
REDD+ CO-BENEFITS AND THE HIGH 
CONSERVATION VALUE (HCV) CONCEPT
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This document summarises an investigation into 

the use of a widely used conservation priority-

setting and management framework, known as the 

High Conservation Value (HCV) concept, to support 

responsible REDD+ programmes. The report has two 

main aims: 

• To understand how some of the major global or 

international REDD+ initiatives address social and 

biodiversity ‘co-benefits’, and how REDD+ initiatives 

could affect biodiversity and the livelihoods of 

forest-dependent people. 

• To review how the HCV concept could be used as 

a tool for implementing REDD+ programmes and 

projects, in order to ensure that these maximise 

the social and biodiversity co-benefits of REDD.

SOCIAL AND BIODIVERSITY CO-BENEFITS IN REDD+ 
PROGRAMMES AND INITIATIVES

The UNFCCC REDD+ framework is likely to support a 

wide range of activities to reduce forest carbon loss, 

by reducing the rate of deforestation and the impact 

of logging in natural forests, and by increasing forest 

carbon stocks through regeneration, rehabilitation or 

restoration of natural forests. REDD+ might also support 
the expansion of tree plantations, although this is less 
likely.

In the last few years a wide variety of REDD+ programmes 
has emerged to prepare for UNFCCC REDD+ and to 
pilot REDD+ methodologies; these vary widely in their 
emphasis on co-benefits and in the safeguards they put 
in place to ensure that co-benefits are not harmed. In 
nearly all respects, multilateral REDD+ programmes are 
much more transparent in their design and governance 
than national/bilateral initiatives, and incorporate explicit 
investment safeguards which do not exist in national/
bilateral initiatives.

Current major REDD+ programmes are strongly geared 
towards information-gathering, strengthening forest 
governance frameworks, and building institutional 
capacity to manage REDD+ projects. However, there 
are major inconsistencies in the way that programmes 
interpret ‘sustainable forest management’, and 
responsible forestry practices are weakly supported.

Multilateral REDD+ programmes place significant 
emphasis in their aims and safeguards on supporting the 
needs and rights of local people, but few programmes 
overall address the critical issue of land tenure reform.

Biodiversity and ecosystem services are in general weakly 
addressed in REDD+ programme aims, often ‘bundled’ 
together and referred to very generically as an add-on to 
other aims. Some safeguards for biodiversity exist within 
the multilateral schemes, but safeguards for non-carbon 
ecosystem services are weak or non-existent.

POTENTIAL EFFECTS OF REDD+ PROGRAMMES ON 
BIODIVERSITY

Forest and wooded ecosystems which might benefit 
from REDD+ vary by an order of magnitude in their 
carbon content. Globally, species richness is positively 
correlated with carbon; therefore, REDD+ will tend to 
protect species-rich habitats. However, the relationship 
is hugely variable, and the distribution of threatened 

1  The figure refers to size of the production area, not farm size. The 
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High-carbon 
ecosystems such 
as rainforests will 
be the main targets 
for REDD funding. 
However, carbon 
alone is not a very 
good measure 
of biodiversity 
priorities such as 
species richness, 
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Image © B. Leam



LEFT: High 
conservation 
value, low carbon 
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this mist-belt 
grassland in South 
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if carbon becomes 
the main focus 
of conservation 
efforts.                     
Image ©Peta Hardy

RIGHT: REDD 
projects need 
to safeguard 
the traditional 
and customary 
rights of forest-
dependent people.                                              
ImageccccAnthrotech

and endemic species at a global scale is weakly linked 
to ecosystem carbon. Conservation-dependent species 
will not automatically benefit from REDD+ programmes 
unless their presence is specifically included in site 
selection criteria. Spatial planning at a range of scales 
will be required to maximise biodiversity co-benefits of 
REDD+ programmes.

A wide range of global and national priority-setting 
schemes could be co-opted or adapted to maximise the 
co-benefits of REDD+ programmes. There is no single 
‘best’ model of biodiversity prioritisation for REDD+.

REDD+ may become a powerful tool for conservation, 
but is not a panacea. Evidence from well-managed 
forestry and voluntary carbon projects suggest that 
REDD+ projects will tend to conserve biodiversity at 
the site scale, but in some areas, REDD+ programmes 
may be wasteful of resources, or create unpredictable 
negative effects either through displacement of human 
activities, or by diverting limited conservation resources 
away from valuable low carbon ecosystems. If tree 
plantations based on the conversion of natural forests 
qualify for REDD+, their biodiversity impact could be 
severe. However, on degraded land well-managed 
and appropriately located and rigorously managed 
plantations can play an important role in healthy, diverse 
and multi-functional forest landscapes. 

POTENTIAL SOCIAL EFFECTS ON REDD+ 
PROGRAMMES

The potential effects of REDD+ programmes on 
communities and livelihoods remains hotly contested. 
There is good evidence that sustainable forest 
management driven by forest certification has been 
broadly beneficial for community stakeholders. However 
there are significant potential risks inherent in REDD+, 
most importantly the potential loss of self-determination 
and control of forest resources by traditionally forest-
dependent communities. In order to improve the long-
term livelihood and well-being of Indigenous Peoples 
and local communities, REDD+ needs to recognize and 
respect traditional and customary rights. Benefits should 
be shared equitably and REDD+ programmes should be 
based upon free, prior and informed consent for actions 
affecting rights.

HIGH CONSERVATION VALUES IN NATURAL RESOURCE 
STANDARDS

The High Conservation Value (HCV) concept is a globally 
applicable tool for identifying and managing critical 
values (biodiversity, social values and ecosystem services) 
in production landscapes. It is widely used within 
voluntary forestry, agriculture and carbon certification 
standards. Within certified operations, REDD+ funding 
could contribute to maintaining designated HCV areas. 
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The HCV concept enjoys support from industry, major 
NGOs and lenders, and governance systems exist to 
maintain the integrity of the HCV concept across a wide 
range of applications. 

THE HCV APPROACH AS A TOOL FOR CONSERVING 
CO-BENEFITS WITHIN A REDD+ FRAMEWORK

The HCV approach in its current form is well suited 
for REDD+ applications. The HCV approach covers the 
three main categories of co-benefits and can readily be 
applied to REDD+ programmes at a range of scales:

• At the landscape scale, the HCV concept offers a 
conservation priority-setting framework which can 
be combined with data on carbon and economic 
parameters, and strategic planning data, to make 
decisions about areas offering optimal benefits in 
terms of carbon, REDD+ co-benefits and development 
needs.

• At the REDD+ project (site) scale, the HCV approach 
can help land use managers to define management 
prescriptions through a combination of rigorous 
science, traditional knowledge, stakeholder 
consultation, and the precautionary principle. It 
provides a mechanism to prevent damage to critical 
co-benefits, and assure REDD+ investors that areas 
identified for special management will be maintained 
as sustainable carbon assets in the long term.

INTEGRATING CARBON WITHIN THE HCV APPROACH

The inclusion of carbon storage to the current HCV 
definitions could promote the management of carbon 
amongst current users of the HCV concept, raise the 
profile of HCV as a useful tool for REDD+ applications, 
and reinforce the holistic treatment of co-benefits in 
REDD+ projects. However, such a change may also 
contribute to a focus on carbon-rich ecosystems such 
as HCV forests and peat-lands at the expense of other 
biologically diverse HCV ecosystems and areas of critical 
importance for subsistence and cultural identity. 

Widening the scope of the HCV concept would also have 
significant implications for currently certified operations 
and certification systems. It could also reduce the 
attractiveness of the HCV approach for its core users in a 
number of sectors, by placing carbon-related restrictions 
on large areas of land.

Carbon might be included within the existing definition 
of HCV 4 (critical ecosystem services), but does not fit 

particularly well with the way this concept is currently 
defined and interpreted. Carbon might also be added as 
a new ‘HCV 7’. 

Implementing such a change in HCV definitions, whilst 
maintaining consistency across the range of applications 
of HCV, presents a significant challenge as it will require 
endorsement from a range of governance bodies that 
reference HCVs in their standards.

“REDD+ co-benefits and the High Conservation Value 
(HCV) concept” was written by Christopher Stewart, 
Anders Lindhe and Anna Cura (Proforest 2010) and is 
available from www.proforest.net.

This publication received Norad funding and was 
supported by WWF. The opinions expressed in this 
discussion paper are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of WWF.
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