
Ending Tropical Deforestation 
Through Just and Sustainable 
Development
An InTroDucTIon for PhIlAnThroPISTS

AT-A-GlAncE

Tropical forests cover just 6 percent of Earth’s surface, yet store 25 percent of the world’s terrestrial carbon 
in their soil and trees.1 healthy, standing forests are therefore essential to a stable climate. But tropical 
forests are rapidly disappearing—a loss equivalent to 10 soccer fields per minute2—to clear land for cattle, 
agriculture, logging, mining, and infrastructure. The result is a double threat for climate: cut forests lose 
their natural capacity as carbon “sinks” and release stored carbon, contributing 10 to 15 percent of global 
emissions. Because ending tropical deforestation is critical to reaching our climate goals, philanthropy 
has an unprecedented opportunity to catalyze the social, political, and economic conditions necessary to 
protect forests, people, and climate, setting the stage to unlock public and private sector funding at the 
scale required for success.
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The OppOrTuniTy

Beyond the crucial role they play for climate, tropical forests provide far-reaching benefits to the world,  
among them: clean air, water, and soil; habitat for half of all plant and animal species; and food, products, 
medicine, and Indigenous knowledge. Nevertheless, deforestation rates remain stubbornly high due to political 
and economic incentives that make forests worth more cut than standing. Yet we know that countries can 
quickly limit deforestation when it is in their interest; both Brazil and Indonesia have proven this. Pursuing the 
philanthropic opportunities outlined in the following pages would increase the value of standing forests and 
accelerate an end to deforestation while cost-effectively keeping 2.5 billion tons of carbon dioxide out of the 
atmosphere each year.3 And because many remaining tropical forests are the ancestral homes of Indigenous 
Peoples who have stewarded them for generations, investment to secure land tenure rights is a highly 
effective strategy that addresses both climate change and long-standing inequities.

how Tropical Deforestation Contributes to Climate Change

Standing tropical forests provide important benefits which are lost when  
land is converted for extractive activities by cutting or burning trees.

Benefits of a healthy, intact forest Key drivers of tropical deforestation
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ninety-five Percent of  
Global Deforestation occurs  
in Tropical regions

Three geographies contain the planet's three 
largest rainforests and together account for more 
than 50 percent of tropical deforestation.

Source: Hannah Ritchie and Max Roser, "Forests and  
Deforestation," published online at ourworldindata.org. 2021.
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If It Were a country,  
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rank Third in Emissions

Billion tons of carbon dioxide equivalent per year

Source: Climate Watch. Washington, DC:  
World Resources Institute. 2022.
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How CHange Happens: pHilantHropiC strategies

To end tropical deforestation, the prevailing economics, politics, and narratives must value standing forests. 
After decades of failed commitments, momentum is building: in November 2021, 145 countries pledged to 
“halt and reverse forest loss by 2030” at the UN Climate Convention Conference of Parties (COP26), followed 
by significant commitments from financial institutions and influential companies to remove deforestation from 
their investments and supply chains. Philanthropy helped enable these wins; now we must scale funding 
to ensure that commitments are met—particularly in Brazil and the broader Amazon, the Congo Basin, and 
Indonesia, key geographies where investments can have outsized impact.

While every climate model tells us that stopping tropical deforestation is essential to keep global warming 
below 1.5 degrees Celsius, philanthropic funding for work on forests and climate remains woefully inadequate. 
Moreover, just one percent of global development assistance reaches Global South organizations. Yet we know 
that supporting Indigenous, grassroots, and community-based organizations in tropical forest countries is one 
of the most effective ways to protect forests and their biodiversity. In short, to meet the urgent COP26 timeline 
we must rapidly shift how and where funding flows.

Forests, people, Climate (FpC) is a global collaborative focused on ending tropical deforestation by 2030 
while delivering just, sustainable development. The initiative is led by experienced foundations working 
to halt and reverse forest loss, advance sustainable land use and development, and secure the rights and 
livelihoods of Indigenous Peoples and local communities (IPLC). FPC's three interlinking strategic pathways 
(outlined below) focus on equitable solutions for land and people while reducing the incentives that drive 
deforestation and improving the integrity of supply chains and carbon markets to protect forests. Through a 
swift, coordinated infusion of philanthropic capital, FPC will empower local decision-making, build capacity 
to scale critical work, and advance a rigorous monitoring and evaluation system to track progress and quickly 
adjust to conditions on the ground. 

strategic pathways

Safeguard standing forests and the 
communities defending them

Shift finance and markets to favor 
standing forests

Strengthen public support and 
advance strong policy

Advance equitable and enduring solutions



5

Philanthropy helps fuel progress  
for Indigenous land rights

Philanthropic 
Collaboration The FPC budget is $2 billion over five years, of which $800 million 

has been raised with core support from the philanthropic partners 
below. The Climate and Land Use Alliance is coordinating the 
initiative and can act as a regrantor, yet ideally funds will flow 
directly to partner organizations in tropical forest countries.  

• Ballmer Group
• Children’s Investment Fund Foundation
• Climate and Land Use Alliance (secretariat)
• ClimateWorks Foundation
• Ford Foundation
• Good Energies
• Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation
• Grantham Foundation
• Instituto Arapyaú
• Klarman Family Foundation
• Margaret A. Cargill Philanthropies
• The David and Lucile Packard Foundation
• William and Flora Hewlett Foundation

IPLC are the de facto managers of one-third of the carbon in  
tropical forests, but only have formal rights to 10 percent of their 
lands. We know that where community land rights are recognized 
and enforced, deforestation rates are lower and biodiversity 
flourishes. Therefore, securing IPLC land tenure is a highly effective 
climate solution at a fraction of the cost of other mitigation options.
Moreover, it is a crucial step towards repairing the legacy of  
colonial extraction in tropical forest regions. 

Through the work of IPLC groups, along with philanthropic partners, 
the forested area with formally recognized IPLC rights increased by 
50 percent between 2002–2017—an area the size of South Africa.4 
At COP26, governments and private funders pledged $1.7 billion—
deemed the largest private-public financial commitment of its 
kind—to support Indigenous tenure rights. 

We must build on this momentum to achieve the five-year FPC 
goal of shifting 675,000 square miles of forest land from public 
ownership to IPLC ownership. That would represent an increase of 
at least 50 percent of forests in low- and middle-income countries 
recognized as owned or designated for use by IPLC, securing the 
long-term health of forests and people.
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The initiative is anchored by three overarching strategic pathways (outlined below), with equity as a core 
principle. Within those three pathways, there are 10 targeted strategies: Regional (Brazil and the Amazon,  
the Congo Basin, and Indonesia) and Cross-cutting (Global Policy, Carbon Market, IPLC, Supply Chains, 
Strategic Communications, Finance, and Enabling Conditions to support grantees to absorb funding).  

STrATEGIc PAThS PhIlAnThroPIc AcTIvITIES PoTEnTIAl ImPAcT

Safeguard 
Standing 
forests and the 
communities 
Defending Them

Sustain and increase 
legal rights and forest 
guardianship of IPLC to 
protect forests.

Establish legal recognition of territorial rights  
for forest communities
Significant progress is being made to secure tenure 
rights for IPLC by organizing territorial funds and 
other mechanisms to channel resources for effective 
management. Philanthropy can help accelerate 
policies to increase the amount of forests under 
Indigenous tenure and stewardship—a climate 
solution that addresses social and environmental 
justice while supporting livelihoods. 

Bolster forest and community protections 
Increasingly, technologies like satellite imagery 
and smartphones can empower IPLC to monitor 
and track developments that threaten intact, 
biodiverse forests. Philanthropy can provide tools and 
technical assistance, while pushing for government 
accountability on forest protection commitments. 
Funds can also help elevate approaches consistent 
with the rights and interests of IPLC, particularly where 
extractive projects could affect their well-being and 
cultural practices.

Co-Benefits: 
• Protect biodiversity 

and forest 
ecosystems

• Enhance health, 
livelihoods, and  
well-being

• Increase human rights 
protections 

Shift finance 
and markets

Promote practices and 
investments that favor 
standing forests. 

End subsidies, incentives, and investments that 
promote deforestation 
Philanthropy can advocate for an end to investments 
and practices that drive deforestation—like subsidies 
to expand production of beef, soy, palm oil, cocoa, and 
timber—and instead promote sustainable investments 
in regenerative agriculture, community forestry, and 
forest conservation. 

Eliminate deforestation from production and  
supply chains
Because a small number of companies control most 
of the global commodity trade, philanthropy can apply 
pressure to remove deforestation from supply chains 
and support organizations working to address key 
regulatory and market challenges through reform  
and enforcement.

Co-Benefits: 
• Grow forest-friendly 

economies
• Increase sustainable 

livelihoods
• Restore ecosystem 

balance
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STrATEGIc PAThS PhIlAnThroPIc AcTIvITIESPoTEnTIAl ImPAcT

Shift finance  
and markets

Continued

Ensure carbon markets have high environmental  
and social integrity
The burgeoning voluntary carbon market (VCM) 
enables companies to invest in forest protection and 
accelerate climate action by offsetting emissions 
they cannot yet reduce. Philanthropy can help ensure 
equitable distribution of benefits to IPLC as well as the 
integrity of markets through regulatory and institutional 
arrangements, technical support, and clear and 
accountable communications. 

Strengthen 
Public Support 
and Advance 
Strong Policy

Build the case for 
standing forests by 
changing the public 
narrative and policies.

Support research and think tanks 
Investments in research and data can help support  
a green rural development vision aimed at advancing 
just, sustainable opportunities for all. Philanthropy 
can fortify these efforts by pushing for local, national, 
and international regulations and policies to advance 
green development and prevent destruction of critical 
ecosystems and territories.  

Invest in strategic communications
We need compelling, credible economic and  
policy arguments to increase public support for  
ending deforestation and tackling climate change. 
Funding strategic communications can provide 
policymakers and civil society with vital content 
and data to counter misinformation and advance 
environmental protections.

Build local leadership and capacity
Philanthropy can support partner organizations  
to scale their impact by investing in resources and 
training, and developing expertise. For example, 
building Indigenous leadership power, and that of civil 
society more broadly, could advance comprehensive 
national policies aimed at: clarifying who controls 
land; affirming the role IPLC have in defending forests; 
reducing land conflicts; and improving livelihoods.

Advocate for policy reform
To end deforestation by 2030, intact forests must 
be prioritized in strategies and policies governing 
climate, land-use, infrastructure, extractive industries, 
rural development, and biodiversity conservation. 
Philanthropy can help establish and enforce policies 
to end illegal deforestation and reduce illicit financial 
flows, corruption, tax evasion, and environmental 
crimes associated with natural resource extraction— 
all while centering sustainable development models 
and Indigenous land rights.

Co-Benefits: 
• Increase public 

awareness about 
climate change

• Support the next 
generation of climate 
leaders

• Bolster environmental 
justice  



8

SElEcTED rEADInG rEcommEnDATIonS

 “Climate Benefits, Tenure Costs: The Economic Case for Securing Indigenous Land Rights.”   
Ding, H., P. Veit, E. Gray, K. Reytar, J. Altamirano, and A. Blackman. 2016. World Resources Institute. 

 “The State of the World’s forests 2022. forest pathways for green recovery and building inclusive,  
resilient and sustainable economies.”   
FAO. 2022. Rome, FAO. 

 “Amazon Is less Able to recover from Droughts and logging, Study finds.”   
Fountain, Henry. March 7, 2022. New York Times.  

  noTES

 1  “Tropical forests have big climate benefits beyond carbon storage,” nature.com, April 1, 2022. 

 2  Forest Pulse: The Latest on the World’s Forests, World Resources Institute, Global Forest Review.

 3  “Deforestation Remains High, Despite International Pledges,” New York Times, April 28, 2022.

 4  At a Crossroads: Consequential Trends in Recognition of Community-based Forest Tenure from 2002–2017, page 13, Rights and Resources Initiative, 2018.

https://www.wri.org/research/climate-benefits-tenure-costs
https://www.fao.org/3/cb9360en/online/cb9360en.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/07/climate/amazon-rainforest-climate-change-deforestation.html


To Learn More

The Climate and Land Use alliance (CLUa) hosts the Forests,  www.forestspeopleclimate.org  
People, Climate collaborative and coordinates with other info@forestspeopleclimate.org 
grant makers to ensure funding reaches those doing the work,  caitlin.giblin@clua.net 
and with those groups builds shared strategies around which  
new and existing donors align. 

The Climate Leadership Initiative (CLI) acts as an adviser to help www.climatelead.org 
philanthropists quickly and confidently find their path to climate  jennifer.kitt@climatelead.org 
impact, without charging for its services or fundraising for itself.  gideon.bresler@climatelead.org
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