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REDD+ is an international initiative for reducing emis-
sions from deforestation and forest degradation, coupled 
with conservation and sustainable management of 
forests and enhancement of forest carbon stocks. Key 
aspects of the initiative include safeguarding local liveli-
hoods, alleviating poverty and improving tenure security 
for rural people in developing countries (Lawlor et al., 
2013). REDD+ also has the potential to deliver enormous 
benefi ts for biodiversity conservation because forests in 
the developing world provide a diverse set of habitats 
for plants and animals and are widely threatened by 
ongoing forest clearance and degradation (Gardner et al., 
2012).

 REDD+ is one of the most developed mechanisms for 
payments for ecosystem services in Cambodia and can 
address the urgent national need for sustainable sources 
of fi nance for protected area management (Simpson 
& Souter, 2017). Cambodia has already completed its 
REDD+ readiness stage, including implementation of 
several REDD+ demonstration projects. In May 2017, the 
Royal Government of Cambodia endorsed Cambodia’s 
national REDD+ strategy for 2017–2026. The strategy 
focuses on improving management and monitoring 
of forest resources and forest land use, strengthening 
implementation of sustainable forest management, 
mainstreaming approaches to reducing deforestation, 
building capacity and engaging stakeholders.

 Cambodian REDD+ demonstration projects have 
contributed to development of the national REDD+ 
strategy and will continue to foster improvements to 
national and project-based approaches. The following 
projects have been approved by the Royal Government 
of Cambodia: Oddar Meanchey Community Forestry 
REDD+ project, Keo Seima Wildlife Sanctuary REDD+ 
project (previously known as the Seima Protection Forest 

REDD+ project), Prey Lang REDD+ project, Tumring 
REDD+ project (in collaboration with the government 
of the Republic of Korea), and the Southern Cardamoms 
REDD+ project. All of these operate in the voluntary 
carbon market, and most are independently accredited 
using the Verifi ed Carbon Standard (VCS; now known 
as Verra) and the Climate, Community and Biodiver-
sity Alliance (CCBA) standards. The Prey Lang project 
is being designed and implemented under the Joint 
Crediting Mechanism in collaboration with the Japanese 
government.

 One of Cambodia’s fi rst REDD+ projects, in Oddar 
Meanchey Province, has faced several challenges 
including land grabbing in community forests by 
outsiders, which drives deforestation in the project 
area. In 2008, border confl ict with Thailand around the 
Preah Vihear temple complex resulted in the establish-
ment of several military camps within the project area, 
which negatively aff ected project implementation due 
to security issues. Funding shortfalls and the proposal 
of a complex mechanism for REDD+ benefi t-sharing 
has delayed the distribution of benefi ts to communities 
involved in the project, reducing incentives for coop-
eration. In addition, due to stakeholders’ limited under-
standing of how the voluntary carbon market functions, 
particularly the need to actively pursue sales, the project 
raised unrealistic expectations of the amount of revenue 
that the local community would receive from carbon 
sales. Project partners, particularly technical partners 
such as Pact Cambodia and Terra Global Capital, and 
local NGOs, have withdrawn due to the lack of funding 
from donors and carbon sales available to support project 
activities. According to the VCS database (www.vcspro-
jectdatabase.org), 48,000 of the 597,210 carbon credits 
certifi ed in the fi rst verifi cation (2008–2013) have been 
sold, although revenue from these sales has yet to be 
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distributed to local communities. Much work is needed 
to restore confi dence in this project. 

 The Cancun safeguards under the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
require individual countries to make provisions in social, 
ecological and political spheres to mitigate adverse 
eff ects of REDD+ and promote additional benefi ts. There 
is particular focus on measures to respect indigenous 
rights and ensure the “full and eff ective participation” of 
communities and equitable benefi t sharing (Chapman et 
al., 2015). The CCBA standard requires local community 
participation, equitable benefi t sharing and improved 
tenure rights for local and indigenous communities. 
Often, only the fi nancial benefi ts of REDD+ are consid-
ered. However, a range of non-fi nancial benefi ts can also 
accrue from REDD+, including security of land tenure 
rights, employment, improved wellbeing, promotion 
of traditional knowledge and cultures and biodiversity 
conservation (Lawlor et al., 2013). Benefi t sharing can 
help build the legitimacy of and support for REDD+ 
projects (Lindjhem et al., 2011) and is therefore crucial for 
successful project implementation.

 Another early demonstration project, the Keo Seima 
Wildlife Sanctuary (KSWS) REDD+ project, has the most 
developed strategy for sharing REDD+ benefi ts with 
local communities. This builds upon lessons learned 
from the Oddar Meanchey project and is adaptive, 
allowing improvements when additional insights from 
it or other projects become available. Benefi t sharing in 
KSWS combines strengthened resource rights, alterna-
tive livelihood projects and additional bonus incen-
tives for community development projects. The fi rst 
two are important for long-term project sustainability, 
whereas additional bonus incentives encourage commu-
nity engagement and show how local communities can 
benefi t from REDD+ and forest conservation (Duchelle 
et al., 2017). In the future, some of the additional bonus 
incentives awarded in KSWS will be performance-based, 
with the aim of encouraging positive changes in behav-
iour.

 Following the sale of the fi rst certifi ed credits from 
the KSWS REDD+ project, the fi rst round of uncon-
ditional bonus incentives has been awarded to local 
communities. These have supported community devel-
opment activities including construction of community 
meeting halls, road culverts, toilets, water pumps, and 
running water systems; school renovations; and devel-
opment of community-based ecotourism. Based on 
preferences expressed by the community and previous 
research in the project area (Travers et al., 2016), these 
benefi ts are shared at the community level rather than as 
payments to individual households. Challenges encoun-

tered during the fi rst round of benefi t sharing include 
a lack of capacity in communities for fi nancial manage-
ment of their development projects, and the diffi  culty in 
optimizing the trade-off  between ensuring a high level of 
transparency and accountability of fi nancial procedures 
and using processes that are simple enough for commu-
nity representatives to follow eff ectively.

 Implementation of REDD+ demonstration projects 
and completion of the REDD+ readiness process have 
provided invaluable insights to ensuring the long-term 
success of the initiative in Cambodia. Benefi t sharing 
should play a central role in REDD+ projects, with a 
focus on delivering fi nancial and non-fi nancial benefi ts. 
These can jointly contribute to improving the livelihoods 
and welfare of local communities that rely on forest 
resources in project areas. This combined approach to 
REDD+ benefi t sharing can improve community partici-
pation in projects and contribute to reducing defor-
estation (e.g., through participation in community-led 
patrols and deforestation monitoring). Non-fi nancial 
benefi ts provide the bulk of available benefi ts and their 
importance to a successful REDD+ project should not be 
underestimated. Sharing of fi nancial benefi ts is likely to 
become possible only at later stages in project implemen-
tation, once sales of verifi ed carbon credits have been 
made.

 It is important to ensure that there are adequate 
sources of funding available to support project costs, 
especially in the early stages, which are typically cost-
intensive and precede the generation of revenue through 
sale of carbon credits. Securing funding for these early 
stages is particularly signifi cant as key activities in this 
period should include creating a benefi t sharing system 
and building community capacity to enable full partici-
pation in the project. Priority areas for capacity building 
include fi nancial management, administration and 
conceptual understanding of REDD+. Capacity building 
is essential throughout a project’s lifetime, and dedica-
tion of considerable time and eff ort to raising awareness 
and building capacity in local communities will further 
the benefi ts that can accrue to them as a result of REDD+.

 Simple fi nancial procedures and a transparent system 
for sharing conditional and unconditional incentives 
from a REDD+ project should be designed with commu-
nity input. This is an important step in obtaining free, 
prior, and informed consent and serves to increase the 
likelihood that communities have realistic expectations 
of what their REDD+ project can achieve.

 Eff ective implementation of REDD+ benefi t sharing 
depends on specifi c political and social contexts (Fischer 
et al., 2016). As such, the lessons learned from REDD+ 
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projects in Cambodia will be critical for the development 
of procedures for REDD+ benefi t sharing nationally. This 
is timely because Cambodia is now preparing for REDD+ 
results-based payments under the UNFCCC. Previously, 
the impact of pilot REDD+ projects on national decision-
making has been limited by a lack of sharing informa-
tion (Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2012). The national technical 
working group on REDD+ benefi t sharing in Cambodia 
intends to foster an environment where experiences 
are readily exchanged to inform the future success of 
REDD+ in Cambodia. We encourage all those involved 
in REDD+ projects in Cambodia to continue to share 
their experiences, both positive and negative, with the 
working group to maximize the utility of lessons learned 
and increase the extent to which local communities can 
benefi t from forest conservation.
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