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Landscape approaches in the Congo 
Basin: linking the Democratic Republic 
of Congo’s Emission Reduction Program 
(ERP) and the Central Africa Regional 
Program for the Environment (CARPE)
Kalame Fobissie

CHAPTER 

25

Highlights

 The Central Africa Regional Program for the Environment (CARPE) and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) Emission Reduction Program (ERP) both 
involve landscape approaches and are increasingly interacting at the local and 
national levels due to several commonalities that create space for learning across 
programs

 Participatory land use planning processes can be used to effectively engage 
multiple stakeholders and provide opportunities to address conservation and 
development objectives simultaneously

 The structure and performance of landscape governance is closely linked to 
funding sources, capacity, and the types of stakeholders involved

 The ERP landscape approach, if successfully implemented in the DRC, presents a 
potential sustainable financial option for achieving conservation and development 
goals

1. Why adopt a landscape approach in the Congo 
Basin forests?

The Congo Basin forests form the second largest block of rainforest in the world after the 
Amazon, covering 300 million hectares of land and spanning six countries: Cameroon, 
the Central African Republic, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), the Republic 
of Congo (RoC), Equatorial Guinea, and Gabon. These forests represent a huge carbon 
sink, and if they remain intact, provide enormous potentials to mitigate the effects of 
global climate change. The forests are extremely rich in flora and fauna and have the 
largest number of plant species per unit area in the world with a wide distribution of 
animal species including approximately 552 mammals, 300 fish, 460 reptiles and 1000 

Fobissie, K. (2015). Landscape approaches in the Congo Basin: linking the Democratic Republic of Congo’s 
Emission Reduction Program (ERP) and the Central Africa Regional Program for the Environment (CARPE). 
In Minang, P. A., van Noordwijk, M., Freeman, O. E., Mbow, C., de Leeuw, J., & Catacutan, D. (Eds.) Climate-
Smart Landscapes: Multifunctionality in Practice, 361-371. Nairobi, Kenya: World Agroforestry Centre (ICRAF).
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bird species (de Wasseige et al., 2012). Of these, 16 species of birds and 23 species 
of mammals are considered threatened or endangered (de Wasseige et al., 2012). The 
Basin is now experiencing a rapidly declining wildlife population due to high human 
population, hunting intensity, absence of law enforcement, poor governance and proximity 
to expanding infrastructure (Maisels et al., 2013). The Congo Basin forests also contain 
diverse natural resources (e.g., timber, minerals, fertile soils, etc.), are home to about 30 
million people and support livelihoods for more than 75 million people from over 150 
ethnic groups who rely on the forest ecosystems for food, nutritional health, and meeting 
their livelihood needs (World Bank, 2013).

The use of these resources and ecosystem services for supporting both livelihoods and 
economic development is putting increasing pressure on the Congo Basin’s forests 
resulting in increasing rates of deforestation and forest degradation. While estimates 
vary, the net annual deforestation rates of the Congo Basin forests have been estimated to 
increase from 0.05% to 0.09% between the respective periods of 1990 to 2000 and 2000 
to 2005 (de Wasseige et al., 2012). Within the countries constituting the Congo Basin 
forest, the highest rates of net annual deforestation and forest degradation have been 
found in the DRC with Gabon experiencing the least. The agents of deforestation in the 
Congo Basin countries include, but are not limited to, smallholder farmers, state agencies 
and private companies with the direct and immediate causes of deforestation in the Congo 
Basin countries revolving around: agricultural expansion (slash and burn, plantations), 
wood fuel collection (firewood and charcoal), logging (legal and illegal), infrastructural 
development (roads, dams, settlements), and mining (industrial and artisanal).

One of the consequences of deforestation and forest degradation in the Congo Basin is 
forest fragmentation between different land units negatively affecting biodiversity (Zhang 
et al., 2006; Blake et al., 2007) and increasing emissions of greenhouse gases (Achard et 
al., 2007; World Bank, 2013). In this context, the landscape approach offers opportunities 
to foster connectivity and promote positive interactions between different land units and 
species (Linborg & Eriksson, 2004; Tylianakis et al., 2010), increase the species richness 
and habitat suitability (Bierregaard et al., 1992; Fischer & Lindenmayer, 2007), address 
some of the drivers of deforestation, and reduce greenhouse gas emissions (DeFries & 
Rosenzweig, 2010). Within these processes, social and economic dimensions need to 
be accounted for  in addition to ecological ones, to ensure more sustainable outcomes 
within the landscape (World Bank, 2013). From this view, applying a landscape approach 
is well suited (Sayer, 2009) to address the conservation and development challenges of 
the Congo Baisn as it considers ecological, social and economic dimensions and their 
interactions (Angelstam et al., 2013). Drawing on this framing, this chapter examines 
and compares two programs which are being implemented at the landscape scale in the 
Congo Basin, the Central Africa Regional Program for the Environment (CARPE) and 
the DRC’s Emissions Reduction Program (ERP). Focusing mostly on the institutional and 
governance aspects of these programs, this chapter draws on lessons learned to discuss 
the potential of further operationalizing landscape approaches in the Congo Basin.

2. Landscape programs in the Congo Basin
2.1 CARPE landscape conservation approach
CARPE is a 25 year-old Congo Basin regional program of the United States Agency 
for International Development of the United States Government (USAID), aimed at 
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reducing threats to the Congo Basin forests. “The strategic objective of CARPE is to 
reduce the rate of forest degradation and loss of biodiversity in the Congo Basin by 
increasing local, national, and regional natural resource management capacity” (CARPE, 
2014). CARPE is divided into three phases. The first phase started in 1995 and ended in 
2002 and included four countries. The focus was to gather baseline information on the 
Central African forest ecosystems and building human and institutional capacities in the 
Central Africa region. The second phase started in 2003 and ended in 2012. The focus 
was on supporting sustainable natural resource management practices on the ground, 
improving environmental governance, and strengthening natural resource monitoring 
capacity at the Congo Basin regional level. During the second phase, CARPE worked in 
12 priority landscapes (see Box 25.1 for one landscape case study example) and covered 
nine central African (six Congo Basin plus three additional) countries namely: the Central 
African Republic, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, RoC, Burundi, Cameroon, DRC, Rwanda, 
and Sao Tome & Principe (Figure 25.1). The third phase started in 2013 and will run 
up till 2020. This last phase of CARPE is limited to the DRC, the RoC and Rwanda 
and builds on the lessons from the two previous phases to protect and manage forests 
and wildlife in the selected landscapes. The specific focus according to Central Africa 
Forest Ecosystems Conservation (CAFEC, 2013) will be to i) conserve wildlife that are 
threatened by illegal and unsustainable exploitation for local and international markets, 
and ii) reduce deforestation and forest degradation by implementing Reducing Emissions 
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) activities that align with national 
REDD+ strategies and actions.

Figure 25.1 Location of CARPE landscapes within the Congo Basin forest area (CARPE, 2014).
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Box 25.1 

Activities of Salonga-Lukenie-Sankuru (SLS)  
CARPE landscape program 

(Steel & Yoko, 2010; Yanggen et al., 2010; Pope et al., 2013;  
de Marcken, 2014; GoDRC, 2014)

The operationalization and management of all CARPE activities in the Salonga-Lukenie-
Sankuru (SLS) landscape is led by the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) in collaboration 
with local village management committees and a group of more than fifteen consortium and 
collaborating partners located in five town and village locations within the SLS landscape 
in DRC: Mimia, Oshwe, Mundja, Monkoto and Etate. These partners include, but are not 
limited to, Private Agencies Collaborating Together (PACT), Wildlife Conservation Society 
(WCS), International Conservation and Education Fund (INCEF), Zoological Society of 
Milwaukee (ZSM), World Resources Institute (WRI), Network of Central African Protected 
Areas (RAPAC), La Société de Développement Forestière (SODEFOR), Institut Congolaise 
pour la Conservation de la Nature (ICCN), Max Planck, Action d’Aide Sanitaire et de 
Développement-DRC NGO (AASD), Institut Africain pour le Développement Economique 
et Social (INADES), World Fish Center, Smithsonian Institute, RARE and Global Action 
Coalition-DRC NGO (GAC). The vision of the SLS CARPE landscape program is to maintain 
large intact forests within the landscape and ensure the conservation of biodiversity while 
also promoting human well-being (Pope et al., 2013).

The SLS landscape has a total area of about 10.4 million ha, of which, about 96% is covered 
in forest. The landscape is rich in forest and water resources and is home to threatened 
species such as the bonobo (Pan paniscus), chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes), elephant (Loxodonta 
africana cyclotis), buffalo (Syncerus caffer), hippopotamus (Hippopotamus amphibious) and leopard 
(Panthera pardus). Threats to wildlife within the landscape are partly due to conservation 
objectives being at odds with the livelihoods needs of the population and the activities of 
industrial logging companies like SODEFOR. To overcome these conflicting conservation, 
livelihood and development priorities, the SLS CARPE landscape program engages in 
cross-cutting enabling activities, including environmental education, capacity building 
workshops and trainings and land use planning activities for local communities, civil society 
organizations and the DRC’s government conservation agency (ICCN).

The land use planning process macro-zones the entire SLS landscape into protected areas 
(PAs), community-based natural resource management (CBNRM) areas, and extractive 
resource zones. Common steps and activities used for the land use planning include: setting up 
a planning team and defining their roles, gathering of basic information about the landscape, 
creation of a public participation strategy, and the development of a landscape plan linked to 
the desired landscape conditions and site specific objectives. Some of the sectoral activities 
carried out in the SLS landscape target livelihood needs and include, for example, sustainable 
fishing practices, rearing of pigs and chickens, and sustainable farming practices that both 
reduce deforestation and increases production of groundnuts, cowpea, rice, beans and 
maize. To enable the uptake of these activities, CARPE provides small grants to civil society 
organizations to promote and implement them. The aim is that by improving livelihoods it 
will reduce illegal activities such as poaching and bushmeat hunting as well as reduce the 
overall human pressure on the SLS landscape’s forests and wildlife. Other activities directly 
targeting conservation objectives include, for example, the monitoring of biodiversity and 
the maintenance of the 5,581 km2 Monkoto biological corridor to allow the movement of 
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wildlife and genetic exchange between the two blocks of the Salonga National Park. On the 
industry side, CARPE is also promoting environmentally friendly industrial logging activities 
by technically supporting SODEFOR’s effort to engage in forest certification and other good 
forest governance and sustainable forest management practices.

So far, the SLS CARPE landscape program is in the right direction in meeting conservation, 
livelihood and development objectives through well-defined priorities and activities for 
different stakeholders. Moving forward will entail increased capacity in implementation, 
improved data for planning, continuous engagement of multiple stakeholders and the 
mobilization of additional funds for landscape activities.

2.2 The Congo Basin’s Emission Reduction Programs (ERP) 
The ERP is a World Bank coordinated program under the Forest Carbon Partnership 
Facility (FCPF)’s Carbon Fund (CF) aimed at providing payments for verified emission 
reductions from REDD+ programs in different countries. So far, Costa Rica, Ghana, 
Nepal, Mexico and the DRC have their Emission Reduction Program Idea Note (ER-PIN) 
accepted into the CF’s pipeline. After the selection of their ER-PIN, REDD+ countries 
move on to signing a letter of intent with the World Bank after which they engage in 
designing a full ERP at the landscape level. Upon review and validation of the program 
document by the CF participants, the World Bank and REDD+ countries enter into 
negotiations, eventually signing an emission reduction purchasing agreement (ERPA). 
At this stage, the ERP is implemented, verified and payments are made to the REDD+ 
countries following the CF monitoring and reporting procedure.

In the Congo Basin, the DRC and the RoC are taking the leadership in developing ER-PINs 
at the landscape level. While the RoC’s 12.2 million ha ER-PIN (GoRoC, 2014) remains 
eligible and will be considered for selection in subsequent CF meetings, the 12.3 million 
ha ER-PIN of the DRC (GoDRC, 2014) has been approved to move to the next stage of 
designing a full ERP. The DRC’s ERP is a 36-year landscape program (2014 to 2050) 
to be implemented within the jurisdictional boundaries of the Plateau and Maï Ndombe 
Districts, together encompassing a population of approximately 1.8 million people. The 
DRC’s ERP involves a multi-stakeholder process which includes the participation and 
contributions of more than 100 actors from the government, indigenous peoples groups, 
local communities, civil society, the private sector and technical and financial institutions. 
The ERP aims to design and implement enabling and emission reducing activities that 
can address and reduce the increasing deforestation and forest degradation trends that are 
driven by slash and burn agriculture, forest fires, firewood and charcoal production, legal 
and illegal logging and mining and cattle ranching activities. Based upon its overarching 
aim, the ERP is aligning its activities with existing pilot REDD+ projects and related 
activities within the same landscape. On the ground the DRC ERP (GoDRC, 2014) 
learns, adapts and builds on the Forest Investment Program (FIP) Integrated REDD+ 
Sub-Project in the Plateau District (PIREDD), the WWF REDD+ for People and Nature 
(R-PAN) project, the Wildlife Works Carbon (WWC) Conservation Concession REDD+ 
project, the CARPE Lac Tumba and Salonga landscapes programs, the Nouvelle Société 
d’Agriculture et Elevage (NOVACEL) south Kwamouth REDD+ agroforestry project, 
and cattle ranching concessions in the Plateauand Maï Ndombe districts.
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3. Commonalities and differences between CARPE 
and the DRC’s ERP

Although CARPE and the DRC’s ERP landscape programs have some differences as 
highlighted in Table 25.1, the two programs are increasingly moving together with many 
underlying commonalities linked to key operational landscape attributes. Both programs 
for example, are engaged in participatory, multi-stakeholder processes with diverse 
participants from local communities, government agencies, conservation organizations, 
the private sector and civil society organizations. They both operate at the local landscape 
levels and within the national policy arena. Both also pay attention to interactions between 
ecological and social processes to achieve multiple outcomes. Both of the programs’ main 
ecological outcomes are linked to biodiversity protection and long-term carbon storage 
in the landscape while socio-economic development outcomes are linked to improved 
livelihoods, resource access and rights, and good local governance of natural resources. 
To realize both ecological- and socio-economic-based outcomes within the DRC’s ERP 
and the CARPE’s DRC landscapes, the landscapes are mapped and macro-zoned into 
multiple components with different land use activities. Many factors are influencing the 
convergence of the two programs with the DRC’s ERP increasingly capitalizing on the 
experiences of CARPE.

First, both programs are receiving funding from the same donors who promote similar 
objectives within each program. This includes funding from both USAID and Norway’s 
International Climate and Forest Initiative (NICFI). Second, the location of the current 
ERP overlaps with two of CARPE’s landscapes, the Lac Tumba and Salonga landscapes. 
This presents an opportunity for integration between both programs’ activities (GoDRC, 
2014). Third, before REDD+ as an idea was born in 2005, CARPE had already been 

Table 25.1 Some of the differences between CARPE and the ERPs, focusing mainly on the DRC 
context.

Theme CARPE ERP

Starting point Biodiversity conservation Reduction of carbon emissions

Scope Central Africa region and 
countries 

Global with focus on tropical 
countries

Landscape niche Cuts across administrative 
boundaries

Limited to administrative 
boundaries 

Landscape lead Conservation organizations e.g., 
Conservation International (CI), 
WCS

The DRC government

Funds mobilized At least 246 million USD in 25 
years for 12 landscapes

262 million USD expected in 
the next 5 to 10 years for 1 ERP 
landscape in the DRC

Political support Moderate government support Very strong government support

Performance Not rewarded with financial 
payments

Rewarded with financial 
payments

Monitoring Less strict monitoring and 
verification

Strict monitoring and verification 
process
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operating for 10 years generating a large wealth of knowledge and experience from which 
the DRC REDD+ process can learn from. On this basis CARPE has actively contributed 
to the development of REDD+ under the DRC ERP, mostly drawing from their past 
experiences and lessons learned (GoDRC, 2012). In this process, CARPE has aligned 
one of its objectives, to reduce emissions from deforestation and forest degradation, with 
the DRC ERP (GoDRC, 2013). As such, it contributes to both the DRC ERP landscape 
program and the national REDD+ strategic framework (CAFEC, 2013). CARPE’s specific 
contributions include: assisting with development of forestry zoning standards and steps 
for land-use planning, development of a national MRV system for the assessment of 
land use and forest governance, and the conservation of forest carbon stocks in protected 
areas where rare, endangered and symbolic biodiversity such as Bonobos and Okapis 
are found. At the international level, CARPE has partnered with the DRC government 
to organize a side event during the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) Conference of Parties (COP) 17 in Durban, South Africa in 2011, 
to present and showcase DRC’s ERP landscape approach concept as part of the national 
policy and political commitment to move REDD+ forward.

4. Lessons learned from CARPE
This section focuses on three focal areas of the CARPE landscape approach: land use 
planning, policies and governance, and monitoring. The lessons presented here are mainly 
a synthesis drawn from the CARPE publication: “Landscape-scale conservation in the 
Congo Basin: Lessons learned from CARPE” (Yanggen et al., 2010). Such lessons are 
then further analyzed to better understand landscape attributes, principles and concepts 
related to the CARPE landscape conservation approach.

4.1 Land use planning (LUP)
CARPE’s Landscape LUP process uses a participatory multi-stakeholder approach that 
involves diverse actors. This participatory approach is highly solicited for planning, 
implementing and resolving conflicting and diverse interests within a landscape approach 
framework (Reed, 2008; Bernard et al., 2013). These processes include explicit efforts 
to manage potential tradeoffs and synergies between both conservation and livelihood-
development objectives instead of conservation alone. In this process, CARPE supports 
and funds community micro-projects providing alternative livelihoods options for the 
communities. In doing so, local communities are provided with incentives to uptake 
more sustainable agricultural practices and other interventions within conservation 
areas, mapped as part of the LUP process. The timing of the new micro-projects should, 
however, be thoroughly discussed and carefully planned as some scholars (Kareiva et al., 
2007) caution that potential tradeoffs involved in the uptake of the micro-projects may 
create problems if the changes in activities occur abruptly. To avoid such pitfalls and 
make the interventions work, the CARPE landscape approach engages communities and 
other stakeholders at the initial planning stage of the LUP process to discuss their interests 
and values. In this process, the implementation of the CARPE landscape approach has 
learned that management, implementation and monitoring are much easier and less 
complex when a LUP is within one government district, department, region or province. 
By implication, these administrative boundaries represent boundaries for reporting units. 
The reporting units in the case of CARPE are often large in size, which in turn avoids 
fragmentation (Wu, 2004) and maintains connectivity and interactions between species 
(Moser et al., 2007).  
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4.2 Policy, governance and monitoring
Although the CARPE landscape conservation approach, as a program of USAID, is an 
externally driven process, its successful implementation on the ground is partially due 
to the efforts dedicated to strengthening the multiple local and national governance and 
policy arenas within the different Congo Basin countries. Despite these governance and 
policy arenas being weak in many of the countries having low capacity to effectively 
support the CARPE landscape approach, the CARPE program has taken a ‘muddling 
through’ (see Sayer et al., 2009) approach, helping to strengthen the various governance 
and policy frameworks within their landscape approach process. They have done this 
by providing trainings and the building capacity of civil society organizations (CSO) to 
participate in policy process, advocacy, and the implementation of activities on the ground. 
In this process, the CSOs are learning, building their skills, becoming more empowered, 
promoting the rule of law and strengthening their voices. As a result, on the whole, 
they are becoming more respected by the government. This promoted learning process 
provides new knowledge and a basis for adaptive collaborative management of natural 
resources (Sayer et al., 2013). Active and continual learning in the CARPE landscape 
approach is further highlighted through the adoption of participatory, dynamic learning 
by adopting a monitoring and evaluation approach that facilitates project planning and 
objective setting in partnership with project implementing partners. The learning process 
gives opportunities to stakeholders and project partners to set standards and baselines 
upon which progress and achievements are measured.

5. Implications for implementing DRC’s ERP
5.1 Implementation of conservation and development activities
The nature of the proposed activities under the DRC’s ERP intends to address multiple 
conservation and development objectives and functions. In line with this, the ERP 
landscape approach in the DRC outlines five conservation and development objectives 
and benefits linked to carbon and biodiversity ecosystem services long-term livelihood 
security and well-being, statutory and customary rights to resources, and finance and 
good governance. In this context, the DRC ERP can adapt some of CARPE’s landscape 
activities in its approach.

Looking at the objectives, expected benefits and the implications of CARPE, there 
is a dichotomy between socio-economic development (livelihoods and rights) and 
conservation (biodiversity and carbon) priorities that need to be carefully managed as 
they may involve tradeoffs; a focus on environmental benefits may undermine social and 
economic benefits and vice versa. Local activities and practices linked to poaching, fire, 
land clearing and forest encroachment, although motivated usually to meet livelihood 
needs, are also threats to biodiversity conservation and drivers of deforestation creating 
a points of conflict. Environmental education and awareness, and livelihood alternatives 
and improvements is a crucial first step in bridging the different conservation and 
development priorities. LUP activities further provide opportunities to identify and map 
clear boundaries for addressing different conservation and development activities, and 
clarify and strengthen the rights of indigenous peoples and local communities over natural 
resource management and utilization.
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5.2 Governance and funding model
The government of the DRC is not directly included in CARPE’s agreements with 
conservation organizations such as WWF, WCS, Conservation International (CI), etc. 
However, the CARPE landscape program works on the ground with the government 
agency, ICCN, in charge of the conservation of nature. This indirect way of working with 
the government of the DRC is a compromise between ensuring their inclusion within the 
process without relying on their direct support as their governance system is still weak and 
lacking capacity (Transparency International, 2010). Therefore, the governments of the 
DRC and other Congo Basin countries arguably have no direct ownership of the CARPE 
process and outcome – even if CARPE is partly supporting the DRC’s ERP. This approach 
is the contrary of the ERPs where the State is the leading institution and has a clear and 
formal role in steering the whole process. To maximize legitimacy and effectiveness of 
the governance of DRC’s ERP at the landscape level, Aquino and Guay (2013) propose 
a dynamic hybrid national governance structure that consists of an independent national 
REDD+ fund and a regulatory process made up of command and control policy and  
market elements that involve public, private and civil society organizations. This is  
different from the current practices of CARPE. The CARPE approach gets funds 
mainly from the governments of USA and Norway and gives the funds to conservation 
organizations that channel a small part to civil society and community-based organizations 
to implement targeted activities on the ground.

6. Conclusion and recommendations
The ERPs’ and CARPE’s landscape approaches are important and promising programs 
to address the multiple, diverse and conflicting conservation and development activities 
in the Congo Basin forests. While they are increasingly converging in many ways, the 
newly introduced ERP landscape approach in the DRC is learning from past and ongoing  
activities of the CARPE landscape conservation approach. Even though the CARPE 
program is just one of the many partner institutions involved in the DRC’s ERP, it has 
however a clearly defined niche for contribution linked to biodiversity issues, land use 
planning, and outreach activities that can influence the conservation and development 
outcomes of the ERP landscape approach. The ERPs’ and CARPE’s landscape 
approaches have different entry points and governance structures, but they all lead to 
similar destinations in terms of conservation and development objectives, activities and 
outcomes.

This chapter recommends that contributions from the CARPE landscape approach are 
inevitable for the successful implementation of the DRC’s ERP landscape approach. 
Before the end of the third and final phase in 2020, the CARPE landscape approach 
should continue to generate new knowledge and contribute in capacity building especially 
within the civil society organizations from the local to the national levels. In this way, the 
government and the people of the DRC should be in charge of fully implementing their 
ERP landscape approach to create conservation and development benefits through the 
program’s activities.
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