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Executive Summary

This study set out to explore the equity ramifications of a Payment for Ecosystem 
Services (PES) scheme, using the Trees for Global Benefit (TFGB) project in former 
Bushenyi district as a case study. The TFGB project contracts farmers to plant a 
variety of indigenous tree species in order to sell verified emissions reductions 
on the voluntary carbon market. Farmers are paid in instalments to cover their 
tree establishment costs, with payments ceasing when trees reach ten years and 
are considered sufficiently profitable to be maintained regardless of incentive 
payments. 

Fieldwork was carried out in 2012 and involved discussions with participants, 
non-participants, project implementers and external key informants. The equity 
framework (McDermott et al., 2013) was used to guide a systematic discussion 
of different aspects of equity. The framework proved to be useful in highlighting a 
number of aspects that might otherwise not have been apparent. 

Important issues raised by the study include the fact that a tree-planting project 
inevitably excludes farmers who do not have sufficient land or capital to engage 
in tree-planting. Without a clear goal to improve local-level equity (and not just the 
livelihoods of participants), the project therefore cannot be sure that it will not 
increase disparities by providing a new income-generating activity to people who 
tend, on the whole, already to be better-off than their neighbours. An important 
parameter-setting issue is the choice of species to be planted – the project is 
implemented by a conservation organisation which specifies that farmers should 
plant indigenous species rather than eucalyptus and pine even though this 
may not make the most economic sense for all farmers. Furthermore, national 
decisions mean that coffee and bananas, although considered to be ‘trees’ by 
farmers, cannot be included in the scheme, potentially limiting access to the 
project for many farmers. 
  
A number of procedural equity issues were identified. Not only did the contract fail 
to provide important details such as what would happen if either the producers 
or the buyers reneged on their agreement and what would happen in the case 
of trees being lost through malicious acts or natural disasters, but farmers were 
frustrated by the fact that the contract was only available in English, they often 
did not have a copy and it was frequently unclear to them how much they would 
be paid and when. Lack of access to advice and information from non-project 
sources increased the risk that potentially vulnerable people might take decisions 
not currently in their best interests or which might reduce their ability to adapt 
their land use to changing circumstances in the future. 
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The study highlighted the need for PES projects, like TFGB, which set out to 
market a single commodity (in this case carbon) in an efficient and business-like 
intervention to take into consideration contextual equity. While the pre-existing 
disparities within society are often beyond the capacity of a project to overcome, 
the fact of working with poor rural producers means projects need to be ready to 
meet participants’ desires for a more conventional development approach with a 
broader emphasis on livelihood improvements.

In conclusion, the framework proved a useful tool to help elucidate the many 
interlinked aspects of equity in this PES project. While there was no indication 
that the TFGB project has increased local-level disparities, it is clear that there 
are decisions – some within the project’s remit and others for discussion at 
national level – which could help to improve the equity outcomes not just of this 
project but also of the national REDD+ strategy and its component activities. 
 

Community members at one of the woodlots established for PES
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This report presents the results of a case study undertaken as part of an 
international research project to understand the local equity implications of 
initiatives which pay land managers for delivery of ecosystem services of global 
value such as carbon sequestration or biodiversity conservation.1  There is 
growing enthusiasm for such Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES) schemes 
which appear to offer a real opportunity for the costs and benefits of conserving 
ecosystem services to be shared between local providers and more distant 
beneficiaries. There is concern, however, that some initiatives do not adequately 
compensate providers for land use changes that may be required and that costs 
and benefits are not equitably distributed between stakeholders (Corbera and 
Brown, 2010; Ghazoul et al., 2010). 

This project aimed to support a more informed discussion on the equity implications 
of PES schemes by developing a framework for assessing the different aspects of 
equity (McDermott et al., 2013). The framework (see Fig. 1) identifies three linked 
core dimensions of equity: distributive equity (which addresses the distribution 
of benefits and costs), procedural equity (or decision-making) and contextual 
equity, which takes into account the pre-existing conditions that limit or facilitate 
people’s access to decision-making procedures, resources and, thereby, benefits. 
The framework further identifies three parameters which shape these core 
dimensions, namely the scale and target group of concern, the framing of goals 
with respect to equity, and how decisions about the content, target and aims 
of equity are taken. This framework was then tested in case studies in Uganda, 
Cambodia, India and Bolivia. Given the growing interest in, and support to, 
initiatives which Reduce Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation 
(REDD+2 ), the project was particularly interested in including case studies which 
dealt with forest management and carbon sequestration. 

 

Fig 1. The equity framework (Source: McDermott et al., 2013)
1The ‘Safeguarding local equity as global values of ecosystem services rise’ project was funded by the UK’s  Ecosystem Services for 
Poverty Alleviation Programme (ESPA) and included partners from multiple countries. 
2Reduce Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation and the role of conservation, sustainable management of forests and 
enhancement of the carbon stocks in developing countries
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Uganda does not yet have a national REDD+ strategy and has no REDD+ projects. 
There is currently only one registered Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) 
forestry project in Uganda (the Nile Basin Reforestation Project) with two others 
having been issued with letters of approval and another ten or so in the pipeline 
(Designated National Authority, pers. comm.). However, voluntary carbon market 
projects have operated in Uganda since the mid 1990s (Peskett et al., 2011). 
One of these is the Trees for Global Benefit (TFGB) project, implemented by an 
environmental NGO, ECOTRUST based in Entebbe. The present report focuses on 
the TFGB sites in Mitooma and Rubirizi Districts, Western Uganda.3  Other sites 
exist in Hoima, Kasese and Masindi with more recent expansion into Northern 
and Eastern Uganda. The TFGB project is described as a community carbon 
management scheme linking small-scale landholder farmers to the voluntary 
carbon market, based on the Plan Vivo system (ECOTRUST, 2011). The project 
uses carbon finance to subsidise the planting of indigenous trees by project 
participants on their private land. Unlike many carbon offset projects, carbon 
credits in the TFGB project are sold up-front – a recognition of buyers’ willingness 
to underwrite sequestration costs and share in some of the risk that trees may 
not be maintained for the contracted period (Peskett et al., 2011). These up-
front payments are passed on to participants in five instalments over the first ten 
years of a 50 year contract with the aim of helping producers cover some of their 
establishment costs. After the last payment, it is expected that the value of the 
trees will be sufficient for producers to retain them without further incentives. 

The project has explicit objectives of poverty reduction and environmental 
protection (Peskett et al., 2011). It meets all the conditions of an ideal PES 
project (Wunder, 2005), having a clearly defined ecosystem service (sequestered 
carbon) which is traded in a voluntary transaction between at least one buyer and 
seller, and with an element of conditionality. Activities in Mitooma and Rubirizi 
districts have been ongoing since 2003, making TFGB one of the oldest carbon 
finance projects in the country. The project therefore makes a good case study to 
investigate how payments related to the newly commoditised ecosystem service 
of sequestered carbon have changed people’s perception of the value of trees 
and how the PES scheme has affected equity at the local level. 

3The project began in four sub-counties of Bushenyi district (namely Bitereko, Kiyanga, Kichwamba and Ryeru). However, a redrawing 
of political boundaries in 2009 saw Bushenyi divided into five new districts: Bushenyi, Mitooma (Bitereko and Kiyanga), Rubirizi (Ryeru 
and Kichwamba), Buhwenju and Sheema 
(Ecotrust, 2012).
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2. METHODS

The study was based on a literature review, a one-week field visit and meetings 
with a range of project, government and NGO key informants at national level. A 
full list of meetings is provided in Appendix 1. A checklist of questions (Appendix 
2) exploring different aspects of equity was used to guide interviews with different 
groups and individuals.

The literature review drew on the project’s annual reports as well as the original 
Project Design Document. In addition, the study was fortunate to benefit from 
several academic studies that have investigated different aspects of the project. 
One of these (Peskett et al., 2011) was based on a short site visit in 2009 involving 
two of the present authors thus allowing for some comparisons between the 
situation in 2009 and the current situation. We draw heavily on the PhD study 
by Janet Fisher (2011), which is based on extensive household surveys, group 
and individual interviews carried out from October 2008 to May 2009. Additional 
local sources included an MSc study (Finnigan, 2011) which investigated the 
impact of the project on food security.

Fieldwork took place in February 2012 in Rubirizi District and at two sites in 
Mitooma District (see Table 1), both part of the former Bushenyi District. Meetings 
were held with the sub-county volunteer coordinators of the project who then 
organised meetings with groups of members and non-members in each of the 
three areas. At Bitereko sub-county, the very large group of participants was split 
into two groups of more recent (0-1 years) and more established (over 2 years) 
participants. At subsequent sites, coordinators were asked to bring together 

Table 1. Details of the three groups visited during this research 
(Source: group coordinators)
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smaller groups (up to a dozen people) which were to include older and more 
recent participants as well as both men and women. A separate meeting was held 
with a group of non-participants at each site. Although the volunteer coordinators 
introduced the team and the research project to the participants of each group 
meeting, with the exception of the first group meeting at Bitereko, they did not 
attend the main part of the meeting so that participants would not feel inhibited 
to voice their thoughts. The meetings were facilitated in the local language by 
one team member and followed a standard format: a short introduction to the 
research (including signing of consent forms) was followed by a discussion of the 
benefits of the project (asking first about participants and then non-participants), 
any negative impacts of the project (on participants and non-participants), 
any distributional impacts observed, and reasons why non-participants did 
not participate. Visits were also made to individual and institutional (church) 
participants to look at their plots and discuss their engagement in the project. 

All relevant district offices were visited and meetings held with the National 
Agricultural Advisory Services (NAADS) Coordinator, Forest Ranger, Environment 
Officer, Production Officer and Natural Resources Officer to discuss their 
knowledge of and interaction with the project, and potential for it to fit into their 
district development plans. Further meetings were held with sub-county officials. 
Before returning to Kampala, a feedback meeting was held with the project’s 
volunteer coordinators to check the team’s initial findings.

A number of key informant meetings were held in Kampala with government 
officials and NGO staff to gain a broader understanding of the policy context in 
which the TFGB and other REDD+ projects are operating and the constraints/
opportunities this may impose on the project. A feedback meeting was held with 
the director of ECOTRUST to discuss and verify the initial conclusions of the field 
research. 

Community members discussing the project
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3. THE TREES FOR GLOBAL BENEFIT PROJECT

Establishment of the project
Fisher (2011) dates the origins of the TFGB back to 2002 when the project 
was developed, within the context of a forest sector reform process, to test the 
feasibility of funding forestry through carbon finance. The project was established 
by a consortium comprising the Plan Vivo Foundation, ECOTRUST and CARE 
International. Plan Vivo had already been working with farmers in Mexico and 
was in the process of adapting its carbon farming system to other countries, 
including Uganda. Former Bushenyi district is a densely populated area with 208 
people per km2 compared with the national average of 135 (2008 projection) 
(Fisher, 2011). The main activity in the area is farming, predominantly coffee and 
bananas. ECOTRUST and CARE International had both been working in Bushenyi, 
with communities and individual farmers respectively. The area was considered 
to have a higher degree of social cohesion than other areas in Uganda with 
secure land tenure and a dynamic population open to new ideas (Executive 
Director, ECOTRUST, pers.comm.). The decision to locate the project adjacent 
to Queen Elizabeth National Park and the adjoining Kalinzu Forest Reserve was 
also intended to reduce illegal firewood collection and timber harvesting in the 
park (Mitooma district officials, pers. comm.). 

ECOTRUST had been working with the Bitereko Women in Development Association 
(BWIDA) since the late 1990s, implementing a project on clean cook stoves (which 
also introduced eucalyptus planting) and later on goat breeding (Peskett et al., 
2011). As outlined by the BWIDA chairperson, who is now a volunteer coordinator 
for the TFGB project, one of the critical issues at the start was overcoming the 
fear of local people that the project would eventually take their land. The project 
therefore began with five ‘brave volunteers’ (TFGB volunteer coordinator, pers. 
comm.), one in each parish and all of high social standing. Their experience 
encouraged others to join the project.

Farmer recruitment
Starting with the first carbon sales in 2003, the project has recruited new farmers 
every year, with a rapid increase in numbers in recent years (see Fig. 2) and over 
1000 participants in former Bushenyi alone (ECOTRUST Executive Director, pers.
comm.). 

In order to participate in the project, farmers must have enough land (with secure 
tenure) to plant 400 trees (approximately 1 hectare if planted as a woodlot) and 
no native woodland should be cleared for planting. The stipulation for 400 trees is 
deemed necessary in order to keep monitoring costs affordable. The project also 
insists that farmers have sufficient additional land for subsistence production – 
in practice this means that farmers must have about 3ha of land (Fisher, 2011). 
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Farmers must also have a bank account in their own name. This is usually held 
at the local Savings and Credit Cooperative Organisation (SACCO), one of which 
exists in every sub-county. In the case of Bitereko, the SACCO manager stated 
that about 400 of his clients were ECOTRUST participants, of whom around 100 
had opened their accounts specifically to participate in the project. The cost of 
opening a new account (UGX 46,000) is deducted from the farmer’s first carbon 
payment, often to their great annoyance (SACCO bank manager, pers. comm.). 
The SACCO benefits further by taking a small service fee of UGX 6000 for each 
deposit.4 

4This flat rate is set by the SACCO Board to cover the costs of the secure transport required to transport the funds from the Stanbic Bank in nearby Ishaka town, 
plus the charges levied by Stanbic

Bitereko Peoples Savings and Credit Scheme



Finding equity in carbon sequestration

10

2003
0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

N
um

b
er

 o
f f

ar
m

er
s

2004 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Year

The process by which producers are recruited begins with information meetings 
organised by ECOTRUST, and advertised through the papers, radio and word-of-
mouth, which explain the details of the project to farmers. Interested farmers 
work with the volunteer coordinators to submit an application which includes:
• a plan vivo sketch map of their land showing: (i) current land use – to  
 assess the baseline for additionality, (ii) all the land under their control  
 – to assess the risk of leakage, and (iii) the work plan (tree species,   
 planting density, time allocated for planting, weeding, etc.);
• A signature from the Local Council Chairman to confirm the applicant  
 has secure tenure to his or her land.

If the application meets the requirements in relation to land ownership and size 
and access to a bank account, the farmer’s plan vivo is registered by ECOTRUST 
and staff calculate the exact amount of carbon credits from the sequestration 
activities based on the project’s technical specifications (Plan Vivo, 2008).

Contracts and payments
A draft agreement (in English) is issued by ECOTRUST and signed by the producer 
and their husband or wife as well as two of any adult children. This document (see 
Appendix 3) includes details of the total carbon to be sequestered, the intended 

Fig. 2. Number of farmers recruited (nationally) into the TFGB project 
(Source: ECOTRUST, 2012)
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area and management system (woodlot, agroforestry or boundary planting), 
species class, time over which the activity must be maintained (50 years), the 
required risk buffer (10%) and the obligation to contribute 10% of payments into 
a community carbon fund (CCF). A payment schedule is provided (see Table 2), 
which indicates the proportion of payments to be received at different times if 
specified conditions are met. The agreement does not yet specify the purchaser 
or the actual price, but does serve as an ‘intent to purchase’ meaning that 
ECOTRUST is now obliged to purchase these credits. From this point, farmers can 
therefore start planting their trees.

An ECOTRUST staff member or a volunteer coordinator brings the draft 
agreement to ECOTRUST’s offices in Entebbe where they are counter-signed 
by ECOTRUST’s Executive Director on behalf of the buyer. Delays can occur at 
this point as sufficient buyers are not always available: in 2011, only half of the 
credits generated were purchased (Plan Vivo, 2012), the remainder being held 
by ECOTRUST for future sales. 

Farmers receive their first payment (whether or not the carbon credits have been 
sold to a named buyer) after the Year 0 monitoring visit. This visit is by ECOTRUST 
staff, who use GPS devices to register the precise location of a plot (to prevent 
any duplicate sales). Following this first visit, informal monitoring is carried out 
on an intensive three-monthly schedule by the project’s volunteer coordinators. 
An important aspect of this regular monitoring is that it provides participants 
with extension services related to tree management where they would have 
otherwise been weak (Peskett et al., 2011). As stated by the coordinators, one 
of the benefits they perceive for themselves from the project is that they have 
become experts on a whole range of trees ‘and yet we are not foresters’. 

Subsequent payments are made after formal monitoring visits which were 
originally undertaken by ECOTRUST staff. However, with growing numbers of 
participants, this step in the process has become extremely time-consuming, 
delaying payments for many. To alleviate this bottleneck, monitoring is sometimes 
contracted out to forestry graduates and the project is currently developing a 
system of peer monitoring (by volunteer coordinators with ECOTRUST staff checking 

Table 2. Monitoring and payment schedule as specified in the contract signed by 
producers (Source: ECOTRUST contract)
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Fig. 3.  Flow of carbon finance between actors and associated rules (dotted boxes) 
in the Trees for Global Benefit Project, Uganda (Source: Peskett et al., 2011]

a sample of the farmers). Depending on the targets achieved, farmers are paid 
their further instalments and/or required to undertake corrective actions (e.g. 
replanting additional trees). An average producer will receive around US$1000 
in total in regular instalments over the first ten years (ECOTRUST, 2007). Payment 
is supposed to arrive within two months of monitoring although this is not always 
the case (see later). Fisher (2011) states that, on average, farmers eventually 
plant 80 fewer trees than in the original agreement (and corrections are not 
made on the farmer’s copy), leading to confusion about expected payments. 

Once the trees have reached five years, monitoring then switches from counting 
numbers of trees to assessing growth rates. At this point third party verification 
is undertaken, the first being carried out by the Rainforest Alliance in 2009. The 
heavy emphasis on monitoring in the Plan Vivo system is necessary because 
the carbon credits (for the entire contract period) are sold up-front, meaning 
ECOTRUST is then bound to deliver the reductions that have been promised and 
must ensure that participants maintain their trees, making the management of 
permanence particularly important (Peskett et al., 2011).

Community Carbon Fund
This fund is maintained and managed by ECOTRUST and is made up of 10% of 
farmers’ carbon sales plus any ‘overpayments’ (where buyers are willing to pay 
more than the standard $6 per ton of CO2) (ECOTRUST Executive Director, pers. 
comm.) (see Fig. 3). About three years old at the time of our field visit, the aim 
of the fund is to support capacity building, community development projects and 
any farmers that face natural disasters or other calamities related to planting 
(ECOTRUST, 2008).
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4.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION: EQUITY IN ITS MANY  
 FACETS

4.1 Setting the parameters

Many decisions about the project are taken at a level that is beyond the influence 
of participants and sometimes even outside of the control of the project itself. 
These can affect who participates in the project and under what conditions.

International level
ECOTRUST is part of the REDD+ working group that prepared a REDD+ Preparation 
proposal  in 2011 which will see Uganda preparing a national REDD+ strategy. 
One of their concerns is how this will be funded as the markets for forest carbon 
are not strong (ECOTRUST Executive Director, pers. comm.). In 2011, more than 
half of the carbon credits generated were not sold (ECOTRUST, 2012).5  With the 
aim of providing farmers with at least 60% of the carbon sales price, the TFGB 
project can only remain viable if international carbon prices are high enough. As 
an intermediary, ECOTRUST has no power over the international price though it 
can negotiate with potential buyers to pay more than the going rate (on the basis 
of the developmental co-benefits being achieved by the project) or to buy larger 
volumes of credits (thus reducing the transaction costs for the project). This 
raises the question to what extent carbon should be treated like any other global 
commodity with prices set by the market, or whether more political will is needed 
to ensure that the price of forest carbon is set at a realistic level that compensates 
production costs. Unlike other commodity markets, the fact that prices in these 
contracts are fixed over long periods could help to isolate participants from price 
fluctuations, but it may also increase the opportunity costs of participation over 
time (Peskett et al., 2011). 

National level
Some parameters are or will be set at the national level. These include how this 
and other individual forest carbon projects will be integrated into the (still to 
be developed) national REDD+ strategy in a way that values their experience, 
supports their activities and delivers robust monitoring. One way in which it might 
affect the TFGB project and others is in its definition of which species are eligible 
for carbon finance. 

Almost every farmer we spoke to asked why coffee could not be included in the 
project – after all, they argued, it looks like a tree so it must sequester carbon. 
 5The producers were paid, however, as Ecotrust is able to hold the ‘unsold’ credits in a registry for sale as and when a buyer is identified (Ecotrust, 2012).
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In Bitereko sub-county, officials mentioned that they had 100 farmers with over 
5ha of coffee each, who would benefit if coffee could be included. Whether or 
not coffee can be included for carbon payments is a decision that is beyond the 
remit of the project. Xavier Mugumya, the Alternate REDD+ National Focal person 
at the time of our field work explained that the government is seeking support 
from the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF) to prepare its national REDD+ 
strategy, which will include the development of a more inclusive definition of a 
‘forest’ and eligible species. The National REDD+ Strategy and the associated 
Reference scenario and Monitoring System are not expected to be ready before 
late 2014. While it would make sense to include agroforestry systems in order 
to address agricultural expansion, a key driver of deforestation, the inclusion of 
coffee might be more problematic – while an argument could be made for the tall 
indigenous robusta coffee, it would be harder to argue for inclusion of the smaller, 
clonal robusta varieties although the faster growth and higher yield of the latter 
means that they are currently more widely promoted in Uganda (Mugumya, pers. 
comm.). 

The project does, however, have a say over which tree species to include in its 
technical specifications. As a conservation organisation, ECOTRUST has set up 
the TFGB project to sell carbon credits only from indigenous species although 
other projects, operating nearby, sell credits based on sequestration by pine and 
eucalyptus. The most popular local species promoted by the project is Maesopsis 
eminii. However, it is affected by various diseases and is generally doing much 
less well than anticipated. As discussed later, the decision not to let producers 
receive payments for planting pines and eucalyptus is one that possibly limits 
opportunities for farmers. The project argues that other support exists for farmers 
who want to plant pines and eucalyptus, such as:

• Farm Income Enhancement and Forest Conservation Project (FIEFOC),  
 currently under the Ministry of Water and Environment, which provides  
 seedlings of any tree species.

• Sawlog Production Grant Scheme (SPGS) – This EU-funded scheme   
 contributes to tree-planting costs for farmers with at least 25ha   
 available for tree-planting.

• The International Small Group Tree Planting Program (TIST) – works   
 with small groups of five people and provides payments for    
 any species.
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However, there was very little evidence of this support on the ground and few 
farmers were aware of these projects. Dr. Robert Nabanyumya, a leading Ugandan 
forester who worked in conservation and community forestry for 15 years and is 
now the Director of N & N Pine Forest Limited and a member of the Ugandan 
Timber Growers’ Association told us that “these indigenous trees are wasting 
the time of these people”. While Maesopsis eminii could produce good timber in 
some sites after 25 years, he said he would not invest his own money in Prunus 
and Khaya (which both take at least 50 years to produce good timber) and could 
not see why they should be promoted as an investment for poor people. In fact, 
ECOTRUST is not totally opposed to eucalyptus (its first project with BWIDA which 
promoted improved cook stoves gave every participating woman 100 eucalyptus 
seedlings) but it seems that it is less acceptable on the voluntary carbon market 
(Fisher, 2011).

4.2 Aims and objectives of the initiative

Part of ECOTRUST’s mission is to ‘enhance social welfare’ which could be 
interpreted to mean that the organisation intends to contribute to a general 
reduction in the levels of poverty rather than just focusing on the welfare of 
participants. The project itself currently has no explicit goals related to improving 
equity, or at least trying to avoid causing any increases in disparities between 
households. According to the Project Design Document (ECOTRUST, n.d.), it aims to 
produce long-term, verifiable voluntary emission reductions (VERs) by combining 
carbon sequestration with rural livelihood improvements through small-scale, 
farmer led, forestry/agroforestry projects. This is in line with the first of Plan 
Vivo’s four underlying principles, namely that ‘Plan Vivo is about livelihoods’ on 
the assumption that “Land-use change initiatives will only succeed and have 
permanent impacts where they meet local needs” (Plan Vivo, n.d.). Interestingly, 
62% of participants interviewed by Fisher (2013) stated that they were not aware 
of the project’s purpose.

As outlined earlier, recruitment to the project has, from the start, been open 
to any interested people and is not targeted at any particular societal group. 
Participation in the project is clearly more attractive to better-off people. Fisher 
(2011) found participants to have a significantly higher mean wealth index 
(56.71) than non-participants (38.75). A key factor was land ownership which 
was just 1.32 ha for non-participants but 5.33 ha for participants (Fisher, 2011). 
As no households were found to have shifted wealth rank in the previous six 
years, Fisher (2011) concluded that wealth disparities existed prior to the project 
and were not a result of participation. Apparently this almost inevitable exclusion 
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of poorer people was clear at project inception and was the main reason why one 
of the founding partners, CARE, decided to withdraw from the project (Fisher, 
2011).

The requirement for farmers to have sufficient land is an inevitable constraint 
when promoting planting on individual land. While the project has considered 
working with groups to overcome this, former Bushenyi is a densely populated 
area with very little ‘spare’ land available for group planting. Furthermore buyers 
want to sign contracts with a single entity. 

However, ECOTRUST is part of an initiative coordinated by Climate change, 
agriculture and food security (CCAFS) on pro-poor mitigation and, as part of 
this, is interested in improving its understanding of equity (ECOTRUST Executive 
Director, pers. comm.). It has allocated a staff member to define equity goals and 
related indicators for the organisation. In particular, it is considering whether it 
needs to develop a safeguards statement to ensure that this and other projects 
it implements do not increase levels of disparity between participants and non-
participants, and do not leave any individual worse off. This might be combined 
with a clearer policy on expansion into new districts – should this be decided on 
the basis of carbon efficiency and/or poverty alleviation criteria?

4.3 Scale issues: who counts as a subject of equity?

When considering the equity impacts of an initiative it is important to be clear 
about whose equity one is concerned. Equity issues could arise between different 
stakeholders in the value chain, between and within different participating 
communities and households or even between different generations. 

Along the value chain
The value chain itself is quite short and simple, with just three direct stakeholders: 
producers, buyers and the single intermediary, ECOTRUST. However, there are a 
number of indirect stakeholders (see Table 3) who provide services (e.g. banking, 
extension support) that can facilitate farmers’ engagement with the planting 
project.
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Stakeholders Role in the project 
Direct stakeholders 
(involved in exchanging 
the product and/or 
payments) 

Producers – individual farmers and some institutional (church or 
school) members 
Buyers – international charities and companies wanting to 
offset carbon emissions 
ECOTRUST (intermediary) – facilitates sale and signs 
agreement on behalf of the buyers 

Indirect stakeholders 
(providing services 
necessary for trade to 
take place, influencing the 
enabling environment, or 
potentially affected by the 
trade) 

Local Saving and Credit Co-operative Organisation (SACCO) – 
provides accounts for producers and receives fees for deposits; 
gives the farmers loans for which carbon payments or the trees 
themselves are used as collateral 
Uganda Carbon Bureau – deals with the private sector, e.g. 
travel and tour companies who want to offset carbon emissions 
Government service providers such as National Agricultural 
Advisory Services (NAADS) and the Sawlog Production Grant 
Scheme (SPGS) which provide technical support, e.g. 
seedlings, advice on pests and diseases. The Farm Income 
Enhancement and Forest Conservation Project (FIEFOC) 
provides seedlings of any tree species in selected districts. 
Local Councils – confirm land ownership for farmer contracts 
Plan Vivo Foundation – provides some quality assurance, 
problem-shooting, sharing of information with other PV projects 
3rd party verifier (Rainforest Alliance) 
Non-participating community members – may be affected 
(positively or negatively) by the project 

 Commodities are typically assessed on the basis of how much of the final sales 
price reaches the producer. Table 4 shows the relatively good cost structure, 
with individual producers receiving both their direct payments and a variable 
contribution from the CCF, totalling around 63%. This is in line with one of Plan 
Vivo’s underlying principles namely that “Plan Vivo is about equitable distribution 
of benefits”, where this principle relates to “an equitable proportion of project 
finance” reaching communities (Plan Vivo, n.d.).

Table 4. Proportion of total sales price allocated to different stakeholders in 
2010-11 (Source: Plan Vivo, 2012)

Between communities
As outlined above, the lack of clear criteria for selecting new communities to work 
in means that the project may inadvertently privilege communities which are 
already better off than their neighbours. Focusing on a community’s conservation 

Table 3. Analysis of direct and indirect stakeholders involved in the TFGB project.
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needs and their ability to engage with project interventions, without also taking 
into account local poverty levels, privileges efficient operation of the project over 
equity. 

Another equity issue we identified is the differential levels of support received by 
participating communities from ECOTRUST which determine how readily farmers 
are able to access information. This includes whether or not there is a local staff 
member (as opposed to work being carried out by volunteers), how many farmers 
are allocated to each coordinator, frequency of training and monitoring visits, 
etc.  

Between participant and non-participant households
As outlined above, the project is more attractive to better-off households with 
clear evidence of elite capture in some communities (Fisher, 2013). However, 
the concern that the project might actively increase disparities by encouraging 
participants to buy up additional land (as suggested by Carter, 2009) was not 
borne out in discussions with stakeholders during this fieldwork. On the contrary, 
perhaps the most worrying statements came from a group of relatively well-off 
non-participants who said they were distressed when their poorer participating 
neighbours got into difficulties because they had reduced their acreage devoted 
to food production too much and got into debt when carbon payments were 
delayed.

Within households
The limited time available for this study meant that we did not talk to men and 
women separately and could not, therefore, determine the impacts of carbon 
forestry on labour and financial relationships within households. Participants 
highlighted the possible positive contribution of the project to household firewood 
self-sufficiency which could improve intra-household equity by reducing women’s 
workload. However, non-participants claimed this would have been achieved more 
quickly with eucalyptus plantations and participating households were therefore 
at a disadvantage. Some participants commented on the fact that the process 
of having to have family member signatures on the agreement had resulted in 
positive discussions within the family. Only one case of conflict over the resulting 
payments was noted.

Between generations
In some households children benefited as parents used carbon payments to 
cover school fees. However, some participants voiced concerns about the long-
term nature of the contracts and the fact that these committed their children to 
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a certain form of land use over a long period, unlike just about any other land 
use decision they might take. Whether it is fair to impose 25-50 year contracts 
on people in a country where life expectancy is just 54.5 years (HDR, 2013) 
is a serious question. The opportunity costs of participating in the project are 
discussed in greater detail below.  

4.4  Contextual equity: how does the initiative impact on   
 existing disparities and access?

Discussions with participants and non-participants highlighted a number of 
barriers to participation in the project (Table 5), several of which were associated 
with disparities between different social groups. 

Table 5. Main barriers to participation in the TFGB project

Concerns about participation raised by participants and non-participants:
• Fear of the ‘muzungu ’ stealing their land;
• Lack of information about the project;
• Lack of understanding of the concept of the project. Uncertainty  
 about what happens if the contract is breached;
• Length of contract – 50  years is too long;
• Minimum number of trees (400), but some people only have  
 100;
• Land size (“why do you need a minimum of 400 trees?”): land  
 fragmentation has led to smaller land sizes. People have too little  
 land, therefore using it for trees would compromise food security;
• The fact that the payments do not cover the establishment costs;  
 high start-up costs ‘input/output relationship isn’t right’ – higher  
 payments needed at start;
• Non-inclusion of coffee (would give quicker returns than timber);
• Long distance to the nursery, therefore difficult to obtain   
 seedlings; lack of cheap seedlings (cost UGX500 each);
• Poverty and inability to wait such long times for returns from  
 trees;
• Concern about how to harvest trees without damaging coffee (in  
 agroforestry system).
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Land ownership
The requirement to own at least 1 hectare of land or sufficient to plant a 
minimum of 400 trees (in addition to subsistence crops) is the main constraint 
to participation. Fully 86% of respondents in Fisher’s 2011 study suggested land 
was a significant barrier to participation. It disadvantages women, the disabled 
and orphans, who are considered to be the main marginalised groups in the 
area (Mitooma District officials, pers. comm.). One counsellor, a representative 
of disabled people, specifically asked us what opportunities there were for the 
disabled and young people to get involved. The project has already included 
technical specifications such as agroforestry and boundary plantings which 
are easier to fit into small land parcels than woodlots, as well as including fruit 
tree species which provide much quicker returns than timber trees. It has also 
engaged with some institutions such as churches, which may include poorer 
people. The lack of community land in this densely populated area means that 
there is no option of working with groups on community land. The model of the 
Forest Stewardship Council small group scheme, which groups individuals with 
small areas of land, is difficult to implement as a single LC1 chairman is needed 
to sign the land title of the land which, in this case, might be scattered across 
various different LC1s. However, there is as yet no explicit attempt to work with 
institutions that support orphans or the disabled, or to allocate a proportion of 
the CCF to their representative groups. 

At national level, areas with less certain tenure are likely to be disadvantaged 
in terms of being selected for participation in the project. This is something 
the project could discuss in national forums, particularly in the context of the 
implementation of the new land policy.

Poverty levels
There is no formal information as to the proportion of members above/below 
the local poverty line. Participants in the study area have significantly more land 
than non-participants and are among the wealthiest in their communities (Fisher, 
2011). However, it is possible that these ‘wealthy’ people are those most able to 
take longer-term risks and also willing to be pioneers in a project in which many 
people still fear their land will eventually be taken away. Nevertheless, the project 
could aim to increase the proportion of people in lower well-being categories over 
time by targeting them specifically and making the technical specifications easier 
for them to adopt.
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Gender equity 
Culturally men are the heads of households and take decisions about how to spend 
income. Even where a wife and/or children have their own plots (and therefore 
their carbon payments come into separate bank accounts), all the money earned 
will be pooled and expenditure decisions taken by the man. The Bitereko group is 
more successful than others at including married women (as opposed to women 
heads of households) as individual members but this is explained by its history 
as a women’s development association. Our study was not able to establish 
whether it is beneficial for women to be individual members or whether they 
derive the same benefits if their husband is a member. One group of participants 
felt that the discussion required within a family before both spouses (and older 
children) signed the contract was good for promoting agreement in the family. 
They explained that men sometimes have to be very nice to their wives in order 
to get them to agree to sign and may later give them part of the income in return. 
In Kiyanga, Fisher (2011) found that wealthier households were capturing more 
benefits by registering a second plot in the woman’s name (the case for 7 out of 
9 plots registered in female names).

Access to information 
Information and access to it is a contextual equity issue. Just as it was at the 
start of the project, fear of the ‘muzungu’ stealing their land is still a critical 
factor preventing participation in the project, even among relatively educated 
respondents. “Why would someone pay us to plant trees and then not want 
something in return?” was a common question among the respondents. Many 
participants are influenced to do so by their respect for existing participants. 
Thus one church official stated that the example of the church planting trees had 
inspired others and its parish out-stations to join the project. The lack of a proper 
understanding of what the project is about (see procedural equity discussion 
below) and the absence of any manuals, posters or information sheets about this 
project or about other projects, disadvantages those potential producers who are 
unable to source information from other areas to compare with what is provided 
from the project.

4.5  Procedural equity: Who participates in and drives decisions  
 on the initiative and why?

A large number of issues were raised about the project’s procedures, both their 
intended and actual implementation. Some of these may appear to be the result 
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of inefficient implementation but they have important equity implications as they 
impact on participants’ rights to take informed decisions and have access to 
redress where appropriate. 

Contractual issues
As shown in Appendix 3, the contract is a relatively simple document. As is 
clear from Table 6, however, a critical procedural issue is that producers do not 
understand some of the basic aspects of their contracts and may not even have a 
signed copy. This was even true for very educated producers, such as one district 
production officer we spoke with. In part this is a language issue, as the contracts 
are entirely in English with no written translation provided. Furthermore, unlike 
many development projects, the TFGB does not hand out posters or leaflets to 
explain its activities. Farmers stated that they watched other farmers sign and 
then felt confident to do so themselves.

Less successful trees
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Comments from farmers about 
the payments

Implications and explanations 

Who sets the price? Farmers do not understand the value chain and the relationship 
between the international carbon price and the price they are 
offered. 

Why does the carbon price not go up over 
time? Everything else is getting more 
expensive. Haven’t we been working well?  

Farmers do not understand that the price is fixed at time of 
purchase. 

Why don’t payments go up as the tree gets 
bigger and takes in more CO² ?  

² ²

Farmers do not understand that the payments are up-front for a 
fixed amount of CO2 , calculated on the basis of the number, 
type and arrangement of trees they plant. 

The payment is not high enough to cover the 
establishment costs. A typical example given 
was that it might cost UGX1 million to 
establish the trees but the Year 0 payment 
would only be UGX400,000.  

Farmers misunderstand the function of the payment – TFGB 
emphasises that tree planting is a business and that the carbon 
payments can contribute to but not cover all the investment 
costs. 

Why are payments for fruit trees less than for 
timber trees? 

Farmers think there is the same amount of carbon in fruit and 
timber trees and do not see payments as a contribution towards 
starting a business which, in the case of fruit trees, provides 
returns more quickly than timber trees.   

The project told them the payments differed 
for different species and this influenced their 
decision on what to plant, but now it seems as 
though payments are a flat rate per tree. Why? 

Farmers struggle to understand the complexities of the 
payment calculations (dependent on number, species and 
arrangement of trees planted) – for a commodity they cannot 
visualise. 

Can payments be staggered differently? 
(Many farmers said they wanted a higher first 
payment of 50%, while others said they 
wanted equal annual payments over the 10 
years.) 

It is not clear to farmers whether there is any scope for 
negotiating payment tranches. Furthermore, many do not 
understand the concept of percentages and therefore find it 
impossible to engage in this discussion. 

Why are payments delayed? (Year 0 payment 
can take up to 2 years.)  

There are many reasons for possible delays including lack of 
monitoring capacity, incomplete monitoring records and (for 
Year 0 payments) a lack of a buyer.  

When monitoring is done for 150-200 people, 
why doesn’t everybody get paid at the same 
time? 

As above 

Why do two people with the same number of 
trees not get paid the same?  

In Year 0 this may be because one farmer used wildings 
whereas another used seedlings from the nursery (the payment 
for which is deducted from their payment); it also depends on 
what the intended final number of trees is as farmers only get 
paid if they have planted at least half their target. 

Why are contracts not in the local language? Farmers would like to know what is in the contract. Although it 
is translated for them verbally by the volunteer coordinators, 
after a while they forget what it says. If in the local language 
their children could read it for them to understand the content in 
future. 

Why don’t we receive individual noti�cation of 
our payments? 

Currently coordinators are sent a list of payments included in a 
single transfer to the SACCO. They pass the information about 
expected payments on to each producer, leading to suspicions 
that either the coordinator or the SACCO staff might be paying 
farmers less than they should. 

My trees were destroyed by drought (or fire). 
Why do I have to cover all the costs for 
replanting? 

There are no explicit rules for contributing to replanting costs – 
decisions are based on a number of factors including the scale 
of the loss, whether the farmer is considered to have been 
negligent, how old the trees were, etc. 

Table 6. Comments from farmers about the contract process

Language aside, the content of the contracts is also problematic in a number of 
ways: 

(i)  First of all, farmers do not know exactly what kind of income they will  
 get at the point of signing, as the relevant buyer (and hence price)   
              are only inserted into the contract after the farmer has signed. 
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 However, this practice dates back to the start of the project, when   
 farmers were given a different price depending on who their   
 buyer was; the shift towards a standardised payment of $6 per ton of  
 CO2 should mean that these calculations can be done in the field.6  It  
 should  also be possible to calculate how different species choices   
 and tree numbers would affect the payments.

(ii)  The second issue relating to the content of the contract is the lack   
 of information about the consequences of a breach of the contract by    
 either ECOTRUST or the producer. What happens, for example, if   
 ECOTRUST fails to monitor or pay on time? Is the farmer then allowed  
 to withdraw from the contract? Similarly, are farmers expected to pay  
 back all their instalments if they remove their trees and what
 legal recourse does ECOTRUST have to deal with such a situation? 

(iii)  The contract does not address what happens if trees are lost through  
 no fault of the farmers (e.g. drought or fire or malicious action by   
 others).  There is a reluctance on the part of ECOTRUST to be too 
 explicit about the process (which essentially requires evidence that 
 the loss was not brought about by a farmer’s negligence and that it   
 is of serious scale) in case farmers take advantage of the process   
 (ECOTRUST Executive Director, pers. comm.). 

(iv)  Although the contract mentions the 10% buffer, it is not clear to most  
 people we spoke with that these are unsold credits which provide a   
 type of ‘carbon insurance’ in the case of loss of trees, but do not   
 represent a pot of money available for filling gaps or dealing with tree  
 losses. 

(v)  Finally, there is no clarity about what happens if producers wish to   
 sell their land. Bitereko sub-county leaders, for example, mentioned   
 that arguments over selling land stopped once people had    
 signed a contract with ECOTRUST as they were then unable to   
 sell their land. However, this is not true – the contract simply has to   
 be passed on to the land purchaser and this has happened in a   
 few cases, but the lack of any mention of this in the contract clearly   
 leads to misconceptions.

In addition to language and content, the concerns raised in Table 6 indicate 
a number of problems with the contract-to-payment process. Although most 
farmers get paid after they are first monitored, many do not receive copies of 
6There was some confusion about levels of prices as the contracts specify tons of carbon, while Ecotrust sells certificates for CO2 
(conversion factor is about 1t C = 2.6t CO2).
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their contracts until well into their second year (or even later in a few cases 
)8 meaning that it is impossible for them to verify that they have received the 
amounts stated in the contract. Currently there also seems to be a problem with 
achieving monitoring on time with some people missing out in their first year. 
Coordinators felt that the process had started out very effectively but the payment 
system had not sufficiently adapted to the increasing producer numbers and that 
delays in monitoring (and hence payment) were unfair to farmers. Furthermore, 
although most payments should arrive within two months of monitoring, they 
estimated there were about 80 producers who had planted trees but not yet 
received payment. Delayed payments can have far-reaching consequences: 
one farmer, who regretted joining, explained that his motivation was to obtain 
funds for school fees – but because he did not receive the money on time (and 
was unable to convert his trees into agricultural crops with quicker returns), he 
was unable to send his children to school and therefore regretted joining. An 
ECOTRUST staff member explained that missing monitoring information for just 
one farmer can hold up payments for all others as payments to the local SACCO 
tend to be made in one cheque to minimise transaction costs. 

Opportunity costs
An important procedural equity issue is the lack of recognition of the dynamic 
nature of rural economies and the fact that farmers’ land use preferences might 
change over the duration of the contract. All informants agreed that the market 
for tree products is very good in the area at present. The main species planted by 
non-participants in the project area are pines and eucalyptus. Mitooma district 
officials explained that, although eucalyptus can cause erosion (from rain splash) 
they grow fast and can produce marketable poles within five years. Within 6-8 
years, they can be sold as electricity and telephone poles, which sell for about 
UGX70,000 each. Local people also like the fact that eucalyptus coppices well 
and therefore does not need replanting. Lack of firewood is a serious problem 
in the area even though there is now an Memoradum of Understanding with the 
park authorities which permits people to collect firewood on two days each week, 
thus reducing conflict. One officer mentioned that he had read that stunting rates 
in children are high in the district because lack of firewood means people are 
unable to cook food even if they have access to it.

While most non-participants we spoke to had insufficient land or capital to 
participate, one group of non-participants provided a very different perspective 
on the issue. They were all successful coffee and banana farmers and fairly 
educated and had thought hard about whether or not to participate. However, 
their personal cost-benefit calculations clearly came down on the side of coffee/
banana rather than indigenous trees (as one woman stated “the input-output 
8 We met three farmers who had been members since June 2009 and had still not received their contracts back from Ecotrust after 
nearly three years.
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relationship isn’t right”). One man explained that his four acres of coffee brought 
him an income of UGX7 million per year, and he had one acre of eucalyptus to 
provide for his fuelwood needs, a much more flexible arrangement than project 
trees which had to be maintained for at least 25 years. Another explained that 
coffee had the benefit of producing an annual income and could therefore 
easily be used as collateral; at the same time a coffee enterprise could easily 
be stopped if it did not do well unlike the long-term commitment to TFGB trees. 
The quicker returns from coffee than trees were also mentioned with one farmer 
saying he had already obtained income for two years running while his neighbour, 
who had planted TFGB trees at the same time as he had started his coffee farm, 
had not yet received any net returns because he had had to invest so much in 
replanting failed trees. 

An analysis of the relative profitability of different land use scenarios (Table 7, 
Fisher, 2011) suggests that this preference for coffee makes perfect economic 
sense for all but the very wealthy. However, the carbon payment provided by the 
project can make indigenous trees a relatively good investment for all but the 
poorest people who have a high discount rate (i.e. a strong preference for having 
money today rather than tomorrow). Fisher (2011) discusses the potential of 
indigenous trees as an ‘alternative’, e.g. on steep sites or where crops have failed 
or there is a high risk of crop raiding near protected areas. 

As highlighted above, access to information is an important equity issue. Farmers 
have very few reliable sources of information to enable them to compare the 
benefits of different species or land uses, especially not over a 50 year period. 
They therefore rely on the information provided by ECOTRUST, a project with a high 
reputation amongst their peers. But perhaps these decisions are not now (or may 
not be in the future) in their best interests and “for the sake of conservation we 
are being selfish” (Nabanyumya, pers. comm.). In contrast, some participating 
farmers explained that they all had other enterprises so did not rely on income 
from the trees, which they saw as a long-term investment for their children. 
Clearly the relative benefits of different land uses depend entirely on a farmer’s 
specific circumstances which may change over time. Thus the fact that farmers 
do not know what the contractual consequences of changing land uses would 
be, binds them and their children into long contracts and limits their ability to 
manoeuvre in the future.
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Ranking of profitability of crops (in descending order) according to discount rate 
5% 10% 15% 25% 

Indigenous trees with 
carbon 

Coffee Coffee Coffee 

Indigenous trees Indigenous trees with 
carbon 

Indigenous trees with 
carbon 

Matoke 

Coffee Indigenous trees Mixed crops Mixed crops 
Eucalyptus timber Eucalyptus poles Eucalyptus poles Indigenous trees with 

carbon 
Eucalyptus poles Eucalyptus timber Matoke Eucalyptus poles 
Mixed crops Mixed crops Indigenous trees Indigenous trees 
Matoke Matoke Eucalyptus timber Eucalyptus timber 
 

Coordinator roles and responsibilities
Although the TFGB project does have field staff in other areas, the former Bushenyi 
area continues to operate with volunteer coordinators with twice-yearly visits from 
ECOTRUST staff in Entebbe. The reason for this is that the system has worked 
well with the coordinators well respected in their communities. Coordinators 
clearly feel they have benefited from their positions. Not only have they learned 
new technical skills but their monitoring activities have enabled them to build 
up networks of friends and support across their districts and ECOTRUST has 
tried to give each of them opportunities to represent the project at national and 
international meetings. They also receive a motorbike, a monthly fuel allowance 
(UGX 100,000) and a monthly sum to cover their expenses (UGX 100,000, mostly 
spent on ‘air time’ to call producers) but coordinators feel this is not sufficient to 
cover the real costs of monitoring their widely dispersed producers and the time 
they invest. The lack of a clearly written agreement outlining mutual expectations 
between ECOTRUST and the coordinators can also make it difficult for ECOTRUST 
to insist on certain standards being maintained in the field. This becomes more 
urgent as the rapid increase in producer numbers has stretched the system to 
breaking point. Coordinators and participants voiced concerns that there were no 
clear criteria as to how many producers should be supported by each coordinator, 
and at what point additional or new coordinators needed to be appointed. Only 
in Bitereko, is the coordinator formally supported by an assistant coordinator. 
In other sub-counties, coordinators are supported by parish coordinators (put 
forward by their parishes) but these have no direct relationship with ECOTRUST, 
leading to some mistrust about benefits received (e.g. coordinators are expected 
to share a proportion of their fuel allowance with their parish coordinators as 
appropriate).

Collaboration with local government
Local government at all levels (district and sub-county) has a commitment to 
environmental conservation written into their respective development plans. 

Table 7. Relative profitability of land use scenarios at different discount rates 
(Source: Fisher, 2011)
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However, this is rarely associated with much budget, with activities focused on 
sensitisation meetings (e.g. about tree planting or wetlands conservation) and a 
limited amount of extension – usually in response to requests as NAADS is now 
set up as a quasi-NGO which must respond to farmer demand. Mitooma district 
has a central nursery in which it produces subsidised seedlings (species selected 
on the basis of information provided by sub-counties).

Most officers and local leaders we spoke with felt that TFGB was a good project 
which “is helping the government do its work and brings financial benefits to 
people”. However, the redrawing of district boundaries in the study area has 
clearly disrupted the previously close working relationship between ECOTRUST 
and the former Bushenyi district and caused the project “quite a headache” 
(Executive Director of ECOTRUST, pers. comm.).

In the new Mitooma and Rubirizi districts, officials regretted that they had not 
yet been invited to have a formal meeting with ECOTRUST staff to discuss how to 
collaborate. They highlighted the possibility of signing an MoU that could clearly 
spell out mutual expectations between ECOTRUST and the District. These might 
include the district providing forestry extension support, subsidised seedlings, 
information about how to deal with pests and diseases, small business support 
(apiary, etc.) as well as acting as an arbiter in cases of breach of contract (by 
either party) and helping to resolve cases of malicious or accidental damage to 
trees by neighbours. In return ECOTRUST could focus its support in particular 
sub-counties (or fragile zones such as Crater Lake shores in Rubirizi, where 
farmers can only plant indigenous trees), relieving pressure on the limited district 
resources.

Bitereko sub-county officials felt they had a close working relationship with the 
TFGB project, providing it with a venue to hold its meetings with farmers and 
pleased with the opportunities the project provides to farmers to engage in 
tree-planting in return for an income (which they felt had resulted in increased 
schooling levels in the sub-county). To promote this further, the sub-county has 
just allocated the Bitereko carbon group a demonstration plot adjacent to its 
compound at a lower price than for private tree producers.  

Producer involvement in (ongoing) project design
Based on comments received during the fieldwork, it seems that the general 
perception of the project by participants is very positive, in spite of the numerous 
points raised above. Coordinators are clearly respected. Nevertheless, producers 
feel they do not have sufficient opportunity to engage with ECOTRUST on the 
design of the overall project and its components (e.g. species choice or 
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payment schedules). This is confirmed by Fisher (2013), who argues that the 
failure to engage participants in design inputs is contrary to the project’s own 
documentation which highlights its responsive nature. Although famers see 
ECOTRUST staff during monitoring they do not feel they have a voice when they 
are on their own, they need group meetings in which to air their grievances. 
One group stated “they used to have enough time for us at the beginning of the 
project, now that the community has embraced the project ECOTRUST does not 
have time to discuss with us”.

4.6  Distributive equity: how are the costs, benefits, risks and   
 opportunities of the initiative distributed and why?

At the core of any discussion about equity is the issue of how the benefits – and 
costs – of the initiative are distributed between people, both participants and 
non-participants.

Equal distribution of payments 
The benefits listed in Table 8 are, for the most part, benefits that would be 
obtained from trees planted in both a project or non-project context. The key 
new benefit brought by the project is the carbon payment (plus a few others 
related to social networking and skills development). In the past the actual price 
was passed on to participants, even though this might vary from purchaser to 
purchaser. At the time of the authors’ first visit to the project (2009), prices were 
found to vary between $4 and $10 per tonne of carbon (Peskett et al., 2011). 
However, to avoid conflict between farmers receiving a different price, the project 
has recently shifted to a standardised price (currently $6 per ton CO2) (Executive 
Director, ECOTRUST). 
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Benefits [Listed in order of how 
frequently they were mentioned, but 
not necessarily in order of importance] 

Comments from four participant groups: Bitereko (older 
group), Rubirizi and Kiyanga (recent groups), 

Payments Mentioned by all. Three groups highlighted the importance of 
payments for paying school fees. One group also said that 
they do not keep track of the amounts they receive. 

Shade and cool breeze Mentioned by all groups – considered good as it can protect 
coffee from drought; and also provides a cool place to hold 
meetings. 

Firewood (considered a particular benefit 
for women and children. Older Bitereko 
group mentioned that people either had 
to walk 1.5-3km to find firewood or 
purchase it.) 

One of the earliest benefits mentioned by all groups except 
the very recent participants. Need 1-2000 indigenous trees to 
be self-sufficient. 

Grazing between the trees  Possible once trees are 3-4 years old 
Soil fertility and reduced soil erosion Three groups mentioned that leaf litter increases fertility for 

intercropped plants. Two mentioned the importance of soil 
cover in reducing erosion on steep slopes. 

Fruit (for consumption and/or sale) Considered a good early benefit (from 3 years) by three 
groups as well as non-participants.  

Medicinal products A good early benefit mentioned by three groups as well as by 
non-participants. 

Forage for bees Two groups mentioned keeping bees but not having any 
business support to sell honey. 

Participation in the savings and credit 
scheme (set up with the CCF money) 

Mentioned by two groups – access to credit from the group 
scheme is easier than from the SACCO. [NB SACCO bank 
manager mentioned that trees are accepted as collateral for 
loans, as any missed repayments can be deducted from the 
farmer’s next carbon payment] 

Other natural benefits Included natural beauty (trees in the environment), better 
infiltration meaning that springs do not dry up so fast, clean 
air. 

Other socio-economic benefits Included networking and getting to know each other, learning 
skills from each other, ECOTRUST T-shirts (though they had 
to buy these), opportunities to set up a new business 
(nursery operator).  

 

Table 8. Benefits obtained by carbon farmers

Costs to participants
The biggest complaint participants had was that the early payments do not 
sufficiently cover the high costs of establishing the trees. Typically, it seems that 
the Year 0 payment is less than half the establishment costs as most farmers 
seem to hire labour to help with the time- and labour-intensive task of tree-
planting. Delay in the later payments means that many producers go into debt 
to maintain their trees, which require regular maintenance (including clearing 
around them three times per year, application of pesticides). 

Another issue raised was the effect of drought on young trees and concern about 
the poor growth of Maesopsis, the main indigenous timber species being planted. 
Farmers stated they were still waiting for information about a disease affecting 
this species almost two years after they first requested it.
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An increase in predator birds attracted by trees was mentioned by some 
participants who now had to keep their chickens in an enclosure.

Benefits and costs for non-participants
Table 9 outlines some of the main benefits and costs experienced by non-
participants. In general, there was no sense that non-participants were particularly 
inconvenienced by the project unless a neighbour planted too many trees close 
to a field boundary. We came across one instance of a church using tree-planting 
as an opportunity to move longer-term tenants from its land following a law that 
gives tenants the right to claim land as their own after working on it for 12 years. 
This particular case did not lead to conflict as the church was able to move the 
people to a new area and/or compensate them for the land. 

Table 9. Benefits and costs incurred by non-participants

People enjoying the shade of their trees
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Community Carbon Fund (CCF)
The relatively new Community Carbon Fund raises a number of equity issues, 
particularly in relation to procedure and distribution. Neither its purpose or 
governance, nor any explicit criteria for allocating amounts (between districts 
or between groups) are clear to coordinators or participants. Although initially 
designed to be of benefit to the wider community, ECOTRUST has hit obstacles 
in trying to operationalise this intention because of difficulties in identifying 
accountable representatives of community organisations. There are few 
community-based organisations (CBOs) in the area or they may be a front for a 
particular group leading to risks of elite capture. The project therefore considered 
involving local government in decision-making but members mistrust government 
so a decision was taken to simply ask project participants to submit their own 
ideas (ECOTRUST Executive Director, pers. comm.).

For its first CCF disbursement, therefore, ECOTRUST sent out a call to groups 
(initially just in the former Bushenyi district) to submit proposals for how they 
would like to use up to UGX4 million. Proposals had to be accompanied by the 
minutes of the group meeting at which the proposal was discussed. Proposals 
were reviewed by a selection committee consisting of ECOTRUST staff (two from 
headquarters and two from the field). Although groups were encouraged to submit 
proposals of wider community benefit, groups have tended to reject this idea. 
Apparently they are reluctant to invest in activities with community-wide benefits, 
such as roads or wells, because they feel that these things should actually be 
paid for by local government and they do not feel they should be subsidising 
government (ECOTRUST Executive Director, pers. comm.). In the study area, the 
money has been used as follows:

• The Bitereko group has set up a savings and credit scheme for which 
annual membership costs UGX10,000. Some access is provided to wider 
community members as up to 10% of members can be non-project participants. 
Interest rates are 2% per month. They were hoping to obtain an additional 
UGX6million from the CCF in 2012 to boost their fund to UGX10 million. 
• The Rubirizi Carbon Farmers’ Association was set up specifically to 
benefit from the CCF. Producers have to pay UGX 10,000 per ‘share’ plus an 
annual fee of UGX10,000. They have used the money to pay a contractor to 
produce seedlings for them as they were concerned the nearby private nursery 
would not have enough capacity to meet their needs. The seedlings (for which 
they have provided the seeds) will be sold at a subsidised price (UGX300 instead 
of UGX400) to carbon producers, whether or not they are members of the 
association. The income will be used to set up a revolving loan fund for group 
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members only at an interest rate of 3% per month. There have apparently been 
complaints by some carbon producers that they do not want to pay to join the 
Carbon Farmers’ Association to receive these benefits.
• The Kiyanga group has used the money to set up a savings and credit 
scheme, loaning money at 3%; although this is the same rate as the SACCO, 
access to the loans is much less laborious and they are mainly used for school 
fees and business needs.

A second disbursement process, following the same pattern, was underway as 
we did our fieldwork. None of the volunteer coordinators we spoke to were aware 
of any criteria for disbursement, nor how the suggested amount of UGX4 million 
had been arrived at. It was not clear whether this was related to the number of 
carbon farmers in a particular group, the merit of the proposal or the level of need 
of the group. Another issue this situation raises is whether and how the project 
could ensure that the benefits (e.g. the savings schemes) could be accessed by 
all producers (given that all have contributed to the CCF) and not just those who 
have chosen to join a separate carbon farmer association.

Trees and Coffee plantation
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In addition to disbursing funds to groups, ECOTRUST also intends to use the fund 
to contribute to the costs of any research that would be beneficial to the groups, 
e.g. improving understanding of the main pests and diseases of the tree species 
being planted ECOTRUST (Executive Director, pers. comm.). According to the 
Project Design Document and 2008 annual report, the CCF was also intended to 
be used to contribute to covering the additional costs of farmers who lose their 
trees from natural disasters.

5. CONCLUSION – EXPLORING EQUITY IN A PES SCHEME

This study set out to explore the equity ramifications of a PES scheme, using 
the TFGB project as a case study. In doing this, we were guided by a framework 
which unpacks different dimensions and parameters of equity. A critical aspect 
of the framework is that it is not normative, i.e. it does not dictate what is or 
is not equitable or ‘fair’, recognising instead that these judgements are very 
context-specific. Instead it acts as a checklist of linked issues to be considered in 
any given situation. This made it a helpful and non-threatening tool to stimulate 
discussion with project stakeholders from participants and non-participants to 
the project implementers and external informants.

The framework proved to be useful in highlighting a number of aspects that might 
otherwise not have been apparent, particularly the importance of decisions taken 
beyond the local level and some that – on the surface – appear to be of a purely 
technical nature. Thus, the parameter-setting outer layer of the framework pointed 
us to the issue of which species could be included in the planting schemes. Here 
it became clear that national decisions about whether or not to include coffee 
and bananas as ‘trees’ will have a huge impact on which farmers (and even 
which regions of Uganda) can benefit from carbon sequestration payments under 
future national and project-based REDD+ initiatives. 

The framework’s second parameter required us to examine the equity goals 
of the project, highlighting the differences between a livelihood objective and 
explicit action to improve local-level equity or at least not worsen disparities 
between households or communities. Consideration of the scale/target group 
made clear that although the project has thought carefully about how benefits 
are distributed along the value chain, it could do more to ensure that its activities 
target poorer households and poorer districts. One of its biggest challenges is to 
work around the fact that minimum land holding requirements are an inevitable 
barrier to participation for individual farmers in a tree-planting project. 

While discussions of equity frequently focus entirely on the distribution of benefits, 
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our framework highlighted how inextricably distributive outcomes are linked to 
procedural and contextual equity. Procedural issues in this case were particularly 
related to the format and content of the contract. They were exacerbated by a 
number of contextual issues such as lack of access to advice and information 
from non-project sources, potentially putting vulnerable people at risk of taking 
decisions not currently in their best interests or which might reduce their ability 
to adapt their land use to changing circumstances in the future. 

While the ideal definition of a PES scheme promoted by Wunder (2005) suggests 
the need for several buyers, the present case raises the issue of the risks faced 
by producers dependent on a single intermediary available to link them to carbon 
credit buyers. The fact that participants are not able to choose between different 
intermediaries, increases their vulnerability to the potential collapse or withdrawal 
of the project. With a less honest broker than ECOTRUST, producers could also be 
vulnerable to unscrupulous practices (Peskett et al., 2011).

By examining contextual equity – or the pre-existing disparities within society – 
as a separate dimension, we highlight the fact that many aspects of the un-level 
societal playing field are beyond the capacity of a project-based intervention to 
overcome. This is a particular concern for PES projects, like TFGB, which set out 
to market a single commodity (in this case carbon) in an efficient and business-
like intervention but find themselves confronted with the need to take a more 
conventional development approach to meet the desires and expectations of 
participants for a broader emphasis on livelihood improvements.

In conclusion, the framework proved a useful tool to help elucidate the many 
interlinked aspects of equity in this PES project. While there was no indication 
that the TFGB project has increased local-level disparities, it is clear that there 
are decisions – some within the project’s remit and others for discussion at 
national level – which could help to improve the equity outcomes of the project 
and national REDD+ strategy. 
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1 List of meetings and interviews
Note: Individual farmer names have been removed to maintain anonymity 

Date Person Place 

14th Feb 2012 Pauline Kalunda Nantongo, Executive Director of 
ECOTRUST 

Lillian Kiguli, Programme Officer, ECOTRUST 

ECOTRUST offices, 
Entebbe 

14th Feb 2012 Robert Mbeche, Doreen Ruta and Barbara 
NakanguBugembe 

IUCN offices, Kampala 

16th Feb 2012 ECOTRUST volunteer coordinators – Beatrice 
Ahimbisibwe (Bitereko sub-county); 
DonosioTumugabirwe (Bitereko sub-county assistant); 
Benon Bushborozi (Kiyanga sub-county); Wilson 
Turyahikayo (Rubirizi sub-county) 

Crane Hotel, Ishaka 

16th Feb 2012 Meeting with Bitereko sub-county project participants in 
2 groups: (1) 26 recent participants (have received 
payments 0 and 1 only) and (2) established participants 
(more than 5 years) 

Farm of Kato Eliasph, 
Bitereko sub-county 

16th Feb 2012 Farm visit of Rev. Mutabezi Emanuel Bitereko sub-county 

17th Feb 2012 Mitooma District Council technical staff: Asst Chief 
Administrative Officer, Coordinator Natural Resources 
Sector, Coordinator Agricultural Production Sector, 
Senior Community Development Officer, Forest ranger 

Mitooma District Council 
offices, Mitooma 

17th Feb 2012 Courtesy call to Karyeija Benon - Chairman of Mitooma 
District 

Mitooma District Council 
offices, Mitooma 

17th Feb 2012 Manager, Loans Officer and Teller officer of Bitereko 
Savings and Credit Bank 

Bitereko Trading Centre 

17th Feb 2012 Technical staff, Bitereko sub-county, Mitooma District: 
NAADS coordinator, Service Provider, Community 
Development Officer, Uganda Wildlife Authority, NFA 
Acting Forest Officer, Caretaker sub-county chief, Senior 
Accounts Assistant 

Bitereko sub-county 
offices 

17th Feb 2012 Group of 7 non-participants in Bitereko sub-county Bitereko sub-county 
offices 

17th Feb 2012 Bitereko sub-county Local Leaders 
 Kantereine Monday Fabius (Chairman LC3) 
 Turihamwe B. Teodoro (Vice chairman LC1) 
 Tumugabirwe Nazario (Councilor LC3) 
 Kyobutungi Immaculate (Chairperson LC2) 

Bitereko sub-county 
offices 

18th Feb 2012 Rubirizi Carbon Farmers’ Association nursery Behind the police station 
in Rubirizi 
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18th Feb 2012 Rubirizi Carbon Farmers’ Association – meeting with 3 
male non-participants (all waiting to join), two women 
(participating since 3 years and 5 years) and 8 male 
participants (ranging from 1 to 5 years). 

By the police station in 
Rubirizi 

20th Feb 2012 Group of 6 non-participants in Kiyanga Sub-county (1 
woman, 5 men) 

Kiyanga Sub-county 
offices, Mitooma District 

20th Feb 2012 Group of 13 participants of the Kiyanga Tree-planting 
group (2 women, 11 men) 

Kiyanga Sub-county 
offices, Mitooma District 

20th Feb 2012 Farm visit of Mrs. Goreti Kiyanga Sub-county 

21st Feb 2012 Meeting with Rubirizi District officers: District NAADS 
Coordinator, Forest Ranger, Volunteer District 
Environment Officer, District Production Officer, District 
Natural Resources Officer 

Rubirizi District Office 

21st Feb 2012 Meeting with the Area Archdeacon and Parish Priest 
(Mohomsa Sen) 

Ndekye Church of 
Uganda, Rubirizi District 

21st Feb 2012 Meeting with Head Catechist of Rugazi Parish 
(Deusdedit Bagamba) 

The Holy Name of Mary 
Catholic Church, Rugazi 
Parish 

21st Feb 2012 Meeting with Ssempala Annet Night (ECOTRUST 
Programme Officer)  

Crane Hotel, Ishaka 

22nd Feb 2012 Wrap-up meeting with volunteer coordinators Crane Hotel, Ishaka 

22nd Feb 2012 Meeting with Xavier Mugumya, Alternate REDD+ 
national Focal person, National Forestry Authority, 
Ministry of Water and Environment 

Mosa Court Hotel, 
Kampala 

23rd Feb 2012 Meeting with Richard Mwesigwa, Nature Harness Nature Harness office, 
Kampala 

23rd Feb 2012 Feedback meeting with Pauline Kalunda Nantongo, 
Executive Director of ECOTRUST 

Residence, Kampala 

23rd Feb 2012 Meeting with Robert Nabanyumya Kampala Club 

24th Feb 2012 Meeting with Francis Ogwal, Natural Resource 
Management Specialist, NEMA 

NEMA, Kampala 
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Appendix 2 Checklist of questions guiding the interviews
 
1) Process: How are the parameters of equity set?  
 
 What is the process for decision-making in framing the initiative? 
 How is it established and at what scale of decision-making?  
 Who is included/excluded in the decision-making process?  
 Who defines the goals, targets and content of the initiative? 

 
 
2) Why equity? What is the explicit/implicit goal?  
 
 Is the goal to maximise equity, improve equity, do no harm, or are equity impacts not under 

consideration? 
 
3) Target: Who counts as a subject of equity? 
 
 At which scale(s) is equity considered: individual, household, community, value chain, regional, 

national, global? 
 How are the needs of current and future generations taken into account? 
 How are the needs of non-human species or ecosystems taken into account? 

 
4) Content: What counts as a matter of equity? 
 

4a) Distributive equity  
 Is the distribution of benefits, costs and risks given consideration? 
 What is the intended basis for the distribution of benefits: equal shares, net social 

welfare, merit, needs? 
 What is the observed cost/benefit distribution and its impacts?  

 
4b) Procedural/Participatory equity 

 Which marginalised groups are recognised? voicing their interests? 
 Who is participating in decision-making and who is left out? 

 
4c) Contextual equity (incorporating Capabilities, Access, Power) 

 Do decisions reflect the interests of the marginalised? 
 Do marginalised individuals have access to the resources (e.g. land, capital) necessary 

to secure benefits of the initiative? 
 What new capabilities are being developed?  
 What local institutions provide ‘safety nets’? 
 Are the causes of inequity identified? addressed? 
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Appendix 3: The contract used by the TFGB project 
(Source: Fisher 2011)
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