation control mechanism 
rather than as a benefit-sharing framework.

These findings suggest that clearer institutional 
differentiation between REDD+ governance and 
state enforcement functions is essential for 
maintaining the legitimacy of carbon-financed 
conservation initiatives. Without deliberate  
efforts to distinguish REDD+ as an incentive- 
based governance process, projects risk being 
experienced primarily through restriction rather 
than through their promised social and economic 
co-benefits. In the Cambodian context, where 
conservation enforcement has historically been 
uneven and politicized, failure to disentangle 
these governance domains may undermine  
community trust and long-term participation in 
REDD+ initiatives. 

Theory Versus Practice Gap

The study highlighted the persistent gap  
between participatory and safeguards-oriented 
REDD+ theory and the realities of implementation. 
Across KIIs, implementers consistently articulated  
strong commitments to FPIC, inclusive governance,  
benefit-sharing, and grievance mechanisms. 
However, FGDs and field observations revealed 
that the operationalization of these principles 
remains uneven and shaped by institutional  
constraints, power dynamics, and resource  
limitations.
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In Keo Seima, participatory governance structures  
and grievance mechanisms are formally well  
developed, with annual planning meetings, elected  
committees, and multiple reporting channels. Yet 
community participation does not necessarily 
translate into equitable influence. Language  
barriers, literacy constraints, and social hierarchies 
 hinder meaningful engagement for some Bunong 
community members, despite formal participatory  
structures. This creates a gap between procedural  
participation and substantive influence, where 
governance mechanisms exist in form but are not 
equally accessible in practice.

Similar tensions were anticipated by CI and FFI 
during the design phase of newer REDD+ and 
landscape-level initiatives. Both organizations 
described intentionally extending FPIC processes 
and embedding participatory mapping to avoid 
reproducing earlier shortcomings observed in Keo 
Seima and other REDD+ projects. However, they 
also acknowledged institutional pressures to 
demonstrate progress against technical milestones  
such as validation, verification, and carbon credit 
issuance. These pressures risk privileging  
procedural compliance with safeguards over 
deeper investments in long-term capacity building,  
trust formation, and social inclusion.

Market dynamics also shape this theory–practice  
gap. Carbon finance depends on verification cycles,  
performance metrics, and buyer confidence, 
which incentivize demonstrable conservation 
outcomes. These incentives can inadvertently 
prioritize quantifiable forest protection indicators 
over slower, less visible social processes such  
as trust-building, intracommunity power  
redistribution, and conflict resolution. As a result,  
participatory ideals articulated in project doc-
umentation may be constrained by institutional 
timelines and market expectations that are poorly  
aligned with the decadal governance transforma-
tions required for equitable REDD+ implementation.

Taken together, these dynamics suggest that the 
challenge is not a lack of commitment to safe-
guards in principle, but the structural conditions 

under which REDD+ is implemented. Participation, 
FPIC, and equity are framed as core design  
principles, yet their realization is mediated by 
power asymmetries, institutional incentives, and  
resource constraints. Addressing this gap  
requires strengthening safeguard frameworks 
while also reconfiguring incentive structures so 
that social governance outcomes are treated as 
core performance indicators rather than as  
secondary co-benefits.

Cultural Dimension (‘Saving Face’)

In Cambodian society maintaining personal and 
collective honor is paramount, so individuals 
habitually avoid direct confrontation and public 
criticism to prevent loss of face. This indirect 
communication style can hinder transparent 
dialogue in REDD+ projects overall. Community 
members often defer to the local committee or 
project coordinators, not necessarily because 
they fully endorse the interventions but because 
questioning authority may be perceived as  
disrespectful. Consequently, limited understanding  
of project goals, technical terminology, and lan-
guage barriers during meetings can lead to  
superficial consent rather than informed agreement.  
In practice, Cambodia’s REDD+ initiatives have 
followed procedures for free, prior, and informed 
consent, and have included community  
consultation, yet they often reinforce existing 
power imbalances and marginalize Indigenous 
perspectives. The cultural pressure to “save 
face” further suppresses open dissent,  
amplifying these challenges 

Further illustrating this point is the accessibility 
of grievance mechanism in KSWS REDD+. In both 
Pu Tang and Andong Kroleong, the grievance 
mechanism has been introduced to raise awareness  
and give communities a channel to voice concerns.  
However, its effectiveness is difficult to assess 
because many residents are illiterate, do not read  
Khmer fluently, or lack access to reliable  
technology. This limits their ability to submit 
written complaints, understand the process, and 
trust that their reports will remain confidential. 
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Addressing this cultural norm requires deliber-
ately inclusive facilitation, culturally‑sensitive 
communication, and mechanisms that allow 
stakeholders to voice concerns without fear of 
social reprisal. 

Patriarchy Limits Women’s Leadership

While mechanisms to encourage women  
participation and leadership exists, it was still 
apparent that men hold top leadership positions. 
Even though women now hold most seats on the 
community committees in Pu Tang and Andong 
Kroleong in Keo Seima, the chief and deputy 
chief positions are still occupied by men, limiting 
female influence at the highest decision‑making 
level. Factors that arise from a patriarchal society  
can come into play. First, voters may hold an 
unconscious bias toward male leadership, rooted 
in a historical overrepresentation of men in these 
roles. Second, men are more likely to position 
themselves as candidate for high leadership  
positions, while women lack the confidence to do so.

To align the governance structure with REDD+ 
principles of gender equity, revision to voting 
terms and capacity building of women should be 
conducted. For example, the chief’s term should 
be time‑bound and rotated every two to three 
years to create a clear pathway for women to be 
elected to top leadership positions. Third‑party 
gender focal points, such as a gender officer, 
should be established to receive and follow up on 
gender‑based‑violence reports, carry out regular 
spot‑checks, and publicly disclose outcomes to 
the whole village. To improve confidence both in 
and among women, separate leadership, budgeting,  
and negotiation workshops should be introduced.  
These workshops would equip female members 
with the technical and managerial skills needed 
to chair meetings, oversee finances, and negotiate  
with external partners, enabling them to effectively  
lead and manage REDD+ resources. These measures  
together address the patriarchal leadership  
pattern, enhance women’s confidence and agency,  
and fulfil REDD+ requirements for inclusive, 
rights‑based community governance.
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Appendix B. Detailed Methodology

The study utilized a qualitative approach to gather  
concise, contextual insights from communities, 
local authorities, nongovernmental organizations  
(NGOs), and relevant stakeholders. Guiding  
questions for KIIs and FGDs were informed by: the 
research questions focusing on community  
engagement, governance, indigenous rights, and  
gender equity; a literature review on REDD+ 
mechanisms and projects; and insights gathered 
from concurrent interviews and discussions. 

Data Collection

KIIs with National and International  
Institutions 

In preparation for field mission, KIIs were  
conducted with eight relevant organizations and 
the main governmental agency responsible for 
carbon credits in Cambodia to gather the context 
of various carbon credits projects in Cambodia 
between September and November 2025. Table 
7 provides a list of these stakeholders and the 
purpose of each engagement. 

Table 7: List of organizations with which KIIs were conducted and the purpose of the KIIs

Organization Purpose

Wildlife Conservation 
Society (WCS)

Understand the full life cycle of the Keo Seima REDD+ project—from inception 
to implementation—including key activities, challenges, and lessons learned 
from the implementer’s perspective.

Conservation Interna-
tional (CI)

Explore the Central Cardamom REDD+ project’s development and  
implementation phase of a project at an early stage, and gather insights on 
operational challenges and strategic recommendations.

National Biodigester 
Program (NBP)

Examine the structure and community engagement mechanisms of the NBP’s 
carbon credit component.

NatureLife Cambodia Understand the Lomphat Wildlife Sanctuary REDD+ project’s design and  
implementation, and capture implementer perspectives.

Hydrologic Understand the context of Hydrologic’s operations, its carbon credit  
component, and how communities are involved. 

Nexus for  
Development

Gain a national and regional overview of Cambodia’s carbon credit landscape.

Fauna & Floral Inter-
national (FFI)

Gain an understanding of the Biodiverse Landscapes Fund, Lower Mekong 
initiative. This includes its structure, financing mechanisms, and FFI’s strategic  
vision for integrating REDD+ into biodiversity conservation.

Ministry of  
Environment (MoE)

Understand the Ministry’s role in REDD+ implementation, including community  
engagement protocols, livelihood impacts, and integration of gender and 
social equity considerations.  
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Field Mission to KSWS

Field data were collected in two villages, Pu Tang 
and Andong Kroleong, that participate in the 
Keo Seima REDD+ project. WCS staff, who know 
the characteristics of various villages within the 
REDD+ project, identified the sites for this study. 
These two villages have different priorities for 
their REDD+ fund and are at different stages of 
securing legal land rights, which gives a more 
comprehensive look at how these projects work 
in practice. In preparation of the field visit, WCS 
also assisted with securing formal authorization 
required from the MoE.

This component of data collection took place 
from January 12 to January 16, 2026. Inputs were 
gathered from representatives of REDD+ commit-
tees, the committee chiefs, village deputy chiefs, 
community members, and partner NGOs through 
FGDs, household interviews, and KIIs: 

•	� Focus group discussions (FGDs): Two sessions  
were conducted, each with six REDD+ Committee  
members to evaluate the local impacts on  
livelihoods, social structures, and the environ-
ment. While the research design originally  
called for one mixed group and one women-only  
group, both sessions ultimately consisted  
entirely of women, as male representatives were  
occupied with forest patrolling duties. A mixed 

FGD with three men and three women was held in 
Andong Kroleong to gather broader insights from 
the project’s beneficiaries.

•	� Household interviews: To capture broader com-
munity perspectives in Pu Tang, semistructured  
interviews were conducted at the homes of 
three men and two women, facilitated by a 
committee representative. While a focus group 
was held in Andong Kroleong, household  
interviews were conducted in Putang to capture  
a broader range of perspectives and include 
community members unable to attend group 
sessions.

•	� KIIs: Local leadership, including Deputy Chiefs 
and Committee Chiefs from each village, were 
interviewed to triangulate data from the FGDs 
and address information gaps. To assess the 
impact of carbon revenue on social services, 
interviews were also conducted with the  
International Institute of Rural Reconstruction 
(IIRR) regarding social enterprises and the  
Italian Association for Aid to Children (CIAI) 
regarding health care support.

 
As per WCS guidelines, participants in the  
focus group discussions received a renumeration 
to compensate them for their time and travel.  
See Figure 1 for an overview of the methods  
used in the study.
 

Figure 2: An overview of methodology used during fieldwork in KSWS.

Two women-only FGDs
with REDD+ committee

members

One mixed-gender FGD
with Andong Kroleong

villagers

Six KIIs with NGOs (IIRR &
CIAI); committee chiefs,

deputy village chief

Five household interviewa
in Pu Tang

Methods Overview
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Additional Data Collection on Central  
Cardamom REDD+

To supplement the primary field data collected in 
KSWS and from relevant stakeholders, a field visit 
to Central Cardamom REDD+ project was planned. 
However, it could not happen due to due to  
delays in receiving authorization from MoE and due 
to security concerns related to the Cambodia–
Thailand border conflict in December 2025.

In place of a field visit, a series of remote  
interviews with Conservation International (CI) 
were conducted with CI staff, three village REDD+ 

facilitators from villages in Koh Kong, Kampong 
Speu, and Pursat provinces, one commune 
council from Kampong Speu Province, and Provin-
cial Department of Environment (PDoE) officials 
from the three provinces. These interviews were 
essential for gaining a clear perspective on how 
various organizations implement REDD+ projects 
and the implications for community. Furthermore, 
they clarified administrative processes that were 
not captured in the KSWS study and allowed for 
a comparative analysis of projects at different 
stages of implementation, such as the more 
recent Central Cardamom project.
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