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Is there a case for smallholder, 
inclusive carbon offsets?  

Voluntary 
carbon markets

High level meeting: “Land tenure and carbon sequestration in soils”. 
Paris, 13th-14th December. 4p1000 Initiative
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• Opportunities: making the case for carbon 
offsets in smallholder farming

• Challenges to make it meaningful 
• Voluntary carbon offsets and land tenure  
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• They are happening ($191 million in 2016)
• Voluntary markets relatively steady
• Prices rather volatile ($0.5-$50)
• Holistic approaches show better “survival” 

(Plan Vivo average $8)
• Link to SDGs 
• Carbon money can be catalytic to local 

benefits (conservative PV ERR 10%-12%)

Opportunities
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Scale-up programmes using conditional compensations for 
environmental and poverty objectives
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Forest Trends, 2017 
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SAVE THE DATE: Workshop on Improving Livelihoods and Restoring Ecosystems through 

Carbon Offsetting  

 

Tags: Carbon offsets; Sustainable Markets; Payments for Ecosystem Services; ESPA 

 

 

Join us in Uganda on the 25th and 26th of March for discussions and networking to explore ways to bring a 

more equitable agenda into conditional transfer mechanisms, like Payments for Ecosystem Services, which 

promote conservation and protection of natural resources. 

 

 

 

 

Picture here?  

 

 

 

 

Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES) are increasingly used in schemes that link farmers improving their land 

management practices (for their own benefit) to others whom also benefit from these actions. Through careful 

design, tangible benefits can be achieved for farmers and other parties involved: water utilities that benefit 

from cleaner water through improved catchment management in Bolivia; private companies in Sweden 

offsetting carbon emissions from reforestation projects in Nicaragua, Mexico and Uganda; international 

organisations supporting Biodiversity Corridors like the Uganda Chimpanzee Corridor; government-led 

initiatives, such as in Costa Rica promoting sustainable forest use and conservation; and UN-led efforts to 

compensate nations that avoid deforestation because this will limit climate change by preventing carbon from 

entering the atmosphere. 

 

But applying these mechanisms as viable solutions in the smallholder and community context is not easy. 

Aggregation and dis-economies of scale, gaps in local capacities, complex land tenure and application 

processes coupled with relatively small payoffs (like low carbon offset prices) are serious deterrents, but can 

be overcome.  

 

Focusing on workable solutions from ongoing projects, delegates at this two-day event will bring lessons on 

financing PES, bridging technical gaps, and designing an inclusive agenda that reduces poverty. 

 

Programme:  

25th of March, Kampala. Improving Livelihoods and Restoring Ecosystems through Carbon Offsetting. This 

event is open to a general audience interested in PES and carbon in the smallholder context. We will have the 

participation of high-ranking officials from Uganda as well as international PES practitioners. Chris Stephenson, 

director of the Plan Vivo Foundation, will present the international standard’s pioneering role in reaching out 

to small farmers and communities in developing countries. Project developers from Mexico, Uganda, and 

Nicaragua will share lessons on pitfalls and bouncing back strategies of carbon offsets as co-funding to tip off 

the balance of sustainable agroforestry, and researchers will discuss the viability of carbon offsets in the 

context of biodiversity and watershed services. We're also planning an informal exhibition of images 

showcasing experiences from several other countries. After the formal meeting, please join us for informal 

networking and refreshments.  
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Smallholder 
coffee farmers

CEPIC
AFE: 
240 

farmers 
in the 
project

ProClimate
Technical advisor & 
certification support

Progreso
Implementation & 

technical 
assistance

Subsistence 
farmers

350 in project

Insetting
Café Direct, UK; 
Bewleys, IREx

Plus 
other 

carbon 
clients 

(3PValue
)

Activities 
upstream 
improve health of 
the ecosystems 
(water, soil) at 
the base of the 
coffee chain. 

INSETTING PROPOSITION: 
Coffee traders buy carbon offsets 
that benefit the resilience of 
ecosystems at the point of point of 
origin in the value chain

3 member 
associated 1st level 
organisations 
(1700 coffee farmers) 

Some groups sell 
coffee to Norandino.

Some groups use 
Norandino’s
processing plant but 
trade coffee 
autonomously 

International 
market

12 roasters and 
traders in the US and 

EU 

Norandino
Located in Piura

Coffee: Processing and trading

Carbon: buys carbon rights 
from farmers, coordinates local 
implementation with Progreso, 
sells carbon offsets to buyers. 

CERTIFICATION
: 

Cooperation 
agencies (Equal 
exchange, CCA)

Generation of offsets Local implementation, training,, field supervision
Project developer: aggregation, coordination, technical 

management
Verification

Offset 
buyers

THE 
CARBON 
VALUE 
PROCESS 

Certification
Marketi

ng
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Challenges
Marketing: 
• Likely overloading of standards
• Carbon prices going down, 
• Projects do not know how to sell 

Technical
• Few cater for smallholder agriculture 

needs
• Very high transaction costs
• Too expensive and difficult to upscale
• Technical monopoly

Unclear benefit-share 
• Small capture per farm
• Ex-ante investments and need to understand 

risk 
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• Long-term investment need clarity on who is 
involved

• Forest planting and investments sometimes 
used to stake/reinforce claims

• Dangers of decoupling carbon rights from land 
rights

• Introducing flexibility (customary rights, etc)
• Technologies useful but can be disempowering 

unless used carefully (cadastre, monitoring)
• Carbon negotiations for conflict resolution
• Conflicts of voluntary projects and national 

programmes (e.g. REDD+)



14

Ina Porras
13-14th 
December 2017Conclusions

Yes, there is a case
Existing system needs to be challenged
REDD question
Link offsets to resilience and adaptation
Regulation needed to foster demand


