
Impact Story

Key messages
• Madagascar’s forests store carbon of 

global importance, and provide incredible 
biodiversity. The Malagasy government 
is using REDD+ to contribute to its global 
climate mitigation efforts.

• Shifting agriculture (locally known as ‘tavy’) 
has traditionally provided access to fertile soils 
for hundreds of thousands of small farmers. 
Conservation restrictions aimed at protecting 
forests by preventing tavy have the potential to 
negatively impact poor people’s livelihoods.  

• The ESPA P4GES project investigated how 
international ecosystem service payment 
schemes (including REDD+) can most 
effectively reduce poverty. It found that 
conservation that produces global benefits 
has local costs; these costs are born most 
heavily by the poorest. 

• This raises critical issues for Malagasy policy-
makers about how people’s access to natural 
resources should be recognised and valued, 
and what conditions should be placed on 
REDD+ schemes to ensure that the poorest 
benefit and do not suffer harm – including 
appropriate compensation if people’s access 
to natural resources is restricted.

• Findings of the research have been shared 
with the Malagasy government and other 
stakeholders in many different ways, 
raising considerable interest and laying the 
foundations for future impact.

Background
Madagascar is world renowned for the exceptionally 
rich biodiversity of its forests, which have made it a 
focus of conservation attention for decades. But this 
incredible natural heritage is under threat: deforestation 
is currently estimated at around 1.1% per year.1 

Madagascar is also one of the poorest countries in 
the world, with over 70% of its citizens classed by the 
World Bank as ‘extremely poor’.2 Communities living 
in extreme poverty rely on forests for their livelihoods 
– by collecting forest products (such as firewood and 
weaving materials) and using the forests as a source 
of fresh land for shifting agriculture. Known locally as 
‘tavy’, this land-use practice is often blamed for much 
of the deforestation in Madagascar, along with illegal 
logging and artisanal mining. 

Research helps ensure that forest 
conservation does not harm the poorest

An Ecosystem Services for Poverty Alleviation (ESPA) project has provided 
recommendations to the government and other stakeholders in Madagascar to 
ensure that both environmental and livelihoods considerations are taken into 
account within its national programme for reducing emissions from deforestation 
and forest degradation (REDD+). 
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Local people depend on clearing forest to obtain agricultural land, 
which is essential for their livelihoods.
Photo credit: P4GES project



Like many low-income countries with substantial 
tropical forests, Madagascar is using REDD+ to 
contribute to its global climate mitigation efforts. 
The Corridor Ankeniheny-Zahamena (CAZ) is 
a protected area recently set up in Madagascar 
as part of the government’s effort to expand the 
protected areas in the country, and later chosen 
as one of a number of pilot REDD+ projects in the 
country.3 The World Bank has been funding the 
establishment of this new protected area, including 
the initial stages of the REDD+ project. Part of the 
plans for long-term funding for CAZ involve carbon 
sequestration through REDD+.

More than 60,000 people live in over 450 villages 
in and around this protected area – mostly 
smallholder farmers with weak land tenure, who 
depend heavily on tavy and the collection of wild 
harvested products. Conservation restrictions aimed 
at protecting the forests by preventing tavy have the 
potential to negatively impact household economies, 
unless adequate compensation is provided or 
alternative livelihoods options are developed. 
If REDD+ is to contribute to efforts to tackle 
climate change without harming the poor, a better 
understanding is needed of the impact of forest 
conservation on both globally and locally valued 
ecosystem services, and how benefits from REDD+ 
funded projects can be best distributed.

The research 
The P4GES project brought together more than 
40 researchers across a wide range of disciplines 
and institutions to address the question: ‘how can 
international ecosystem service payment schemes 
(specifically for carbon sequestration/storage and 
biodiversity conservation) most effectively reduce 
poverty in low-income countries, given biophysical, 
economic and political realities?’. 

The team developed robust approaches to estimate 
the opportunity costs of conservation. Quantitative 
analysis (based on more than 400 choice experiments) 
suggests that the costs of conservation restrictions to 
local people were very significant. At the same time, 
the compensation measures put in place to offset 
these costs were inadequate. 

While some households in selected communities 
received one-time compensation in the form of 
microprojects such as poultry and beekeeping, P4GES 
uncovered significant bias in the way in which the 
recipients for compensation were identified. Households 
living close to motorable roads, those relatively well 
off, and those who were members of local community 
forest groups were more likely to be beneficiaries.4 
Further quantitative analyses have highlighted that 
local costs of conservation were significantly higher 
than compensation provided, as well as the value of 
compensation as perceived by the recipients.5

Impact and next steps 
P4GES adopted a multi-pronged approach to engage 
stakeholders at different levels and pursue impact. 

Throughout the life of the project, the team has shared 
relevant data with the government and other agencies. 
The project shows how engaging on technical issues, 
such as providing data to the government, can 
complement and support engagement around wider 
issues – in this case, on how conservation strategies 
can impose costs on the poorest. For example, carbon 
data from hidden pools (soil, roots etc.) was provided 
to Madagascar’s national REDD+ coordination office 
for incorporation into baseline modelling for the 
national REDD+ strategy and the emissions reduction 
strategy. Further, carbon data generated within 
P4GES were integrated in a national soil database 
(hosted by the Laboratoire de RadioIsotopes at the 
University of Antananarivo) in order to update a 
soil carbon map of Madagascar.6 P4GES also ran 
training sessions for technical staff from relevant 
ministries, non-governmental organisations and 
academic departments in the use of ecosystem 
service policy support tools such as WaterWorld7 and 
Co$tingNature.8

Findings from the research were shared with the 
Malagasy government in different forums, including 
two national and two regional dissemination events 
to share project findings and discuss the implications 
for the future of REDD+ in the country. The team have 

Box 1: Reducing emissions 
from deforestation and forest 
degradation (REDD+)
After ten years of negotiations under the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC), the REDD+ mechanism was 
agreed at the Paris Climate Conference in 2015.  
The aim of REDD+ is to encourage developing 
countries to contribute to climate change 
mitigation efforts by: i) reducing greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions by slowing, halting and reversing 
forest loss and degradation; and ii) increasing 
removal of GHGs from the earth’s atmosphere 
through the conservation, management and 
expansion of forests. Countries interested in 
REDD+ are required to progress through three 
phases: (1) readiness, involving the development 
of national strategies, action plans, and capacity-
building; (2) implementation of national 
strategies and results-based demonstration 
activities, enacting REDD+ actions and national 
strategies or plans that could involve further 
capacity-building, technology development and 
transfer, and (3) payments for results, that must 
be fully measured, reported and verified.



briefed the national REDD+ coordination team as well 
as partners from the World Bank about the importance 
of considering the challenges of reaching the poorest 
as Madagascar develops its safeguarding strategy to 
ensure REDD+ does not cause harm. The project team 
had the honour of briefing the President of Madagascar, 
Hery Rajaonarimampianina, at a round table discussion 
in London in September 2017 when P4GES project lead 
Julia Jones spoke about optimising conservation and 
development outcomes in Madagascar.

As the Government of Madagascar moves away 
from a project focus and towards a national REDD+ 
strategy, the P4GES team remains involved in the 
process and part of discussions with key stakeholders. 
P4GES researchers serve on influential advisory 
committees, to ensure the lessons from the project are 
incorporated into Madagascar’s REDD+ programme 
as it develops.

P4GES was very active in sharing results at the 
community level, convening 17 local community 
meetings to reach over 1,000 citizens. These took 
significant advance planning, with most of the project 
sites inaccessible by vehicle, and some more than 
a day’s walk from the nearest road. It also required 
flexibility in dealing with adverse weather conditions 
and other logistical challenges. Working with a local 
cartoonist, the team produced a booklet in Malagasy 
to communicate the objectives and findings of the 
project in an attractive and accessible way.

Partners involved in managing forest conservation 
projects in Madagascar (including a major new 
Green Climate Fund project in the eastern 
rainforests) are using results from the P4GES 
project to improve the design of their benefit-sharing 
activities and ensure the poorest people do not 
lose out. Furthermore, the research conducted by 
P4GES on safeguard implementation has resulted 
in two organisations – the Malagasy biodiversity 
organisation Madagasikara Voakajy and the 
international charity Durrell Wildlife Conservation 
Trust – reviewing their own safeguard procedures 
for the protected areas that they manage, to ensure 
adequate participation from remote households.

Box 2: Hydrology demonstration 
The hydrology team used plastic bottles with 
soil layers from different land-cover types 
(from closed-canopy forest to degraded 
land) to demonstrate how the rate of water 
infiltration depends on the quality of the soil 
and the amount of vegetation cover. This 
showed the practical relevance of one of the 
project findings and was very well received 
in all villages, It resulted in lively discussions 
about how land degradation can influence 
flooding and water availability, and why it 
is important to keep the forest intact. The 
hydrology team also held open days where 
national and local government officials were 
shown similar demonstrations to increase 
their awareness and understanding about 
the importance of land use and land cover on 
hydrological processes.

Forest conservation in 
Madagascar is very important 
both for our country and for 
the wider world. However it 
must not be carried out in a 
way which harms local people. 
P4GES research has raised 
awareness at the highest level 
of the risks that conservation 
may harm people if it is not 
conducted properly. This has 
been very influential.

Prof. Bruno Ramamonjisoa,  Director, Ecole Supérieure des 
Sciences Agronomiques, University of Antananarivo

A focus group participant reads through the project information sheet 
while another explains the local land tenure situation (in Lakato).
Photo credit: Mahesh Poudyal for P4GES



www.espa.ac.uk

About the project
The project ‘P4GES: Can paying for global 
ecosystem services reduce poverty?’ (NE/
K010220-1) was implemented from 2013-2018 
by a consortium comprising Bangor University, 
Ecole Supérieure des Sciences Agronomie 
and Laboratoire des RadioIsotopes (University 
of Antananarivo), Kings College London, 
Madagasikara Voakajy, the University of Zurich, 
Aberystwyth University and Conservation 
International. See www.p4ges.org. 
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About the ESPA Programme
ESPA is a global development research 
programme established in 2009 with funding 
from the Department for International 
Development (DFID), the Natural Environment 
Research Council (NERC) and the Economic 
and Social Research Council (ESRC). ESPA 
is one of the most comprehensive research 
programmes exploring the linkages between 
ecosystem services and human wellbeing. 
ESPA aims to provide new worldclass research 
evidence demonstrating how ecosystem 
services can reduce poverty and enhance 
wellbeing for the world’s poor.

Programme enquiries:  
support@espa.ac.uk
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Good quality policy-relevant 
research is very important 
to improve the quality of 
environmental decisions made. 
The P4GES project provided 
extremely valuable research, 
which is helping to inform better 
conservation in Madagascar.
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