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A B S T R A C T

This paper compares the legitimacy of pilot projects in Kilosa and Kondoa districts of Tanzania and the Amazon
region in Brazil. The analysis is both normative – i.e., based on external criteria – and sociological – i.e., based on
local people’s perceptions. Results show that the quality of decision-making in terms of local participation,
balanced representation, openness and sufficient information increases local acceptability of REDD+. The re-
search also suggests that power asymmetries may undermine legitimacy if not dealt with. Finally, the paper
reveals that legitimacy outcomes differ under various contexts, which calls for REDD+ processes to be flexible.

1. Introduction

The emerging regime to reduce emissions from deforestation and
forest degradation (REDD+) comprises multiple actors operating at
local, national and global levels. Accordingly, actors have diverse in-
terests and perspectives. This implies a need for them to negotiate in
order to formulate and implement decisions that can be broadly ac-
cepted (Forsyth, 2009). As REDD+ transcends national boundaries,
operates at various scales and involves diverse actors, it is argued that
governments are ill suited to meet the challenges posed by this emer-
gent form of governance (Corbera and Schroeder, 2011). Specifically,
traditional forms of legitimacy derived through electoral and constitu-
tional representation are inadequate since decisions are legally non-
binding beyond borders.

Given the foregoing challenges of governance, participation of sta-
keholders in REDD+ processes now features very strongly as a pre-
requisite for legitimacy (Thompson et al., 2011). Legitimacy of REDD+
at local level is particularly important, because direct actions to reduce
deforestation and forest degradation have to be taken by local com-
munities. We know that forest resources contribute considerably to the
livelihoods of local people (Angelsen et al., 2014; Kamanga et al., 2009;
Vedeld et al., 2007). We also know that forest dwelling people have
historically faced and waged struggles against human rights abuses
including forceful evictions, marginalization and torture from exclu-
sionary conservation policies (Brockington and Igoe, 2006; Neumann,
1998; Schmidt-Soltau and Brockington 2007). In this context, commu-
nities may be reluctant to engage in REDD+ unless the forms of
managing forest resources proposed and implemented are agreeable to
them (Benjaminsen, 2014). Indeed, past high-level negotiations on

REDD+ saw indigenous peoples actively demand that REDD+ takes
into account their interests and have sometimes outright opposed it
(Tauli-Corpuz et al., 2009).

This paper investigates the extent to which local implementation of
REDD+ adheres to principles of legitimacy, distinguishing between the
input and output dimensions of normative and sociological legitimacy.
In terms of normative legitimacy, the analysis is based on general or
‘objective’ criteria regarding participation, deliberation, transparency
and accountability (input legitimacy) and equity (output legitimacy).
Sociological legitimacy on the other hand, assesses how people them-
selves evaluate the decision-making processes (input dimension) and
perceptions about the ability of rules to improve social welfare (output
dimension). Legitimacy is compared across three pilot sites located in
Kilosa and Kondoa districts of Tanzania and in the Amazon region of
Brazil.

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 conceptualizes legiti-
macy. In Section 3, I give an overview of the pilots under study.
Thereafter I explain the methods used in Section 4. Results are pre-
sented in Section 5 and discussed in Section 6 before concluding in
Section 7.

2. Conceptualization of legitimacy

Legitimacy is at the center of the REDD+ debate due to its focus on
issues of justice and equity. There is concern that the neoliberal ap-
proach espoused by REDD+ could have perverse outcomes for local
communities and contention about who should be accountable for past,
present and future hazards of human-induced climate change (Fairhead
et al., 2012; Humphreys, 2008). Therefore, to make REDD+ legitimate
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is to bring justice and fairness to what could otherwise become an
unfair transfer of the burden of curbing emissions from those who
historically and presently bear responsibility for the global stock of
greenhouse gas emissions to those who do not, particularly developing
countries and forest dwelling communities within those countries.

Besides, REDD+ enters a landscape characterized by underfunding,
insufficient staffing, legal pluralism and bureaucratic corruption within
the forest sector (Larson and Ribot, 2007; Lyster, 2011; WorldBank,
2006). This complicates the task of implementation because authorities
have limited opportunities to enforce regulations. This situation implies
that local interests must be well accounted for in order to foster com-
pliance. Within such a context, intrinsic motivation to follow rules
becomes vital to achieving the goal of reduced emissions from defor-
estation and forest degradation. Indeed, as several authors have noted,
actors tend to follow institutions once they perceive them as being le-
gitimate (Biermann et al., 2010; Franck, 1988; Klosko, 2000; Quack,
2010)

Legitimacy is the acceptance and justification of a shared rule or
institution by a community (Bernstein, 2004; Biermann et al., 2010;
Vatn, 2015). This definition embraces two conceptual perspectives
namely: normative (democratic) and sociological (empirical) legiti-
macy. Justification, relates to the normative perspective of legitimacy.
According to Bernstein (2004), this perspective is about the reasons that
justify the authority of institutions. It emphasizes that what is legit-
imate has to abide by some general standards or principles. Acceptance
on the other hand, relates to the sociological dimension of legitimacy,
which holds that an institution is legitimate if it is widely believed to be
binding. Hence, sociological legitimacy highlights the importance of the
perceptions of actors about the appropriateness of authority, based on
some socially and historically constructed systems of values, norms,
beliefs and definitions. In simple terms therefore, ‘sociological’ legiti-
macy is evaluation from ‘the inside’ implying assessment by the parti-
cipants themselves, while ‘normative’ legitimacy implies to observe
from the outside and evaluate against external criteria.

Normative assessments are based on elements of democratic theory
including participation, deliberation, transparency and accountability.
The aspect of participation holds that legitimacy develops from inclu-
sion of a broad range of stakeholders. Note, however, that participation
in itself does not guarantee legitimacy. Rather, it must be inclusive of
all stakeholder interests, participants must relate on a fair basis and
where there is representation, participants must be sincere and legit-
imate representatives of their constituencies. Deliberation regards the
opportunities available for all participants to present their arguments
and critically appraise those of their opponents. Transparency and ac-
countability is about opportunities for actors to hold each other re-
sponsible for their actions by demanding that they report on their ac-
tivities (Beisheim and Dingwerth, 2008).

Typically, normative legitimacy is evaluated in terms of account-
ability to constituencies through elections and democratic representa-
tion. Unfortunately, this traditional view of legitimacy falls short when
applied to situations involving non-state actors (Beisheim and
Dingwerth, 2008; Bäckstrand, 2006; Corbera and Schroeder, 2011). For
example, how do REDD+ communities hold actors who are not subject
to local elections accountable? How do local and national governments
legitimatize transnational REDD+ activities to their constituents, ac-
tivities over which they have no state authority? In trying to respond to
such issues, various multilateral organizations and national govern-
ments have developed principles aimed at improving the legitimacy of
REDD+ governance among other functions. One key principle is the
requirement of Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC). The FPIC cri-
teria demands that communities give their consent to REDD+ projects
without coercion, intimidation or manipulation, before commencement
of project activities and with access to necessary information.

While it is true that participation, deliberation, transparency, ac-
countability and adherence to the specific principles of FPIC can ad-
dress the legitimacy problems inherent in REDD+ processes, an

important caution regards how easy it is for all interests to engage. This
relates to the concern that power asymmetries may lead to elite ma-
nipulation of decision-making through agenda control or shaping of
perceptions and preferences (Lukes, 2005). So, what might seem nor-
matively legitimate ‘at distance’, may still not be so when looking in-
depth at local processes.

The elements described above relate to input legitimacy (Scharpf,
1997; Vatn, 2015). Also known as procedural equity, input legitimacy is
about fairness in political processes and relates to participation and
inclusion of different views in decision making. Scharpf (1997) also
proposes a second categorization of legitimacy named output legiti-
macy, which focuses on the capacity of institutions (rules) to solve
problems. For REDD+, such issues include the distribution of costs and
benefits, reducing deforestation and forest degradation and effects on
social welfare. Normatively, output legitimacy can be evaluated based
on the criteria of equity – related to the fair distribution of costs and
benefits – effectiveness – concerned with the capacity of rules to meet
set goals such as reducing deforestation and forest degradation or im-
proving social welfare – and efficiency – the ability to meet goals at
least cost. In this case, I limit the focus of output legitimacy to concern
the criterion of equity.

The literature identifies three common dimensions for analyzing
equity: The procedural dimension described earlier, as well as con-
textual and distributive equity. Contextual equity proposes that what is
equitable depends on the particular context in which decisions are
made and emphasizes taking a contextualized assessment of people’s
needs in decision making processes. Distributive equity refers to the
allocation of outcomes and their impacts of different stakeholders in
terms of costs, risks and benefits. Equitable distribution of benefits can
be justified according to several principles with the egalitarian principle
that distribution must be equal regardless of effort or need being most
relevant to our case (see Luttrell et al., 2013).

From the sociological perspective, input legitimacy concerns how
people evaluate the procedures of rule setting – whether they are seen
as acceptable or not. On the other hand, the sociological dimension of
output legitimacy is about acceptance of a rule because of its perceived
ability to solve problems and thus revolves around how actors perceive
the effectiveness of the rules in solving problems (Bäckstrand, 2006).

3. The context of the study

In this section, I provide a brief background about the project pro-
ponents, funding and the organization of the pilots. Additional in-
formation about location of pilots, the physical conditions as well as the
history and present situation concerning deforestation and forest de-
gradation is contained in the Supplementary material.

3.1. Kilosa REDD+ pilot project

Project proponents are the Tanzania Forest Conservation Group
(TFCG) in partnership with the Tanzania Community Forest
Conservation Network (MJUMITA), both Tanzanian NGOs (TFCG,
2008). Funding came from the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
starting 2009 and ending 2014. Project implementation followed par-
ticipatory forest management (PFM) linking it to the national strategy
of decentralization. Hence, TFCG/MJUMITA cooperated with district
and village authorities, who are formally responsible for establishing
PFM. As national benefit-sharing systems between the government and
communities were not yet established, TFCG chose to implement REDD
+ only in forests on village lands implying that villages bordering
government reserves were excluded. 14 villages were originally se-
lected, but the project later operated in 13 because one village was
merged with Kilosa town early in the REDD+ process. The population
in the 13 project villages was about 25,400.

As REDD+ took place on village lands, PFM in Kilosa took the form
of community based forest management, turning customary village

M.G. Nantongo Environmental Science and Policy 78 (2017) 81–88

82



https://isiarticles.com/article/151749

