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Abstract: Brazil offers a complex and unique example of tropical landscapes. The country has
considerably decreased deforestation since 2004, but Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and
Forest Degradation (REDD+) is arguably under question, both as a concept and as a tool to reduce
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, as deforestation levels have increased over the last five years. This
article investigates how different policy actors have perceived REDD+ over time, how they have
engaged in REDD+ efforts over the past decade, and how REDD+ implementation in Brazil should
move forward accordingly. We analyzed qualitative data from semi-structured interviews and actors’
“stances”, i.e., their positions—with regards to key issues connected to REDD+ governance and its
challenges—over three different time periods (Phase 1: 2010–2011, Phase 2: 2015–2016, and Phase 3:
2019), so as to identify the practical implications of these diverse interpretations. We argue that the way
actors perceive REDD+ is intimately related to the way they interpret and assign meanings towards it
and, in consequence, the way they coordinate REDD+-related practices and efforts. We focus on the
link between perceptions and efforts so as to comprehend the relevance that different interpretations
have to both the concept and implementation of REDD+ in Brazil. Our analysis concentrates on
the potential to improve the coordination and integration of REDD+ implementation and diverse
actors’ efforts with regards to REDD+ activities. Results suggest that actors’ perceptions of REDD+

generated a plurality of meanings, highlighting a range of dialectical and ontological interactions
that have, in turn, resulted in multiple REDD+ interpretations. Findings highlight that different
actors have the same interests when it comes to their organizational efforts to reduce emissions from
deforestation and forest degradation, suggesting that there is room for a better coordination of efforts
towards this end, as well as increased collaboration.

Keywords: REDD+; Brazil; policymaking; deforestation; governance coordination

1. Introduction

Brazil offers a complex and unique example of tropical landscapes [1]. Between 2004–2017,
the country sharply reduced its greenhouse gas (GHG) emission levels through a historic effort to
decrease deforestation in the Amazon [2]. Land-use regulation and enforcement were central in laying
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the foundations for climate mitigation measures [2] such as reducing emissions from deforestation
and forest degradation and the enhancement of carbon stocks (REDD+). REDD+ implementation
in Brazil, however, is under question, with deforestation once more on the rise at a time when
the country also faces an unprecedented political and economic crisis, with a substantial drop in
government spending on forest conservation and deforestation reduction [3,4]. This paper takes an
analysis around actor perceptions to comprehend how REDD+ is interpreted and constructed by
relevant actors/stakeholders, as well as provides insights into how an increased coordination among
policy actors’ efforts could emerge. Previous analyses warned about a possible collapse of REDD+,
stemming from both conceptual and practical polarization and a lack of coordination around REDD+

implementation in Brazil [5–8]. At the same time, various multilevel actors (e.g., representatives of
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), national and subnational governments, and the private
sector) have been collectively constructing principles and procedures to underpin how REDD+ will be
operationalized under the National REDD+ Strategy, known as ENREDD+ [9].

Our study is relevant in this context, as REDD+ funding may be the only means to reduce
deforestation, considering the measures taken in the opposite direction by the current Brazilian
administration, despite the country becoming the first to receive financial resources from the Green
Climate Fund for having successfully reduced GHG emissions from deforestation. A large body of
literature adopts a discursive approach to understanding REDD+, addressing what REDD+ should
achieve and how it should be operationalized [10], the formation of coalitions [11,12], the role of
institutions and belief systems [13], and how it is framed by the media [12,14], for example. While
such studies illustrate the debate and show the urgent need to coordinate and integrate REDD+

actions among different actors [5,7], they provide little insight into how to address the practical
aspects of REDD+ coordination on the ground. Several authors highlight that an important condition
for achieving coordinated action is common understanding [15–17]. To test this claim, we focused
our analysis on the link between perception and efforts to understand the relevance that different
perceptions have to both the concept of REDD+ (i.e., the meaning attributed to REDD+ by different
actors) and its practice in Brazil.

We specifically analyzed actors’ “stances” (their positions on various statements) with regards
to both the challenges of REDD+ implementation and the efforts and interests they show in relation
to REDD+ over three different time frames: Phase 1 (2010–2011), Phase 2 (2015–2016), and Phase 3
(2019). By doing so, we aim to answer three questions: (i) How do different actors understand REDD+?
(ii) What are the main challenges of REDD+ in Brazil? (iii) What efforts do actors make in relation
to REDD+? We used a unique dataset derived from a survey conducted with policy actors engaged
in the national REDD+ policy domain in Brazil as part of the Global Comparative Study on REDD+

(GCS-REDD) [18]. We concentrated on the potential for the better coordination and integration of
REDD+ practices based on distinct actors’ perceptions of REDD+. In doing so, we addressed the
claim proposed by van der Hoff et al. [6] that a “renewed research focus” is necessary, “in order to
improve efforts to reduce deforestation and coherent carbon emissions”. The authors pushed for
“an abandonment of a focus on the discursive competition for dominance, and a focus instead on
the coexistence of distinct discourses and practices, the dialectical interactions between them, and
the problems that may arise in the process” [6]. We then aimed to direct attention away from the
fruitless attempts to establish a single concept (and practice) of REDD+ towards a recognition of its
“pluriversality”, i.e., a conceptualization of REDD+ in which the many interpretations of REDD+ have
a place, resulting in more diverse but interrelated forms of implementing REDD+.

2. Background: Practical Aspects of REDD+ Coordination and the Role of Communication

Current policy making involves not only national governments and their rules and regulations but,
also, what we call here policy actors: private organizations, nongovernmental actors, and others [5,19].
Social relations and practices are, therefore, a key factor underlying actor behaviors in terms of
facilitating or constraining policy actions [20]. In the case of forest and land-use governance, there
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are numerous issues to consider (e.g., deforestation, commodity chains, livelihood subsistence, and
biodiversity conservation), as well as how these link and concern different actors. Links between
issues are highly complex and often depend on the specific contexts in which national governments
operate [21]. As a result of such complexities, forest and land-use governance has developed over time
into a weak and fragmented regime, with a conflictive rather than coordinated architecture [22–26].

Many authors speak about the need for increased coordination among policy actors and their
practices to achieve the goals of sustainable land use and forest management [13,24,27–30], but only a
few provide practical insights into how to address the problem of coordination [7,31–33]. In many
cases, the proposed solution to this weak and fragmented regime is the adoption of a more coherent
governance structure, through “bottom-up” coordination approaches at the national and regional
levels [21,32,34–37]. To address the challenge of coordinating efforts, it is first important to understand
what is meant by this term. According to Peters [38], the coordination of efforts requires that actors
move beyond simply avoiding decision-making conflicts to finding ways to cooperate that can benefit
different actors. A set of efforts is coordinated, in this sense, if adjustments are made so that the
adverse consequences of any one effort (for other efforts in the set) are, to a degree and in some
frequency, avoided, reduced, counterbalanced, or outweighed [39,40] and that solutions are coordinated
strategically to address the redundancy and gaps of the efforts [38].

There are different ways of understanding the coordination (or lack of) in the social sciences, but
advocacy coalition and communicative action theories are among the most used ones. The advocacy
coalition theory is one of prominence when it comes to analyzing policy changes in a multi-actor
governance context [41,42] and has been used to analyze REDD+ [43,44]. Sabatier defines advocacy
coalitions as “people from a variety of positions (elected and agency officials, interest group leaders,
researchers) who share a particular belief system—i.e., a set of basic values, causal assumptions, and
problem perceptions—and who show a non-trivial degree of coordinated activity over time” [41]
(p. 139). Communicative action theory, on the other hand, has been less used and focuses on how
meaning is created and enacted in policy practices. Based on the works of Jurgen Habermas in the
1960s and 1970s, communicative action emerges from “practical intent” [45,46]. There is the possibility
of casting off past institutions, organizations, and patterns of behavior as a result of critically examining
existing patterns and the interests of different societal actors. For Habermas [45,46], the meaning that
actors attribute to concepts activates a process of transforming a policy theory into practical action.
Meaning is then produced through communicative action and is always intersubjective.

With communicative action, the efforts of different policy actors are constructed through
communication; as such, the “coordination” challenge is addressed through creating better processes
and instruments for dialogues. In contrast, with the advocacy coalition theory, policy actors rely
on conflict and contested ideas; the “coordination” challenge is instead to find opportunities for
negotiation and compromise [38]. The advocacy coalition theory has been used in several studies to
analyze beliefs that are distilled down into dichotomous “pro versus anti” statements (e.g., Weible [47]).
In doing so, the advocacy coalition theory becomes a theoretical construction rather than an empirical
result; that is to say, a collection of actors coordinating their behaviors is not considered the formation
of a coalition in the absence of shared or contested beliefs. We stress the necessity of moving beyond
theoretical dichotomies to consider the possibility of an ontological pluralism that, so far, has been
rendered irrelevant to the study of forest and land-use governance.

In-line with Habermas, we argue that how different actors perceive REDD+ is intimately related
to how they interpret and assign meanings to REDD+ and, in consequence, how they organize their
practices and efforts towards it. Different authors have already analyzed how certain ideas gain
prominence over others, as described and explained by the REDD+ discourse analysis [6,12,48–50].
We intend to contribute to this literature by showing how different perceptions have impacted the
conceptualization and practice of REDD+. We call the “concept” of REDD+ the notion resulting
from the process through which different actors reach (or fail to reach) agreements regarding what
REDD+ is. To understand such a process, we focus our analysis on the link between the conceptual
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perceptions of REDD+ and the practical efforts and responses of policy actors. Following Dake [50,51]
and Dake and Wildavsky [52,53], we define “perceptions” as general social, cultural, and political
attitudes towards a subject and “orienting dispositions” that guide individual and collective responses
in complex situations.

Finally, we follow the assumption that responses to complex situations are the product of
intersubjective cultural practices [54] and so there are many different dispositions and possible realities
based on the coexistence of varied interpretations of a subject. This is especially relevant when
dealing with a complex, multilayered, and tangled policy intervention such as REDD+ [5,44,55–57].
The challenge is, therefore, to devise institutional mechanisms that allow for the practical intent
suggested by Habermas [45,46] and the possibility of adaptation, balancing different interests and
overcoming historical dependence [33,58]. By legitimizing the various interpretations and perceptions
of REDD+, and the consequent pluriversality of its concept and governance practice, we adopt a more
decolonial approach to REDD+. Such an approach is extremely welcome in current times, with REDD+

being strongly criticized as a Western discursive measure for reducing deforestation [59], a type of
commodification of nature [60,61], a way of green-grabbing [62–64], and a neoliberal strategy [65].

3. Background: The Development of REDD+ in Brazil

For over a decade now, Brazil has taken significant steps towards setting targets and developing
interventions related to REDD+, including the release of ENREDD+ in 2015 [66], the submission of
two forest reference emission levels [67,68], and the elaboration of two summaries of safeguarded
information [66,69]. There are also numerous subnational initiatives in the Amazon, from government
programs to private projects [59,70]. Many of these national and subnational initiatives receive financial
support from the Amazon Fund, created in 2008 to raise and distribute voluntary REDD+ donations [71].
Such initiatives have generated positive impacts, such as increased knowledge around land tenure [72],
but they remain very much based on techniques of remuneration and coercion—techniques that result
in limited behavioral changes on the ground [59].

In addition, REDD+ measures and interventions are now under threat after the Norwegian and
German governments’ decisions to suspend their donations to the Amazon Fund [73] in reaction to the
current Brazilian administration. Brazil’s president, Jair Bolsonaro, suspended the Amazon Fund’s
board of directors and its technical committee through Decree 9.759/2019 and has clearly demonstrated
that the country will no longer continue its efforts to reduce deforestation [33]. As a year, 2019 was
subject to the highest levels of deforestation in the last decade, with a record increase in the scale of forest
fires [74]. The Bolsonaro administration has also effectively dismantled Brazil’s environmental agencies,
deforestation control programs, and environmental licensing system; encouraged the predatory
occupation of the Amazon; and criminalized those who defend its conservation [33].

The National Policy for Climate Change (NPCC) and the 2012 Forest Code are the two guiding
umbrella frameworks for ENREDD+ implementation in Brazil. ENREDD+ aims at promoting climate
change mitigation through reducing illegal deforestation and conserving and restoring forest systems
and generating economic, social, and environmental co-benefits. The ENREDD+ framework also aims
at integrating the efforts of three governmental plans to implement REDD+ in Brazil (see Table 1):
(i) the Action Plan to Prevent and Control Deforestation in the Amazon (PPCDAm), (ii) the Action
Plan to Prevent and Control Deforestation and Fire in the Brazilian Cerrado (PPCerrado), and (iii) the
Plan for Low Carbon Agriculture (ABC). Although ENREDD+ has designed cross-cutting measures
for integrating such actions, in practice, there are few opportunities to date to establish synergies
with such plans [75]. Likewise, ENREDD+ includes a financial framework for REDD+ and a set
of safeguards designed to ensure that REDD+ actions do not inflict social or environmental harm.
Safeguards are based on social and environmental principles and criteria for REDD+ developed in 2010
by a group of civil society organizations. A total of eight principles and 27 criteria were developed,
addressing aspects of legal compliance, rights, benefit sharing, economic sustainability, environmental
conservation, participation, monitoring and transparency, and governance [76]. The first ENREDD+
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safeguard summary, however, received much criticism from civil society and groups involved in the
development of safeguards. One of the main issues was that federal safeguards only cover initiatives
financed by the Amazon Fund that related to PPCDAm implementation [77].

Table 1. Plans guiding Brazil’s National Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation
(REDD+) Strategy.

National REDD+ Strategy

Sectorial Plans Strategies

PPCDAm
Monitoring and control

Tenure regularization and territorial management
Incentives for sustainable production

PPCerrado

Monitoring and control
Protected areas and territorial planning

Sustainable activities
Environmental education

ABC Plan

Pasture recovery
Crop-livestock-forest integration

Tillage system
Biological nitrogen fixation in planted forests

Manure treatment

ENREDD+ is still very unclear in terms of the measures it will focus on to implement REDD+

and to guarantee that safeguards are in place. The detailed regulation of these issues was left to the
National REDD+ Entity (CONAREDD+) and its Thematic Consultation Chambers, which are at the
stage of designing specific measures and principles. At the moment, however, due to disagreements
between federal and state government actors and a lack of definition about financing, benefit sharing,
and safeguards for local initiatives, ENREDD+ implementation continues to face significant obstacles.
There is a recognized need for policy actors at all levels to join forces to ensure a more appropriate
structure and strategy for CONAREDD+ and its Thematic Consultation Chambers, as well as to clarify
how ENREDD+ will be put into practice [5,7,8,78,79]. Likewise, there remains very little evidence
about the potential of subnational initiatives to reduce deforestation and little coordination among
national and subnational efforts [80]. Understanding how actors could achieve coordination is therefore
crucial so as to draw insights into how REDD+ implementation can progress in Brazil.

The achievement of more coordinated efforts among the broad range of actors at play in such an
uncertain context is impeded by different factors. Firstly, current and past administrations (2011-present)
have been strongly resistant to the implementation of REDD+ and other measures to reduce
deforestation [7]; secondly, there is continuing opposition from private sector actors to the realization
of environmental policies [81,82]; and lastly, the parallel development of differing REDD+ discourses
(sustainable development versus carbon commodification) and their materialization [6] has prevented
any possible coordination of efforts. Examples of the obstacles to positive interactions between actors
include, for instance, recent policy changes that threaten to derail forest conservation [4,83] and the
fact that influential politicians associated with the agribusiness sector, known in Brazil as the “bancada
ruralista” [84], successfully changed forest legislation to, among other things, absolve landowners who
illegally cleared land in the past [85].

Finally, the plans upon which ENREDD+ is based (PPCDAm, PPCerrado and ABC) have had
their implementations paralyzed by President Bolsonaro [4,86]; currently, the only action focused on
implementing ENREDD+ is the Green Climate Fund pilot program. Brazil will receive 96.5 million USD
as compensation for reducing deforestation between 2014–2015; these funds will, under a new program
called Floresta+ (Forest+ in English), support actions consistent with the Nationally Determined
Contribution (NDC) and the ENREDD+ guiding strategies, as well as the GCF’s objectives [87]. Brazil’s
Amazon states have also been negotiating independently with the governments of Norway and
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Germany and are planning to propose a financing alternative to the Amazon Fund that will benefit a
consortium of the states [4].

4. Methods

4.1. Research Approach

This research is part of CIFOR’s (Center for International Forestry Research) global comparative
study on REDD+ on policies and processes and follows the methodologies and the research design
outlined in Brockhaus and Di Gregorio [18]. Data collection for this manuscript involved three main
steps: (i) identification of core policy actors (organizations) and policy events with the help of an expert
panel, (ii) a social organization survey (structured questionnaire), and (iii) an in-depth interview of
actors (semi-structured questionnaire).

Data collection was carried out in three different periods: Phase 1, from June 2010 to September
2011, Phase 2, from July 2015 to August 2016, and Phase 3, from March to August 2019. In Phase
1, 56 organizations participated out of the 65 organizations contacted, in Phase 2, 72 organizations
participated out of the 130 organizations contacted, and in Phase 3, just 59 participated out of the 138
organizations contacted. Phase 3 data collection was quicker compared to the other phases, as actors
were already familiar with our research. On the other hand, some actors declined to participate in
Phase 3 on the basis that they were no longer involved in REDD+ implementation. The organizations
were initially divided into 13 different categories. However, for the data analyses in this study, we
selected seven organizational categories: government, private sector, national NGOs, national research
institutions, international NGOs, foreign government agencies, and hybrid and multi-stakeholder
groups/organizations (see Table 2). We chose to focus on these seven categories as, together, they
represent over 80% of the total number of participants in the research. As such, the n total for our
analysis was: Phase 1: n = 56, Phase 2: n = 63, and Phase 3: n = 53. The comparison across time
periods and between different actors allowed for the evaluation of the progress and performance of
REDD+, increasing our understanding of how the concept unfolded into practice and the changes and
challenges linked to such a process.

Table 2. Number of policy actors in different phases.

Actors Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3

Government n = 19 (29%) n = 13 (18%) n = 4 (7%)
Private sector 4 (6%) 18 (25%) 13 (22%)

National NGOs 15 (23%) 8 (11%) 12 (21%)
Research institutions 6 (9%) 7 (10%) 8 (14%)
International NGOS 8 (12%) 9 (13%) 9 (16%)

Foreign government agencies 4 (6%) 5 (7%) 2 (3%)
Hybrid/multi-stakeholder groups N/A 3 (4%) 5 (9%)

The main challenge of the research was the topic itself. During Phase 1, REDD+ was in its
incipient stages of implementation, and participants were still waiting to incorporate REDD+ efforts
into their practices. Although, in Phase 2, REDD+ implementation advanced, the formulation of
ENREDD+ was still uncertain, and most of the actors answered our request for interview with the
response that there was no REDD+ agenda at the national level, and this reflected in their lack of
REDD+-related practices. We then needed to explain to them that, according to the ENREDD+ draft
(which many actors were not aware of), REDD+ was an umbrella of policies and measures linked
to reducing emissions from deforestation and degradation (Table 1), towards which many of them
were indeed directing their efforts. Finally, in Phase 3, the main constraint was the political reality in
Brazil. Currently, the environmental agenda (particularly, the climate-forest agenda) is controversial,
disconnected from the federal structure management plan and economic priorities. We believe that the
absence of a well-structured REDD+ agenda at the national level, especially during Phases 2 and 3,
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was the main reason why some organizations declined to participate or did not answer our request to
be part of the study.

4.2. Research Instruments and Data Analysis

All actors that responded were required to participate in both the structured and semi-structured
questionnaires. The structured questionnaire generated statistical data and included questions about
the organizations’ REDD+-related efforts, their position on REDD+ issues, networks, policies, processes,
and events, as well as general information about the organizations themselves. Actors were asked how
far they agreed with different stance statements. To analyze their stances, we compiled actors’ answers
into categories of “agree” (including “strongly agree”), “disagree” (including “strongly disagree”),
and “neither agree nor disagree” before we analyzed the response frequencies to identify the main
challenges of REDD+ implementation. Through this, we were able to examine actors’ interests, their
attitudes to REDD+ governance and challenges, and their REDD+-related efforts. In doing so, we
followed the communicative action theory and critically examined the existing patterns of policy actors,
moving beyond theoretical dichotomies to understand how actors organize their practices towards
REDD+ over time, so that efforts can be better coordinated.

The semi-structured questionnaire focused on open-ended questions concerning policy stances
on REDD+ and the “3Es+” (effectiveness, efficiency, and equity, plus co-benefits). These interviews
generated qualitative data and provided more detail on the main stances and different views of actors
on: (i) perceptions and interests in relation to REDD+, (ii) the main challenges posed by REDD+, and
(iii) governance. To understand the link between the concept of REDD+ as perceived by actors and
their efforts towards it, we used the qualitative data to analyze how they define REDD+, mainly by
comprehending their interests in relation to it, their interpretations of REDD+, and how such attributed
meanings impact REDD+ practice. In doing so, we contributed to the communication action theory
by analyzing the meaning that actors attribute to the concept of REDD+ and how this activated the
process of transforming REDD+ theory into practice and implementations over time.

Analytical coding procedures were applied to produce a coherent qualitative analysis focused on
semi-structured questions. NVivo Qualitative Content Analysis Software (QSR International Pty Ltd.,
Version 12, 2018, Melbourne, Australia,) was chosen to compile, analyze, organize, and reconfigure the
data collected. Content analysis was then carried out, involving the use of analytical codes derived
from the communicative action theory and focused on aspects of policy coordination that are relevant
to the research focus. Responses were coded to understand the practical aspects of REDD+ governance
in Brazil, the different meanings attributed to REDD+, and its main challenges. Our study was only
interested in organizational perceptions and interpretations of REDD+, as opposed to individual
ones. Finally, we reviewed policies, programs, and project documents to find links between REDD+

interpretations, policy measures, and actors’ efforts.

5. Results

5.1. What Are Actors’ Efforts and Interests in Relation to REDD+?

Regarding low-emission land-use practices, when comparing the three different phases, we find
that policy actors continued to concentrate efforts on three main land-use practices: forest conservation
(Phase 1 = 84%, Phase 2 = 76%, and Phase 3 = 74%); agriculture land-use emission reductions (Phase 1
= 51%, Phase 2 = 67%, and Phase 3 = 74%); and the enhancement of forest carbon stocks (Phase 1 =

51%, Phase 2 = 52%, and Phase 3 = 52%). On the other hand, afforestation and reforestation saw the
lowest level of efforts among all organizations overall (Phase 1 = 40%, Phase 2 = 40%, and Phase 3
= 35%). We found a slight difference among the organizations. Almost all types of organization put
more effort into forest governance, but in the private sector, this is prioritized second after agricultural
land-use emission reductions. Agricultural land-use emission reductions were generally the second
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priority for all organizations, with the exception of national environmental NGOs, which prioritized
the enhancement of forest carbon stocks in second place, after forest conservation.

Looking at policy design and the implementation of REDD+ practices, the results show that,
during the first two phases, actors were more engaged in the design of subnational REDD+ strategies
and policies (Phase 1 = 68%, Phase 2 = 47%, and Phase 3 = 50%) and in the design of national REDD+

strategies and policies (Phase 1 = 60%, Phase 2 = 40%, and Phase 3 = 47%), whereas, in the third phase,
there was more mention of engagement with the national-level implementation of the REDD+ strategy
and policies, such as monitoring, reporting, and verification (MRV) institutions (Phase 1 = 57%, Phase 2
= 40%, and Phase 3 = 54%). There was a very clear distinction in the way efforts were directed by each
type of organization. Where national research institutes and the private sectors put more effort into
the design and implementation of national-level REDD+ strategies and policies, governmental actors
were more focused on the design of subnational-level REDD+ strategies and policies. This last activity
was also the main focus of international environmental NGOs and networks, alongside international
REDD+ policy design.

Emphasis should be put on the findings that relate to actors’ efforts in terms of implementing
REDD+ activities on the ground, including demonstration sites, where less engagement was seen in all
three phases (Phase 1 = 45%, Phase 2 = 35%, and Phase 3 = 46%). Domestic NGOs stand out for their
efforts in terms of implementing REDD+ activities on the ground. During the in-depth interviews in
Phase 2 and Phase 3, most organizations believed that the federal government did very little to engage
the major stakeholders that need to be involved and included in policy development, disregarding
regional and municipal governments and, in many cases, local actors like indigenous peoples.

An analysis of thematic issues and areas of interest, in terms of REDD+ policies and measures,
revealed a homogeneous pattern across all organizational types throughout all phases of the study.
Biodiversity conservation is the area most organizations are interested in (Phase 1 = 68%, Phase 2 =

68%, and Phase 3 = 79%), followed by forest governance (Phase 1 = 65%, Phase 2 = 56%, and Phase 3 =

61%). Carbon finance/trading had low interest levels in all analyzed types of organizations (Phase1 =

36%, Phase 2 = 38%, and Phase 3 = 37%). It is noteworthy that, with respect to tenure rights, although
most interviewed organizations declared themselves to have “much” and “very much” interest in this
area, the average effort dedicated by actors to tenure rights was less than “moderate” in all phases.
National research institutes were those with greater focus on this area. The private sector and both
domestic and international environmental NGOs indicated that more effort was spent on biodiversity
conservation, while governmental bodies focused more on forest governance. Table 3 summarizes
these findings.
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Table 3. Overall efforts and interests in REDD+. MRV: monitoring, reporting, and verification.

Efforts and Interests Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3

REDD+ and LED (low emissions development)-related land uses
Forest conservation 84% 76% 74%
Enhancement of forest carbon stocks 51% 52% 74%
Sustainable logging practices 42% 43% 42%
Afforestation and reforestation 40% 40% 36%
Agricultural land-use emission reduction 51% 67% 35%

REDD+ policy design and implementation
REDD+ international policy design 48% 41% 54%
Design of national-level REDD+ strategies and policies 60% 40% 50%
Design of subnational-level REDD+ strategies and policies 68% 47% 48%
National-level implementation of REDD+ strategies and
policies (e.g., MRV institutions) 57% 40% 47%

REDD+ thematic issues/interest areas
Implementation of REDD+ site activities (including
demonstration sites) 45% 35% 46%

Tenure rights (land and trees) 42% 58% 79%
Biodiversity conservation 68% 68% 61%
Poverty alleviation 37% 54% 57%
Forest governance 65% 56% 52%
Community-based or joint forest management 65% 42% 52%
Adaptation to climate change 38% 54% 38%
REDD+-related carbon finance/trading 36% 38% 37%

5.2. What Are Actors’ Perceptions of REDD+?

5.2.1. Governance and Challenges

During Phase 1, almost 93% of analyzed respondents were optimistic about the effectiveness of
REDD+ as an option for reducing GHG emissions globally. Most policy actors, however, believed that
REDD+ effectiveness would require clearer national and international rules, especially for monitoring,
verifying, and reporting; benefits sharing; and penalties, particularly for countries that fail to achieve
their reduction targets. Some actors stated that the tendency of most REDD+ proposals to focus on the
benefits for poor and traditional communities, rather than on agribusinesses and large landholders,
would undermine their effectiveness. In Phase 2, actors still predominantly believed REDD+ to be an
effective GHG mitigation measure, but confidence in its effectiveness dropped (from 93% in agreement
to 78%). Such a decline in actors’ optimism during the second period is linked to an increasing
awareness of REDD+ practices not being as simple or cheap as initially thought. In Phase 3, the results
showed a higher level of agreement with the statement that REDD+ was an effective GHG mitigation
measure (87%) when compared to Phase 2. Most of the surveyed organizations, however, commented
that the word “globally” made a difference in their answer, because when relating their stance to the
Brazilian scenario alone, respondents were not as optimistic over the future effectiveness of REDD+.

In the in-depth interviews in Phases 2 and 3, most organizations continued to highlight the lack of
clear rules and transparency around REDD+ practices. Another point made by actors was in relation to
the need to improve law enforcement for REDD+ to be effective. A lack of private sector participation
and awareness in the design of environmental policies and low levels of civil society representation,
especially that of indigenous peoples, in the design of the REDD+ national strategy, were cited as
possible causes for REDD+’s ineffectiveness in Brazil. In Phase 3, actors perceived the most pressing
governance challenges to be related to: “a lack of clarity of REDD+ policy and absence of political
regulation” (foreign government agency); “REDD+ awareness, governance and implementation of
policies” (national NGOs); “keeping REDD+ on the government’s agenda” (national NGOs and the
private sector); and a “lack of knowledge of what is REDD+” (the private sector, government, and
national NGOs).
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When comparing actors’ perceptions around REDD+ governance, the vast majority of participants
(Phase 1 = 86%, Phase 2 = 96%, and Phase 3 = 91%) believe that REDD+ leads to improved forest
governance (e.g., addressing illegal logging, access to justice, and the rule of law). However, they also
emphasized that strengthened governance is a precondition for successful REDD+ (Phase 1 = 88%,
Phase 2 = 93%, and Phase 3 = 95%). It is also widely expected that REDD+ can positively impact
governance without decreasing the decision-making power of forest-dependent people (Phase 1 =

N/A, Phase 2 = 77%, and Phase 3 = 67%) without weakening the limited administrative governance
capacity of the state (Phase 1 = 78%, Phase 2 = 83%, and Phase 3 = 88%).

Overall, the most significant challenges indicated by the majority of actors were: “achieving
effective coordination between state agencies, the private sector and civil society” (Phase 1 = 86%,
Phase 2 = 88%, and Phase 3 = 98%); “achieving broad consensus on changes in existing land-use plans”
(Phase 1 = 74%, Phase 2 = 86%, and Phase 3 = 96%); “effective clarification in tenure rights” (Phase 1 =

75%, Phase 2 = 83%, and Phase 3 = 80%); and “negotiating with powerful special interests influencing
the main drivers of deforestation” (Phase 1 = 60%, Phase 2 = 88%, and Phase 3 = 93%). The challenge
that provoked the least concern among actors was “the lack of technical expertise for monitoring
carbon emissions and sequestration” (Phase 1 = 46%, Phase 2 = 50%, and Phase 3 = 39%).

Participants who perceived the coordination of different actors as a challenge to REDD+ also
pointed to possible solutions, including: increased involvement of the private sector (especially beef
and soy producers) through subsidies that could increase their participation, a communication strategy,
political will to address contradictory policies, and a change in the cultural aspects behind deforestation.
As stated by a research institution representative, “forest is seen as a great frontier and a provider
of environmental services” ( . . . ) “changing this perception to see the economic, biotechnological
potential of the forest is a great challenge to Brazil”. For two different governmental actors, the main
challenge is “to balance the desires of the different actors (especially of indigenous communities,
traditional communities and family farmers)”. According to them, “it is necessary to think about
innovative ways to engage the public, [and to] have a communication strategy”.

5.2.2. REDD+ Interpretations

When reflecting on the link between the concept and the practice of REDD+, while analyzing
the qualitative data, we found that actors’ interpretations of REDD+ vary and that many of them
do not attribute their conservation interests and efforts to REDD+. We observed that private sector
actors are those who are the most confused about what REDD+ entails in Brazil. Although actors from
national NGOs and research institutions seem to be more aware of the link between their interests
and REDD+ efforts, they also call for clarification of the concept. We also identified that actors are not
in full agreement in relation to the activities funded by the Amazon Fund. Some perceive them as
REDD+ (mainly the private sector), while others do not (national NGOs and the government). Table 4
summarizes some of these interpretations.

Finally, when reflecting about the future of REDD+, many participants answered that, under the
current political situation, REDD+ has no future. A few actors were slightly more positive about it
(mainly the government) in view of the Green Climate Fund investments into the federal government’s
Floresta+ Initiative and international pressure for Brazil to control deforestation after the increase in
fires during 2019.
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Table 4. Examples of actors’ interpretations of REDD+.

Actors Interpretations

Private Sector

“It is difficult to say that REDD+ exists in Brazil.”
“There is no central plan. It is not something defined that has taken shape.”

“The main challenge of REDD+ is a lack of knowledge of what it is.”
“The Amazon Fund represents approximately 5% of the REDD+ potential.”

National NGOs

“REDD+ needs to be reinvented.”
“The topic itself is very technical and very difficult to understand.”

“There is a friction linked to the clarity of REDD+ and its implementation.”
“The Amazon Fund projects are not REDD+.”

Government “REDD+ actions still have not achieved their potential.”

Research Institutes “The term REDD+ is very loaded.”
“There is a discontinuity of REDD+ practices resulting from political changes.”

6. Discussion: Recognizing REDD+ Pluriversality

6.1. What Is REDD+ After All, and How Can Efforts Be Better Coordinated Towards Its Goals?

We argue that the way different actors perceive REDD+ is intimately related to the way they
interpret and assign meanings to REDD+ and, in consequence, the way they coordinate efforts towards
it. Over the last decade, the practice of REDD+ in Brazil materialized as a result of the process
through which different actors interpreted and implemented the concept of REDD+. According to the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) decisions, REDD+ is about
forest conservation, the sustainable management of forests, and the enhancement of forest carbon
stocks [88–90]. Our results show that these are exactly the practices towards which Brazilian actors
concentrate most of their efforts. However, when giving their in-depth perceptions about the challenges
of REDD+, most actors highlighted a lack of clarity around the concept. As pointed out by respondents,
REDD+ implementation in Brazil has been distributed across different efforts at the national (i.e.,
ENREDD+ and Amazon Fund) and subnational levels (i.e., voluntary projects and bilateral agreements)
that are not very well-connected. This may have caused a misunderstanding of what REDD+ entails
and the formation of multiple understandings and meanings attributed to REDD+. The consequence
of this is uncoordinated efforts toward REDD+ goals.

The dynamics and arenas in which REDD+ efforts have taken place have coevolved with actors’
practices and changed little over time. REDD+ objectives, justifications, measures, and interventions
have emerged, evolved, been institutionalized, altered, or have even disappeared, while the meaning
attributed to REDD+ has varied extensively across actors and time. Consequently, the transformation of
the policy theory into practical action has unfolded in a pluriversal manner. This means that, although
actors’ efforts and practices are directly linked to the concept of REDD+, actors’ interpretations of REDD+

have generated a plurality of meanings, or “interpretation over interpretation”, to use Geertz’s [91]
term, highlighting the dialectical and ontological interactions produced through communicative action.
Actors then do not perceive their efforts to be integrated under the REDD+ umbrella, and thus, they do
not engage with the operational challenges that REDD+ policymakers and implementers are grappling
with as they seek to embrace the possibilities of this idea. After all, it is exactly the link between
the perception towards a subject and the orienting dispositions of actors that guides individual and
organizational responses to complex situations [52,53] and allows for more coordination between
different actors.

The implications of such findings are that coordination becomes extremely difficult as solutions to
the challenges of REDD+ are not strategically addressed by actors, and their diverse efforts are not
adjusted to avoid, reduce, and counterbalance the challenges of REDD+ implementation. This explains
the inconsistency between REDD+ theory and practice. Land tenure, for example, was identified as one
of the main challenges of REDD+, but results show that, on average, actors dedicate minimal effort to
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this. There is evidence, however, that tenure clarification (mainly led by NGOs and research institutions)
has been at the heart of REDD+ initiatives on the ground [92], suggesting that, in practice, attempts are
being made to better address the challenges around tenure. On the other hand, land regularization
and territorial management in Brazil still present many challenges [59,83] and may continue to delay
the effectiveness of REDD+ implementation. In the absence of land titles, landholders usually feel
too insecure to commit to and engage in long-term agreements to reduce deforestation. Additionally,
the results demonstrated that actors’ specific REDD+ efforts are more focused on designing policies
and measures than on implementing REDD+ on the ground. While the institutionalization of REDD+

is key, lessons from a “learning by doing” approach to REDD+ [88] should also emerge from local
initiatives [93].

The homogenous pattern of organizational efforts that was evident in the analysis of thematic
issues and areas of interest in REDD+-related policies and measures, such as biodiversity conservation,
suggests that better coordination between different organizations may be possible. The purpose of
coordination is to try to achieve a greater impact collectively by having organizations plan and work
together; if organizations share interest in an issue, they are likely to coordinate their efforts more
easily [94,95]. Actors’ efforts, in this sense, could be better coordinated by adopting the perspective
of communication theory in practice. This means focusing on the diverse meanings of REDD+

and the different interests of actors that are related to them (e.g., biodiversity conservation, forest
governance, and tenure rights) to design a system that supports the exchange of information among
actors. The complexity of coordinating REDD+ efforts calls for increased and effective communication,
practical dialogue, oriented mediation, and the detailed exchange of information. Communication and
mediation are key issues for successful coordination and have been reported as effective in mitigating
conflicts, increasing democratic decision-making [96] and policy performances. The goal would be to
design a system that uses communication to enhance the capacity of multiple organizations to manage
their efforts in a more coordinated way and apply mediation to align their interests.

6.2. Moving Ahead with REDD+: Lessons and Setbacks

Despite significant progress in some areas, mainstream development policies—particularly those
focused on the Brazilian Amazon—still tend to be characterized by top-down decision-making,
institutional fragmentation, and dichotomies of “development versus environment”, particularly
in the energy, transportation, and agribusiness sectors [4,7,83]. This can be explicitly observed in
the current political arena, which promotes activities that stimulate deforestation in favor of the
agricultural sector [97,98]. Our results suggest that coordination between different actors (private
sector, government, and civil society) in Brazil continues to be fragile, and there are no structures in
place that facilitate interactions and coordination between actors in order to achieve desirable synergies
among their distinct capacities and competencies. The fact that ENREDD+ is based on governmental
policies and previous national efforts leaves little space for active communication among different
actors and few opportunities for aligning ENREDD+ with local initiatives being implemented at
the subnational level [75]. As already argued by van der Hoff et al. [6], this has led to the parallel
development and implementation of distinct REDD+ actions that are, at the same time, competing,
coexisting, and collaborating on different levels.

Finally, as responses to complex situations are the product of intersubjective cultural practices [54],
differences among actors also generate challenges for how to navigate diverse priorities, terminologies,
epistemologies, and ways of thinking. All of these can pose significant barriers to the coordination of
efforts and, thus, limit the presumed performance of actor diversity. The coexistence of a plurality
of interpretations and, in consequence, of REDD+ practices then requires more diverse forms of
implementing REDD+. To respond to Osborne’s call for an “indigenous approach to REDD” [99],
meaning an approach that addresses sustainable land use from a diversified perspective and a set of
different measures, it is then important to promote knowledge-sharing, the diversity of experiences,
and more communicative problem-solving. This implies the development of cross-boundary social



Forests 2020, 11, 1061 13 of 18

relations, which takes time and requires extensive opportunities for social interactions and the
existence of a collaborative environment characterized by, among other things, high levels of trust
and deliberation [100]. If actors are limited in their own collaboration and communication, they risk
accessing incomplete information, forming erroneous perceptions about REDD+ and, consequently,
not coordinating the actions that are needed to reduce deforestation.

7. Conclusions

This study aimed at providing useful insights for REDD+ implementation in Brazil.
We investigated how different actors perceive REDD+, how they engage in REDD+ policy formation
and what the challenges of REDD+ are. Our results suggest that, although actors’ efforts and practices
are directly linked to REDD+, their interpretations of REDD+ generated a plurality of meanings,
highlighting the dialectical and ontological interactions that have resulted in the formation of multiple
REDD+ concepts and practices. Our reflection on the pluriversality of REDD+ may be a useful way
to challenge what Simon [101] calls “stealth unknown knowns” or the tacit forms of environmental
discourses that are circulated and become the basis for technocratic, rather than democratic, forest
and land-use governance. In doing so, we could better embrace the idea of diverse REDD+s and
truly connect with the complex challenges that REDD+ implementation is embedded in (i.e., tenure
clarification, benefit-sharing, and financing).

The findings also highlight that different actors have the same interests when it comes to their
organizational efforts towards REDD+, suggesting that there is room for better coordination and
collaboration among them. What is needed is increased mediation and communication, so that
actors can more easily align their interests and better coordinate their efforts and activities aimed
at reducing deforestation. A mediation actor or group of actors might be able to compensate, to
some extent, for a lack of social processes supporting the formation of cross-boundary social relations.
Communication and trust between different actors are also central to achieving coordinated efforts.
Finally, improvements in social information exchange will set the grounds not just for the greater
integration of REDD+ efforts but, also, for coping with the circumstances and challenges that complex
forest landscapes require. In other words, the foundation for actions towards coordination are
communication and reflection. Unless actors exchange information and reflect on the different
meanings and practices of REDD+, they cannot know how to move forward with its implementation.
To do otherwise would be to neglect its complexity.
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