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Growing sense of urgency…

Global Emissions
Loss of primary tropical forest

(Anseeuw and Baldinelli 2020)
(Schulte et al. 2019)



Rising ambition?



Nature-based Solutions

• ‘“Place-based partnerships between people and nature” that are 
underpinned by biodiversity and implemented by and for local 
communities...informed by indigenous and local knowledge’ 

(Seddon 2022: 2)

• Are dominant international strategies to stop deforestation and land 
degradation compatible with this definition of NbS? 
• Who and what do they make visible or obscure, and with what 

implications for equity?



Targets versus ends and means

• Global targets – single-issue proxies for sustainability, amenable to quantification, that are detachable 
from the norms legitimating them, e.g.:
• Environmental: Zero deforestation, net zero emissions, 30 by 30
• Social (SDGs): Rule of law, Sustained per capita economic growth

Legitimated by norms, e.g.:

• End goals
• “Safe operating space for humanity”

• Means
• Fair/inclusive/democratic decision-making processes



Equity as a mediating 
principle

• Equity addresses both means and ends
• Process: Participation in decision-making 
• Recognition: of cultures, priorities and 

knowledge systems
• Distribution: of costs and benefits

(e.g. Sikor et al. 2013: M. 
McDermott et al. 2013)



5 case 
studies

Legality
• Timber

Decentralization

Sustainable supply chains
• Cocoa, palm oil

Brazil’s strategies to reduce deforestation

(McDermott et al. Forthcoming)



Common trends

• External (international/national) agenda-setting

• Emphasis on
• Standardization
• Quantified metrics
• Transparency to external actors
• External monitoring, surveillance and control

• Reinforcement of inequalities in decision-making power 
and resource access

• Limited, uncertain or volatile impacts on forest loss



Legality, in 
international 
context

• EU Forest Law Enforcement, Governance 
and Trade (FLEGT) Voluntary Partnership 
Agreements (VPAs)
• Timber legality assurance systems

• Legality standard
• Auditing system
• System for licensing legal wood

• Only FLEGT licensed wood is allowed to enter 
the EU

(EU FLEGT Action Plan 2003)



Legality in national context

(e.g. Hirons et al. 2018; Hansen 2022)



Legality in local 
context



Sustainable cocoa forest landscapes in Ghana, 
as internationally defined
• Sustainability certification; forest carbon markets; EU, UK, US, France, 

Germany, etc. supply chain due diligence requirements (zero 
deforestation, no child labour)…



Trends in international land use governance 
and the 3 dimensions of equity

• The setting of targets, standards and metrics by international actors, excludes the 
majority of those most affected

Procedural equity 

• Prioritizes global legibility: standardization, quantification, primacy of scientific over local 
knowledge, validated through external surveillance, excludes actors without legally 
recognized rights, formal documents or means to pay for verification

Recognition

• Quantified metrics are readily monetized & captured by dominant actors in global trade

Distributional equity 



What would equitable and transformative 
NbS require?
Procedural equity: Devolution of 

power in decision-making

• Uni-lateral policies and global 
market-based approaches often 
reinforce inequalities between
• Global North and South
• Export versus domestic 

markets
• Rich and poor

• Need for national- and local-
level determination of both 
problems and solutions that 
prioritize domestic and local 
welfare

Recognition: of diverse cultures 
and knowledge systems

• Targets, when dis-embedded 
from the norms they purport to 
serve, are readily appropriated 
by powerful actors

• Escaping a ‘tyranny of numbers’ 
vastly opens the space for 
solutions

Distributional equity: 
Redistribution of costs & benefits

• Urgent need to stop offloading 
costs and burdens of 
sustainability initiatives onto 
those not at the table, least 
able to pay, and least likely to 
benefit

• This requires sharing power 
across scales, and accepting a 
diversity of priorities



What research 
is needed?
• Co-produced, place-based case 

studies
• How multi-level governance lands 

in local places
• The existing contributions of local 

governance and livelihoods to NbS



Thank you!


