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Lessons learnt for operationalization 
of REDD+ in the Kasigau Corridor 
project of Kenya 
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Key messages 
1. Investing in social capital that supports collective 

needs for environmental sustainability is crucial for 
addressing deforestation and forest degradation  

2.	 Securing	upfront	finance	at	 the	beginning	of 	 the	
project process is a key strength for self-sustaining

3. Legislative instruments such as conservation 
easements can be used in the context of  REDD+ 
to implement long-term protection of  forest assets 
in private lands 

4. The distribution mechanism of  REDD+ carbon 
revenue must be transparent and have community 
input and feedback

Lessons for REDD+ Readiness
1. REDD+ can be successfully implemented 

in dryland forests which hold not only 
significant	 carbon	 	 reservoirs	 in	 Africa’s	
landscape, but on whose resources millions 
of 	rural	Africans	depend

2. Private-sector involvement is absolutely 
critical to scaling up investment and 
implementation in REDD+  

3. REDD+ experience of  sub-national actors 
is of  critical importance in developing a 
national REDD+ mechanism based on 
experience and lessons learned from projects  

Summary
The private-sector-driven Kasigau Corridor (KC) REDD+ project 
was the world’s first registered REDD+ project issued with 
Verified Carbon Units (VCU) under the Verified Carbon Standard 
(VCS) and is one of the few REDD+ projects currently selling 
REDD+ carbon credits on the voluntary market. This policy 
brief reveals a number of significant, innovative, and proof-
of-concept domains from the KC REDD+ project that made it 
successful in delivering climate, community and biodiversity 
benefits. Many project managers will likely find this example 
informative and replicable as they design and implement 
new REDD+ initiatives. This includes for instance bundling 
REDD+ implementation with community level employment 
opportunities, adaptation and application of conservation 
easements on private lands in the context of REDD+, the 
design and implementation of benefit-sharing mechanisms 
and demonstrating potential ways of negotiating and obtaining 
upfront finance for REDD+. The project also provides a number 
of critical lessons for REDD+ in general such as REDD+ potential 
in dryland ecosystems, the importance of the private sector 
in REDD+ and the  importance of subnational-level projects 
moving towards national level programmes.  
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The Kasigau Corridor (KC) REDD+ project is based in the 
Taita Taveta County, in southeastern Kenya, and is located 
between Tsavo East and Tsavo West national parks (Figure 1). 
The	area’s	vegetation	type	is	characterized	as	predominantly	
Acacia-Commiphora dryland forest with small areas of  Eastern 
Arc	Cloud	 forests	 (Kasigau	Mountain)	 and	 some	 savannah	
grassland. The importance of  the KC as a migration route 
and dispersal area of  large mammals was poorly understood 
until recently when data generated from the REDD+ project 
has	 demonstrated	 significant	 importance	 for	 a	 number	 of 	
IUCN Red List species such as Wild dog, (Lycaon pictus), 
elephant (Loxodontha africana),	Grevy’s	zebra	(Equus grevyi) and 
lion (Panthera leo)	 (Mwangi	 et	 al.,	 2014).	These	findings	not	
only demonstrated the global importance of  the KC, but also 
the	potential	of 	the	KC	to	benefit	local	communities	through	
sustainable management of  the landscape.

However, the baseline scenario of  the KC showed that the 
landscape was threatened by subsistence and commercial 
poaching, encroachment due to settlement and slash-and-
burn agriculture expansion, charcoal and fuelwood, and 
overgrazing.	 Additionally,	 community	 perceptions	 about	
wildlife, as in many areas of  Kenya, were generally negative. 
Consequently, it has been estimated that without REDD+ 
project,	 deforestation	 would	 roughly	 be	 of 	 7000	 ha	 per	
annum,	significantly	higher	than	the	reported	national	average	
in Kenya.

Presentation of the Kasigau Corridor REDD+ Project

Figure 1: Location of Kasigau Corridor REDD+ project

The	KC	REDD+	project	 encompasses	 an	area	of 	200,000	
ha	 where	 project’s	 land	 is	 privately	 owned	 by	 14	 directed	
agricultural	 companies	 (DACs).	 The	 project’s	 carbon	
accounting area itself  is uninhabited but Taita and Duruma 
communities live around the periphery in six locations. The 
primary	 goal	 of 	 the	 project	 is	 to	 use	 the	REDD+	finance	
generated by sales of  emissions reductions to continue to 
create jobs in the local communities, thus taking the pressure 
off  of  biodiversity and the habitat by creating alternative 
livelihoods. The project was initiated and implemented by 
Wildlife	Works	Carbon	(WWC),	a	for-profit	company,	based	
in	Kenya	and	the	USA	who	pioneered	the	use	of 	REDD+	
emissions reductions in Kenya. In terms of  the projected 
climate change mitigation impacts, the KC REDD+ project 
will avoid emissions of  over 1.2 million tons of  CO2e per 
year	until	2041.	 Issuance	of 	Verified	Carbon	Units	 (VCUs)	
is	ensured	through	the	Verified	Carbon	Standard	(VCS)	and	
Climate, Community and Biodiversity (CCB) standards. CCB 
standards delivered the gold level status to the project for 
exceptional	biodiversity	and	climate	benefits.	

Key strengths for operationalizing 
REDD+ at Kasigau Corridor
project level
Investing in job creation for addressing 
deforestation and forest degradation
A	key	component	of 	REDD+	initiatives	is	designing	activities	
that address the drivers of  deforestation and degradation 
within a given landscape. In the KC project area, these 
drivers are illegal timber and charcoal production, swidden 
agriculture and commercial bush meat poaching, all of  
which were occurring due to a lack of  alternative livelihood 
options. WWC developed a series of  innovative community-
based	initiatives,	with	the	specific	goal	of 	creating	alternative	
livelihoods through direct employment opportunities, 
including:

•	 Investment in sustainable land uses through eco-charcoal 
production, testing and providing access to appropriate 
cash crop production (e.g. jojoba production), agricultural 
intensification	 activities,	 conservation	 farming	 and	 an	
organic tree nursery, producing both indigenous and 
fruit seedlings

•	 Investment in creating eco-friendly services and product 
such as ecotourism opportunities, an organic soap 
factory, creating market access and value addition for 
local handicrafts, and an eco-clothing factory.

•	 Investment in wildlife protection through direct 
enforcement through the creation of  community ranger 
groups and wildlife scouts for patrolling the REDD+ 
area

Figure 2: African elephants (Loxodonta africana) regularly utilize the 
KC project area in their annual migration
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•	 Investment in the future generation of  landscape users 
through	 the	 promotion	 of 	 children’s	 education	 and	
conservation education through a bursary programme

Direct	employment	and	benefits	therein	in	2012	amounted	to	
approximately	US$1,000,000.	Providing	economic	alternatives	
and employment opportunities as part of  a conservation 
strategy	enabled	additional	benefits	to	flow	into	communities	
to	 address	 poverty.	 Additional	 community	 benefits	 were	
derived indirectly through access to improved services. For 
instance	 more	 than	 1300	 students	 received	 bursaries	 from	
carbon revenue. Other collective projects included school 
infrastructure, water catchments, and water distribution 
infrastructure, paid for by the community portion of  the 
carbon	 revenue.	 In	 2012	 this	 amounted	 to	 approximately	
$586,000,	which	was	spread	across	five	locations	with	roughly	
10,000–12,000	people	in	each.	

Making the project ‘self-sustaining’
A	key	feature	of 	the	success	of 	the	KC	project	was	the	ability	
to secure external private-sector investment at the beginning 
of 	the	project	process.	For	the	first	phase	of 	the	KC	project,	
the key strategy was to obtain funding through an agreement 
with	 a	 South	 African	 bank,	 Nedbank,	 who	 provided	 the	
start-up	capital	in	return	for	an	‘option’,	buying	the	resulting	
credits	 at	 a	 concessionary	 rate.	A	 similar	 arrangement	with	
BNP Paribas allowed for the expansion of  the project to a 
second phase. The ability to make a business case for the 
project and its climate, community and biodiversity goals, 
has	 enabled	WWC	 to	 finance	 the	 project	 implementation,	
operational costs, and project interventions, and promote 
other investments in the area. In the medium to long term, 
the	WWC	has	further	catalyzed	the	market	for	REDD+	by	
connecting institutional champions with project activities 
through a platform called Code REDD (www.coderedd.
com), which enables credit buyers from private institutions 
and companies to link directly with that REDD+ projects 
that	create	exceptional	benefits	for	climate,	community	and	
biodiversity.

Ensuring long-term protection of forest 
assets on privately owned lands
The KC project area is comprised of  several privately 
owned land units and governed by leaseholds between the 
Government	of 	Kenya	and	Directed	Agricultural	Companies	
(DACs),	 whose	 shareholders	 are	 predominantly	 (although	
not all) community members from locations adjacent to 
the project area. In Kenya, private forest lands are not 
generally subject to state regulation, giving landowners 
the power to determine the use of  their lands. Therefore 
WWC	proposed	to	the	DACs	to	adapt	and	apply	a	form	of 	
conservation	easement	instrument,	as	envisioned	in	Kenya’s	
Environmental	Management	and	Co-ordination	Act	of 	1999	
(Section	 112).	 The	 Act	 envisions	 that	 power	 is	 vested	 in	
landowners on private land to constrain the exercise of  rights 
otherwise held by the landowner in order to set aside land for 
non-consumptive	 utilization.	 WWC	 used	 such	 agreements	
as contracts which allow WWC to manage the land for 
REDD+	 purposes	 and	 in	 return	 the	 DACs	 receive	 one-
third of  the carbon revenue from future sales in return for 
granting the conservation easement. These agreements span 
at	least	30	years,	as	required	by	CCBS	and	VCS	to	secure	and	
demonstrate permanence of  a REDD+ project. This also 
enables WWC to demonstrate that they are not purchasing 
the	 land,	but	 rather	 entering	 a	mutually	beneficial	 contract,	
and therefore avoiding the criticism of  being associated with 
suspicions of  “land-grabbing”.

Set-up of a transparent and participative 
benefit distribution and disbursement 
process
Benefit	 sharing	 mechanisms	 often	 present	 a	 challenge	 to	
REDD+ project development. In the KC, WWC have 
developed	 a	 possible	 template	 for	 benefit	 sharing.	 After	
the landowner payments and project operational costs are 

Figure 3: Organic tree Nursery

Development of a groundbreaking 
methodology for Monitoring, Reporting 
and Verification and establishment of 
Reference Emission Levels 
The KC project has invested in generating unique and valuable 
information on biomass stocks and biomass allometric 
equations for dryland forests to support carbon inventory 
for	 dryland	 ecosystems.	 Additionally,	WWC	 has	 developed	
a	 pioneering	methodology	 for	 Avoided	Unplanned	Mosaic	
Deforestation	of 	Tropical	Forest,	known	as	VM0009	(WWC,	
2011).	 	 This	 methodology	 allows	 for	 the	 use	 of 	 various	
types of  imagery, from multiple historical points, and with 
various levels of  cloud contamination, thereby alleviating 
the	 constraint	 of 	 finding	 multiple	 years	 of 	 “wall-to-wall”	
cloud-free imagery, or having to perform expensive and 
time-consuming cloud removal techniques that are common 
in	 remote	 sensing	 data	 processing	 (WWC,	 2011).	 The	
methodology accounts for carbon pools in both vegetation 
and in the soil and measures changes in these pools through 
intensive	 monitoring	 (WWC,	 2008).	 The	 calculations	 are	
compared to a historical baseline scenario and projection 
of  an ex ante scenario to derive a Cumulative Deforestation 
Model	(CDM).	This	methodology	has	been	tested	in	dryland	
forests with the KC project but has also successfully been 
used by private companies such as South Pole Carbon in 
Zimbabwe and is being used by BioCarbon Partners in 
Zambia in miombo forest ecosystems. 
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Africa	(Pfeiffer	et	al.,	2012).	Additionally,	dryland	forests	and	
woodlands	cover	significant	parts	of 	East	Africa’s	landscape	
and are undergoing one of  the highest rates of  conversion. 
The success of  the KC project can be a strong incentive for 
other project developers to initiate projects in other dryland 
forest ecosystems. 

Secondly, it demonstrates the importance of  the private sector 
to scale up implementation and investment in REDD+. In 
this case, the project is led by a private company which has 
brought a sense of  both pragmatism and of  technical expertise 
for	operationalizing	REDD+.	The	project	also	demonstrates	
the	 importance	 to	 have	 flexible	 financial	 support	 from	 the	
private sector, especially at a time when there is growing 
evidence	that	public	finance	alone	is	unlikely	to	meet	emission	
reduction investment requirements. This case study suggests 
that countries should focus on ensuring that an attractive 
‘investment	climate’	for	REDD+	initiatives	 is	provided	and	
that there is an ongoing, open and constructive dialogue to 
identify,	define,	and	implement	policies	and	actions	that	will	
encourage private-sector involvement.

Lastly, as REDD+ moves towards national level programmes, 
effectively nesting REDD+ projects into national 
arrangements	 remains	 a	 significant	 challenge.	Development	
and	operationalization	of 	a	jurisdictional	and	nested	REDD+	
approach has been considered as a possible way forward for 
REDD+ in Kenya. The KC project developed in an effective 
policy	 vacuum	 in	Kenya	 without	 the	 benefit	 of 	 a	 national	
programme structure. However, important lessons have been 
generated from this independent approach. The experience 
of  sub-national actors will therefore be of  critical importance 
in developing a model based on experience and lessons 
learned from projects.  
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covered, additional revenue that is generated by the emissions 
reductions (aka “carbon credit”) sales is held in a trust, on 
behalf  of  the general community. This trust, known as the 
Wildlife Works Carbon Trust (WWCT), is designed to be 
of 	direct	benefit	to	the	communities	in	the	larger	area,	who	
may or may not be landowners, or directly employed by the 
project. Revenue disbursed by the trust is designed to support 
environmental and community “common good” projects as 
opposed to direct individual cash transfers. The Locational 
Carbon Committee (LCC), a group of  independent, elected 
community members from varied backgrounds, receives 
proposals from community groups and approves relevant 
proposals following a standard operation procedure 
developed through a consultative process. The LCC does not 
handle funds, but rather sets an independent development 
agenda and refers projects to the WWCT for the disbursement 
of 	 funding.	 Funds	 flow	 directly	 to	 community-based	
organizations	(CBOs),	which	oversee	implementation	of 	the	
projects approved by the LCC and funded by the WWCT. 

Lessons for REDD+ Readiness
The successful implementation of  the REDD+ KC project 
raises critical issues for REDD+ readiness in general. 

First, it proves that while REDD+ focuses mainly on countries 
with	 high	 forest	 cover	 and/or	 high	 deforestation	 rates,	
REDD+ can also be implemented successfully in dryland 
ecosystems. Not only dryland ecosystems host incredibly 
important	 biodiversity	 and	 significant	 carbon	 stocks,	 but	
millions of  people are also directly dependent on them for 
their livelihoods. Conservation of  dryland ecosystems is of  
critical importance in mitigating climate change in Eastern 


