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Summary: Case studies on environmental governance are essential to improve comprehension on how 
to implement international agreements. This study focuses on seven social safeguards relevant to 
REDD+. The existence of these social safeguards is examined in Mexico’s watershed management 
program in La Sierra Madre and La Costa of Chiapas. The watershed management program is another 
Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) scheme similar to REDD+. Questionnaires and interviews were 
used to conduct primary research with participants of the water management program. Upon the 
examination of the collected data the safeguards were analysed on their sufficiency for REDD+. 
REDD+ itself could not be examined as it is still in the stage of preparation at the time of the research. 

Results varied between each safeguards. A complaint mechanism does exist but is underutilized and 
generally dysfunctional. Local knowledge is considered and used as the watershed management 
program has a flat hierarchy of decision-making. However this is only the case at the lowest 
institutional level of the Comités de Cuenca. The higher the level the less likely it is that local 
knowledge will be considered. This is reflected in the social safeguard of full and effective 
participation, which is only fulfilled at the lowest level. There are no barriers to participation when it 
comes to implementing and evaluating the mechanism on a local scale. However the design of it is 
done on institutional levels beyond the reach of locals. The application of free, prior and informed 
consent is upheld within the mechanism, as everyone participates by his or her own free choice. 
Marginalized stakeholders such as women, indigenous people and youth are also free to participate; 
unfortunately, little is done to encourage them to do so. As a result few to none are present, turning the 
Comités de Cuenca into decision-making bodies for comparably wealthy and influential citizens at the 
local scale. The benefits acquired from the mechanism mostly go to e.g. work-committees where much 
of the funds are distributed as income to temporary workers from the local community. According to 
participants of the Comités and managers alike, the decision-making process is equal to the way 
decisions were made before the arrival of the mechanism. 

It could be observed that some social safeguards are in place, however, none of them sufficiently for 
REDD+. In regards to implementation of REDD+ the most challenging social safeguard will be the 
concept of “free, prior and informed consent”. This holds true as long as REDD+ will be implemented 
nationally. If that will be the case the government would have to convince locals across the country to 
participate in REDD+, including those that already announced their opposition in the Declaration of 
Patihuitz (Declaration of Patihuitz 2011). Without legitimization there will be little participation and 
commitment on the side of local people, which is crucial to make REDD+ work. Hence it is 
recommended that the mechanism takes a process-oriented focus in order to legitimize the mechanism.  
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Summary:  

Case studies on environmental governance are essential to improve comprehension on how to 
implement international agreements. At the 16th Climate Change Conference, the United Nations 
formally agreed to launch a new Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) scheme called Reducing 
Emission from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+). Controversy exists concerning social 
and environmental safeguards, which are additional rules aimed at preventing harm to civil society and 
nature. This study focuses on seven social safeguards that could be identified through a review of 
international law. These are: complaint mechanism; consideration and usage of local knowledge; full 
and effective participation; application of free, prior and informed consent; inclusion of marginalized 
stakeholders; equitable benefit-sharing; and the use of traditional methods for decision-making. 

This study examines the existence of these social safeguards in Mexico’s watershed management 
program of La Sierra Madre and La Costa of Chiapas. The watershed management program is another 
PES scheme similar to REDD+. Questionnaires and interviews were used as a means to conduct 
primary research with participants of the water management program. Upon the examination of the 
collected data the safeguards were analysed on their sufficiency for REDD+. REDD+ itself could not 
be examined as it is still in the stage of preparation at the time of the research. 

It could be observed that some social safeguards are in place, however, none of them sufficiently for 
REDD+. In regards to the implementation of REDD+ the most challenging social safeguard will be the 
concept of “free, prior and informed consent”. This holds true as long as REDD+ will be implemented 
nationally. If that will be the case the government would have to convince locals across the country to 
participate in REDD+, including those that already announced their opposition in the Declaration of 
Patihuitz (Declaration of Patihuitz 2011). 

As REDD+ is another governmental mechanism it needs to fulfil specific requirements in the 
Chiapanecan context in order to function properly. One of the most important foundations is to create 
trust between stakeholders which has been lost during decades of conflict and corruption. This trust can 
be established by committing to the guidelines of the social safeguards with particular focus on the 
inclusion of marginalized stakeholders and transparency. Hence it is recommended that the mechanism 
takes a process-oriented focus in order to legitimize the mechanism. Without legitimization there will 
be little participation and commitment from local people, which is crucial to make REDD+ work.  
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1. REDD+ in Chiapas, Mexico 

At the 16th Climate Change Conference of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) in Cancun, a new mechanism called Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 
Forest Degradation Plus (REDD+) was ratified by the parties in the Cancun Agreement1. REDD+ is a 
global Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES)2 scheme, which serves to “create a financial value for 
the carbon stored in forests, offering incentives for developing countries to reduce emissions from 
forested lands and invest in low-carbon paths to sustainable development” (UN-REDD 2009). Thus 
deforestation shall be prevented by “providing value to standing forests” (FCPF 2011a), hence 
disincentivizing their cutting down. 

One of the participating nations is Mexico, which is collaborating with the Forest Carbon Partnership 
Facility (FCPF)3 to prepare for the nationwide implementation of REDD+ (FCPF 2011a). Relatively 
speaking, Mexico appears to be on a good path towards developing a sound policy framework for 
REDD+, as besides having set up inter-institutional working groups such as GT-REDD (Grupo 

Trabajo de REDD)
4
, consultation activities with civil society have started. In June 2010 the Forest 

Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF 2011b) accepted Mexico’s Readiness-Preparedness Proposal5, 
making the country eligible for US $3.6 million of funding to deepen preparation activities for 
REDD+. The goal is to provide state governments with a nationwide legal framework for REDD+ 
within which state governments have to develop their own contextualized REDD+ policy framework. 
In the southern Mexican state of Chiapas, this task has been delegated to the Climate Action Program 
of Chiapas6 (PACCCH). At that level, however, few policy documents have been published so far, due 
to the early stage of the process. 

Safeguards have to be part of that policy framework, as they are “institutional policy/ procedures to 
protect against social and environmental harm” (Hite 2011). Hite also states that safeguards “identify, 
evaluate, minimize and mitigate adverse impacts” that are potentially produced by REDD+. In 
addition, Hite (2011) as well as Tauli-Corpuz et al (2008) and Griffiths (2009), argue that such 
safeguards need to be particularly strong under a REDD+ regime in order to ensure the successful 
implementation of that mechanism. In recent years safeguards have increasingly been adopted by 
global institutions including the World Bank, World Trade Organization, International Monetary Fund 
and the European Union, showing their increasing importance for international law (Table 8). 

Although both social and environmental safeguards are of importance for REDD+, this thesis’ focus is 
on the social safeguards (section 2.3.2). Social safeguards are of particular importance in the 
Chiapanecan context, because of a profound distrust between civil society and local, regional as well as 
national institutions. Social safeguards could potentially be a means of alleviating the distrust that has 
intensified in the 1990’s during the Zapatista uprising7. Although by now violence has largely abated, 
root causes such as corruption and discrimination remain unresolved. 

An important issue for the implementation of REDD+ was the Declaration of Patihuitz (2011), signed 
by 300 delegates from the Chiapanecan civil society, at an event dating from the 3rd of April 2011 with 
the theme “Divided, we become allies of the Government”8. Particular comments on REDD+ were 

                                                        
1 For further information consult the official or interactive website of the UNFCCC. 
2 Definition of Payment for Ecosystem Services proposed by CIFOR (2005): “a voluntary, conditional transaction with at least 
one seller, one buyer, and a well-defined environmental service.” 
3 The Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF) assists developing countries in their efforts to reduce emissions from 
deforestation and forest degradation and foster conservation, sustainable management of forests, and enhancement of forest 
carbon stocks ,called REDD+, by providing value to standing forests. 
4 For further information consult REDDmexico.com. 
5 According to the Ghana Forestry Commission (2007) a Readiness Preparedness Proposal is: “… a roadmap toward achieving 
REDD Readiness. It indicates what activities could be undertaken and provides a guide to how these activities can be undertaken 
and what resources will be needed. It does not seek to define the outcome of these activities but provides draft Terms of 
Reference (ToR) for further defining them.”  
6 In Spanish: “Programa de Acción ante el Cambio Climático del Estado de Chiapas”. For more information see: 
http://www.cambioclimaticochiapas.org/portal/  
7 The Zapatista Army of National Liberation (Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional, EZLN) is a revolutionary leftist group 
based in Chiapas, the southernmost state of Mexico. 
8 Free translation from Spanish: “Dividimos nos hacemos aliados del gobierno” 

http://unfccc.int/documentation/decisions/items/3597.php?such=j&volltext=/CP.16#beg
http://cancun.unfccc.int/mitigation/reduction-of-emissions-through-stronger-actions-on-forests/#c207
http://www.forestcarbonpartnership.org/fcp/
http://www.reddmexico.org/grupos-de-trabajo
http://www.cambioclimaticochiapas.org/portal/
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paragraphs six and seven of the declaration which accused the government of spreading 
“disinformation regarding the REDD Program” and that “it will not benefit the peoples and 
communities…, but transnational corporations…”. In addition, they believe that REDD+ is equal to the 
“privatization of forests, expulsion of communities, and increasing financial speculation” and has 
“already begun stimulating land grabs from pueblos and communities.” Seen from this angle REDD+ 
has a very difficult stance in Chiapas. Although Zapatistas are primarily in the eastern part of Chiapas, 
it is there where the forest is most dense. Thus a large proportion of the money for REDD+ will most 
likely affect that region. In addition, resistance to the government is not confined to that area, but 
relatively widespread across Chiapas, particularly within indigenous communities. 

It is theorized that REDD+ cannot simply be implemented in Chiapas void of the social context and 
without having answered serious governance questions that requires the “consideration of each of the 
social, economic and environmental ‘pillars’ of policymaking” (Griffin 2010). Griffin further states 
that “many of today’s environmental problems are attributed to ‘failures of governing’” and that “they 
are to be blamed, inter alia, on flawed political context, on ineffective regulatory mechanism, on the 
inappropriate scales at which policy is made and on the unaccountability of existing mechanism for 
policymaking”, much of which has surfaced in Chiapas in recent decades (Gutierrez 2004). 

 

1.1. Aims and relevance 

Without adapting REDD+ to the chiapanecan context the mechanism is bound to experience the 
difficulties pointed out by Griffin (2010) and eventually become another “failure of governing”. 
Conflicts on environmental resources are hard to handle due to their complexity (Wittmer et al. 2006). 
A solution has been proposed by Bäckstand et al. (2004) who argue that “broader participation by non-
state actors in multilateral environmental decisions (in varied roles such as agenda setting, 
campaigning, lobbying, consultation, monitoring, and implementation) enhances democratic legitimacy 
of environmental governance.” Rauschmayer et al. (2009) agree with that notion, adding that 
“legitimate processes stand a better chance of getting their results accepted”. 

This thesis is relevant to the field of environmental governance, which is defined by Fontaine (2007) as 
“the whole range of rules, practices and institutions related to the management of the environment in its 
different forms (conservation, protection, exploitation of natural resources etc.).” Social safeguards for 
REDD+ clearly fall under this category as they are rules that are involved in anthropocentric 
management of the natural environment. Without those weaker stakeholders risk losing out to more 
powerful stakeholders in the process of managing the natural resources (Kelly 2010). 

Jordan (2008) noted that there is a lack of governance work to assess sustainability potential along with 
new governance innovations. Arguably, social safeguards are one such innovation and few or no such 
studies have been conducted up to the point, particularly in Central America. 

It is hypothesized that social safeguards help adding legitimacy to the process and eventually make it 
succeed. The following social safeguards could be identified using a review of international law (Table 
1). In order to understand how prepared Chiapas is to implement social safeguards alongside REDD+ 
the study attempts to verify their existence through a PES scheme that is already in place.  

Social Safeguards 

Complaint Mechanism 

Consideration and Usage of Local Knowledge 

Full and Effective Participation in All Stages (formulation, application, evaluation) 

Application of Free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) 

Inclusion of Marginalized Stakeholders (Indigenous Peoples, Women, Youth) 

Equitable Benefit-Sharing 

Use of Traditional Methods of Decision-Making 

 

This is the reason why international organizations such as the lobby group Accra Caucus (REDD-
Monitor, 2010) and Via Campesina (Carbon Trade Watch, 2010) are lobbying for the implementation 

Table 1: List of social safeguards 
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of strong social safeguards at the UNFCCC. According to Andonova et al. (2003) more knowledge is 
lacking on how global, national and sub-national levels interact and how they can be influenced by 
overall objectives. Although this study does not touch upon the whole governance structure, it does 
focus on how the lowest institutional layer interacts with those above and vice versa. Hence, it is one of 
the first of its kind on the identification and analysis of social safeguards for REDD+ in Mexico. A new 
methodology has been developed which can be adapted and utilized for further studies across the globe 
concerning social safeguards (Chapter 4). 

The aim of the study is to answer the following two research question: 

1. Are REDD+-relevant social safeguards already implemented in Chiapas through Mexico’s 
watershed management program? 

2. Will the social safeguards already implemented through the watershed management program 
be sufficient for REDD+? 

By contributing knowledge on the implementation of social safeguards, the research will aid policy-
makers and civil society to gain a better understanding of the local context. Lessons learned from this 
study can be particularly helpful for Chiapas, which is Mexico’s pilot-state of REDD+ (PACCCH 
2011). More extensive knowledge will help inform decision-makers and hopefully avoid scenarios 
under which REDD+ in Mexico becomes another governance failure (Griffin 2010). 

If social safeguards are already being implemented in the watershed management program it would 
indicate that there is already an existing capacity on the side of Chiapanecan authorities to apply them. 
However, it would be worrisome if that is not the case and social safeguards would have to be 
implemented from scratch, as that would presumably take years for institutional learning to catch up. 
REDD+. The hypothesis is that: 

In Payment for Ecosystem Services schemes similar to REDD+, social safeguards required 
under REDD+ are not being applied sufficiently. 

As Chiapas has, even within Mexico, a complex setting, this study may be considered representative 
for all of Mexico and parts of Central America (Guatemala, Nicaragua, Honduras, El Salvador) 
(Gutierrez 2004). Nevertheless, it is important to note that inside a region like Chiapas the context can 
differ quite drastically, meaning that the representativeness is limited. 

 

1.2. Delimitations of the study  

1.2.1. Social Safeguards 

Both environmental and social safeguards are vital for the success of REDD+ as they close loopholes 
within the mechanism that could bring about results contrary to those initially aimed for. Strategies for 
solving environmental conflicts need to address the problem that public environmental conflicts are 
characterized by the interaction (1) of ecological and (2) societal complexity (Wittmer et al. 2006). 
Examining both environmental and social safeguards would have required two different 
methodologies, more time and funding. As a result, it was decided that focus could lie only on one type 
of safeguard, social safeguards. In the light of the Declaration of Patihuitz (2011), which appeared in 
the midst of the research, this turned out to be an arguably sound decision. 

1.2.2. Location of research 

The study was carried out in Chiapas, southern Mexico. The decision was taken because Chiapas has 
been chosen as pilot state for REDD+ by the Mexican government (PACCCH 2012). In addition, it is 
the most forest rich state of Mexico with 50% of its territory covered by forests (Morales 2009 as 
shown in Picture 1 (Latifovic et al. 2002).  
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Besides being the poorest state in Mexico with comparably low Human Development Index, Chiapas 
also has a complex social structure (Consejo Nacional de Poblacion 2000). After having lived through 
highly instable 1990’s with violent confrontations between the military and indigenous peoples 
(Gutierrez-Natividad 2004), Chiapas has calmed down. Nevertheless it remains instable and successful 
cooperation between state and civil society cannot be taken for granted (Bellinghausen et al 2002). 
Hence, mechanisms that require both sides to collaborate are hard to establish and fraught by mistrust. 
Partial reason for this tension is the prevailing poverty amongst the indigenous populations of Chiapas. 
Chiapas itself is the second poorest of all Mexican states according to the latest calculations of the 
Instituto Mexicano para la Competividad A.C. (2010). 

One consequence of the relatively low income is that food security in Chiapas is low in Chiapas for 
Mexican standards as the following image depicts with 37.9 to 47% of people suffering from a lack of 
food (CONEVAL 2005). In line with comparatively low levels of income, Chiapas was also the least 
developed Mexican state in 2000 (Consejo Nacional de Poblacion 2000). 

Recent violence, food insecurity and poverty overall, are all issues that contribute to elevated levels of 
social tension in Chiapas. Thus, mechanisms such as REDD+ are difficult to implement if the focus is 
merely on the mechanism itself. REDD+ needs social safeguards. A more detailed discussion can be 
found in chapter 2.1. Hence social tension, large forest areas and the fact that Chiapas will be the 
REDD+ pilot state in Mexico make the location highly interesting for research. 

 

1.2.3. The watershed management program  

Because REDD+ could not be examined at the time of writing, Mexico’s watershed management has 
been chosen in order to assess the presence of social safeguards. The researcher considered the 
mechanisms to be similar enough in order to draw valuable lessons from the study for the 
implementation of REDD+ in Chiapas (Chapter for 3.2.1). Once REDD+ is being implemented a 
periodical review should be done on the implementation of social safeguards. This study is a first 
attempt to obtain a rough understanding on how difficult it will be to implement social safeguards 
under REDD+. As the conditions for REDD+ and the watershed management program differ one can 
only make assumptions. It does not lie within the realm of the study to accurately predict what will 
happen to social safeguards under REDD+, but rather to provide a series of indications. When 
evaluating these indications it has to be kept in mind that these two mechanism are different, despite all 

Picture 1: Tropical and temperate forest cover in Mexico and Central America (Latifovic et al. 2002) 
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their similarities. Hence the effects of social safeguards may differ to those that could be observed 
under the watershed management program. 

 

1.3. Background 

Within Mexico’s forest regions live the most marginalized and impoverished citizens of the North 
American country, numbering 12 to 13 million and of whom approximately 5 million are indigenous 
people (Merino-Perez 2010). Overall, more than 50% of the population in Mexican forest regions live 
in extreme poverty (Merino-Perez 2010). 

The concentration of poverty and marginalization amongst forest populations has long bread unrest in 
Chiapas and exploded in the 1990’s when the Zapatistas9 took up armed fight against the Mexican 
authorities. Significant tensions persist up to date (Ruiz 2010), making it difficult to coordinate 
activities between the government and civil society, especially in autonomous regions. An additional 
problem is the significant tensions that exist within civil society. Conservation International Mexico, 
one of the key stakeholders for the REDD+ in Chiapas, is being accused of having collaborated with 
the army to evict indigenous people from the Lacandon Jungle10. Whether or not these accusations are 
true cannot be verified, but sources indicate that these are widespread (Bellinghausen 2002). This in 
turn tarnishes the REDD+ process right from the start as parts of civil society do not feel represented 
by members of civil society as they perceive them as having opposing interests to their own. It is clear 
that if implementing stakeholders of REDD+ do not make an effort to establish a basis of trust, 
REDD+ will be confronted with vehement opposition. Extracts from the Declaration of Patihuitz 
(2011) that was promulgated on the 4th of April 2011 in Occosinco11, demonstrate the problem: 

§ 6. We express our urgent concern about disinformation regarding the REDD Program as it is 
being implemented in the Lacandón Jungle. We consider that in the medium and long term it 
will not benefit the peoples and communities that live here, but that it will benefit the 
transnational corporations that stand to make huge profits from the carbon market. It will 
generate the privatization of forests, the expulsion of communities, and increasing financial 
speculation. Carbon markets are one of the false solutions to global warming being 
promoted by transnational corporations and governments. 

 
§ 7. In Chiapas, the operation of REDD has already begun stimulating land grabs from 

pueblos and communities. Three facts confirm this: 1) the agreement signed between the 
government of California, USA (the most polluting state in the world) and the government 
of Chiapas for the sale of carbon credits; 2) the decree of the Law for Adaptation and 
Mitigation of Climate Change in the State of Chiapas on December 7, 2010, and 3) the 
signing of the Pact for Respect and Conservation of the Lacandón Jungle in December of 
2010 to give economic support to the landholders of the Lacandón community to preserve 
the jungle and allow the sale of carbon credits to the government of California. 

 
Furthermore there are additional ideological reasons to reject REDD+, such as the notion that  

§ … The REDD program is not a solution to global warming. Its objective is the privatization 
of carbon, land, air, seeds, water and other resources. Its final objective is that industrialized 
countries “buy” the right to pollute, at the cost of the lands, territories, and natural resources 
of the indigenous peoples and peasant farmers. 

The attendance of 300 representatives from non-governmental organizations indicates that there is 
strong support amongst certain parts of civil society for this position against REDD+. Hence the 
opposition can be regarded as significant and threatening to REDD+, also because the support of 
ejidos

12 is vital as much of Mexico’s territory is owned by them (Muñoz-Pina et al 2003). In Chiapas 

                                                        
9 Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional 
10 In Spanish: Selva Lacandona 
11 Coordinates: 16°54′26″N 92°05′46″O 
12 ejido, in Mexico, village lands communally held in the traditional Indian system of land tenure that combines communal 
ownership with individual use. The ejido consists of cultivated land, pastureland, other uncultivated lands, and the fundo legal 
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many of those ejidos are populated by indigenous people or campesinos
13 that signed onto the 

Declaration of Patihuitz (2011) or sympathize with it. 

 

2. The analytical framework of the study 

The choice fell on Mexico’s watershed management program14 (chapter 3.2.1).  Indicators that will be 
used for the identification of social safeguards are presented in section 2.3.2. To conduct the research 
this thesis should have ideally analyzed a REDD+ project. However, as REDD+ is still in the stage of 
design in Mexico, an alternative had to be chosen that was similar to REDD+. 

 

2.1. Governance concepts 

Table 2 presented in Rauschmayer et al. (2009) provides four concepts of participation (knowledge 
management, social dynamics, legitimacy and effectiveness) that can be taken as a guideline for the 
implementation of REDD+ in Chiapas. Social dynamics are focused especially on the “significance of 
the participatory processes involving individuals at the local level”, while legitimacy stands for the 
“combination of output-oriented indicators and deals with accountability, representation issues, rule of 
law and transparency (Rauschmayer et al. (2009). 
 
 

 
 

 
In chapter 6 the recommended choice for REDD+ will be discussed in detail. 
 

2.2. Literature review on social safeguards 

After having conducted a review of journals on environmental governance it had to be concluded that 
very little scientific research has been done on social safeguards up to date. The only published article 

                                                                                                                                                               
(townsite). In most cases the cultivated land is divided into separate family holdings, which cannot be sold although they can be 
handed down to heirs. (Britannica, 2011) 
13 The Merriam-Webster online-dictionary defines a campesino as: “Native of a Latin-American rural area; especially : a Latin-
American Indian farmer or farm laborer” 
14 In Spanish: Manejo de Aguas Nacionales.  

Table 2: Criteria for evaluating governance processes (adapted from Wittmer et al., 2006) 
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found was from Kelly (2010) “The Case for Social Safeguards in a post-2012 Agreement on REDD.” 
This is mostly due to the fact that they are a relatively new political concept is only present in policy 
briefings and reports from the United Nations, think tanks and NGO’s such as the policy papers from 
Hite (2011). 

 

2.3. Mexico’s watershed management program 

For Chiapas the mechanism that resembles REDD+ the most is the watershed management program. 
The program was introduced in Chiapas by the Mexican government in 200015 in response to a variety 
of natural disasters caused by faulty or non-existent management of water bodies16. 

The watershed management program is by no means a readily implemented mechanism that works 
perfectly. For example, Guillen-Trujillo (2009) reports the absence of participation in the Comités de 

Cuenca that can be high due to either lack of engagement on the side of authorities, lack of political 
interest or missing capacities. In addition, López-Báez et al. (2007) found that only 20 to 40% of 
planned yearly workload for the watershed management program is actually being carried out. 
However, it serves to assess a partially dysfunctional mechanism as it is by no means expected that 
REDD+ will function instantly. It is expected that REDD+ will encounter similar challenges to those 
affecting the watershed management program. 

 

2.3.1. The lowest institutional level – Comités de Cuenca 

Choosing the lowest institutional level within the Comités de Cuenca, helped to have access to less 
powerful stakeholders, that way, those who would ideally benefit from the social safeguards could be 
interviewed. The full structure of the institutions under the watershed management program is 
presented in Table 3. 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

As, relatively speaking, the state of Chiapas has the most significant problems within Mexico (Chapter 
1), the watershed management program there is already comparably advanced. In the following two 
tables (4 and 5) the Comités de Cuenca that have been investigated are presented. 

Subcuencas Municipalities Date of Creation Size (ha) 

Zanatenco Tonalá July 2002 28.239,2 

Lagartero Arriaga September 2003 23.060,3 

Margaritas-Coapa Pijijiapan, Mapastepec October 2003 87.000,2 

Coatán 
Mexico: Cacahoatán, Motozintla, Tapachula, 

Mazatán 
Guatemala: Huetanango, San Marcos 

August 2005 36.751,7 

Cahoacán Cacahoatán, Tuxtla Chico, Tapachula, Hidalgo, 
Suichate In promotion 27.737,2 

                                                        
15 According to www.consejodecuencas.org.mx the first Comité de Cuenca that was installed in Lema-Chepala (VIII Lerma-
Santiago-Pacifico) on the 28th of January 1993, whereas the watershed management program only arrived in Chiapas in 2000. 
16 The latest and by far most damaging were the Hurricanes Mitch (1998) and Stan (2005). 

Level Institutional Level Hydrological Level 

1 Consejo (Council) Ecosystem 
2 Comisión (Commission) Mesowatershed 
3 Comité (Committee) Subwatershed 
4 Comité (Committee) Microwatershed 
5 Comité (Committee) Nanowatershed 

Table 3: Institutional levels of the watershed management program in Mexico 

http://www.consejosdecuencas.org.mx/
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Huehuetán Huehuetan, Mazatan, Tapachula In promotion 83.171.5 

Huixtla Motozintla, Tuzantán In promotion 82.011.1 

Subtotal: 7 Comités de Cuenca  within the Consejo de La Costa de Chiapas 367.977,2 

 

Subcuencas
17

 Municipalities Date of Creation Size (ha) 

Dam of the Concordia La Concordia May 2003 28.239,2 

Suichapa Villaflores and Villa Corzo In promotion 23.060,3 

Santo Domingo Villa Corzo In promotion 87.000,2 

Subtotal: 3 Comités de Cuenca  within the Consejo de La Sierra Madre de Chiapas 469.438,9 

 

 

Out of 14 Comités de Cuenca available within Chiapas, 10 were chosen (Table 5 and 9) for the study as 
they lay close to one another at La Costa de Chiapas and on the Western side of the La Sierra Madre 

de Chiapas. In addition, it was convenient for the researcher as contact already existed with employees 
at the Consejo and Comision de Cuenca that were managing those Comités de Cuenca. Other Comités 
around Comitán, San Cristóbal de las Casas and Ocosingo were not included in the study due to 
logistical reasons. On a maps the distribution of the Comités across Chiapas looks as follows: 

 

 
All Comités have a certain number of participants that are representing a specific type of water-user: 
from the government, representatives of water users or visitors. From each form of water-usage up to 
three representatives can participate.  

 

                                                        
17 Due to logistical reasons the Comités de Cuenca, the lowest institutional level of the watershed management program in Tuxtla 
Gutierrez, Comitán and Palenque were disregarded.  
 

Table 4: Comités de Cuenca de La Costa 

Table 5: Comités de Cuenca en La Sierra Madre 

Picture 2: Sub-watersheds in the Sierra-Costa of Chiapas 
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2.3.2. Social Safeguards relevant to REDD+ 

Few prior publications could be identified that discussed the relevant social safeguards. As a result 
policy papers, such as that from Hite (2011), and a review of international law had to be used to create 
a list of social safeguards relevant to REDD+. A generally accepted definition of what social 
safeguards are (Environment Management Group 2010) various institutions have developed their own. 
For the review of international law the definition of the World Bank (2011) has been taken: “The 
objective of these policies is to prevent and mitigate undue harm to people and their environment in the 
development process.” Table 6 lists all REDD+-relevant social safeguards and in which international 
law they have been found. It has to be noted that the safeguards were selected according to their 
relevance to REDD+. As the watershed management program is similar to REDD+ it can be assumed 
that the safeguards will be quite similar, however the thesis does not intend to elaborate on that. 

 

The safeguards identified in that review have been compared to various publications (Renn et al. 2009, 
Wittmer et al. 2006, Kelly 2010) or policy papers (IUCN 2010). A number of social safeguards has^ 
already been demanded through other publications. For this study social safeguards, recommended in 
other publications, were not taken into account. The primary objective was to identify relevant social 
safeguards from international law. The similarities between those chosen in this study and those from 
other publications demonstrate that the safeguards identified are also considered relevant by other 
researchers. The social safeguards provide the conceptual framework that provides a rational and 
normative alignment for this research (Renn et al. 2009).  

Social Safeguards International Treaty or Agreement 

Complaint Mechanism Cancún Agreement, Policy of Forest Carbon Partnership 
Facility (FCPF), Readiness Preparedness Proposal (R-PP) 

Consideration and Usage of Local Knowledge Cancún Agreement, R-PP, International Labour Organization 
Convention 169 (ILO-169) 

Full and Effective Participation in All Stages 
(formulation, application, evaluation) 

Cancún, R-PP, ILO 169, International Convention on Civil 
and Political Rights (ICCPR), United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous People (UNDRIP), Policy of FCPF 

Application of Free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) UNDRIP, ICCPR 

Inclusion of Marginalized Stakeholders (Indigenous 
Peoples, Women, Youth) 

UNDRIP, ILO 169, Cancún, Convention on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), Policy of FCPF, 

R-PP 

Equitable Benefit-Sharing UNDRIP, R-PP 

Use of Traditional Methods of Decision-Making UNDRIP, R-PP, ILO-169, FCPF 

Table 6: List of social safeguards relevant to REDD+ 
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Table 7: Literature review for social safeguards 
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Although Table 7 attempts to match safeguards to each other, it has to be concluded that both the 
number and the intent of the safeguards differ. Although there are some significant overlaps, the 
approach to identify social safeguards differs. None of the studies reviewed international law in order 
to find out what shall be applied in REDD+ in any case. As Mexico is bound by its law to apply 
international law it is required to implement safeguards relevant for REDD+ from international law 
alongside the Payment for Ecosystem Services scheme. The other studies were more focused on what 
is necessary under REDD+. 
 
Indicators have been chosen for each of these social safeguards in order to be able to measure social 
safeguards required under REDD+ are already being implemented within the watershed management 
program.  

 

2.3.2.1. Complaint mechanism 

The Rainforest Foundation Norway and the Center for Environmental Law et al. (2011) define a 
complaint mechanism as “a formalized right to a procedure for complaint, conflict resolution and 
remedy that can help to ensure rights and protect ecosystems potentially impacted by REDD+”. They 
add that it serves to “remedy harms related to violation of indigenous rights which can help resolve 
conflicts in a manner that both protects rights and maintain forests.” These two non-governmental 
organizations suggest the following indicators to define the complaint mechanism: 

 Fact finding through field visits to obtain further information and verify the information 
provided, 

 Provision of advice on how to utilize the mechanism, 
 Ensuring the resolution of disputes in order to make the complaint mechanism effective, 
 Assessing compliance with eventual court rulings in order to ensure that law is being upheld 

and 
 Awarding compensation to compensate for any damages caused by misconduct of parties 

judged guilty. 

According to Kelly (2010), a formal appeal mechanism shall be introduced in order to permit non-state 
actors, such as forest dwelling communities to appeal decision to higher instances. This serves to 
safeguard their interests and guarantee them a voice. 

 

2.3.2.2. Consideration and usage of local knowledge 

Agrawal et al. (2009) point out that “long-term success of REDD-plus will stand or fall with local 
ownership and support”, as “indigenous and forest-dependent peoples are stewards of their forests and 
often have managed their forests sustainably for millennia” and that their “experience and traditional 
knowledge of indigenous peoples could significantly contribute to the success of any REDD+ efforts”.  
According to a literature review by Purcell (1999) public meetings were in 26 out of 42 cases 
considered as useful and workshops in 11 out of 19. This helped improving the outcome of the 
respective initiative. Hence it is essential for “global and national forest managers to learn from local 
resource users by collectively challenging the prevailing received wisdom and negative views on the 
structural dynamism, policy relevance and scientific validity of local knowledge and local institutions 
in forest resource management” (Ite 2003). As indicators for the consideration and usage of local 
knowledge could not be identified during the literature review new indicators are proposed: 
 

 Frequent exchange of information through regular meetings and workshops between 
authorities and indigenous or forest-dependent communities to share knowledge as opposed to 
listen to presentations given by experts. 

 A flat hierarchy of decision-making, which would enable indigenous or forest-dependent 
communities to have at least the theoretic power to include their ideas, which would help 
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redistribute power to the benefit of those with less power, in societies with a high Gini-
coefficient18 of 48.1 like Mexico (UNDP, 2009). 

This safeguard differs from “full and effective participation” as it solely focuses on the collection and 
inclusion of knowledge from locals. In this regard the consideration and usage of local knowledge is an 
end in itself whereas for “full and effective participation” it is not. 

 

2.3.2.3. Full and effective participation 

In order to make all stakeholders, especially “indigenous and forest-dependent peoples” participate, as 
demanded by Argrawal et al. (2009) they have to do so during all three stages of the application of a 
mechanism, which are: 

 Formulation, meaning that stakeholders are involved in the initial stages of the drafting 
policies which will eventually form the basis for the mechanism that will be implemented. 

 Implementation is concerned with the participation of stakeholders during the stage where 
projects are being put into action (thereby affecting local communities) on the ground. 

 Evaluation is the phase where stakeholders should reflect on the outcome of stage of 
implementation so they are able to return to the stage of formulation and modify policies to 
improve the mechanism. 

Table 8 by Foti et al. (2008) has been chosen as a tool to assess the level of participation of 
representatives of water-users within the Comités de Cuenca. It will be judged which of the forms of 
participation fits best to the description of representatives of water users. 

 

Inclusion of stakeholders and the general public can, according to Wittmer et al. (2006), improve the 
transparency of the decision-making process. 

 

                                                        
18 Gini-coefficient is a measure of inequality. 

A spectrum of participation 

Information Sharing 
Mostly a one way flow of information, e.g., from government to public, or public to 
government. Objectives are to keep actors informed, provide transparency, and build 
legitimacy. This can be done through simple outreach approaches (e.g., website, fact 
sheets, press releases, presentations) 

Consultation 

Two-way flow of information and the exchange of views. Involves sharing information, 
garnering feedback and reactions, and in more formal consultation processes responding 
back to stakeholders about how their recommendations were addressed (including if they 
were not, why not). Information exchanges  may occur through meeting with individuals, 
public meetings, workshops, soliciting feedback on documents, etc. 

Collaboration 

Joint activities in which the initiator invites other groups to be involved, but retains 
decision-making authority and control. Collaboration moves beyond collecting feedback to 
involving external actors in problem-solving, policy design, and monitoring and 
evaluation. Approaches may include advisory committees, joint missions, and joint 
implementation activities. 

Joint decision-making 
Collaboration where there is shared control over a decision made. Shared decision-making 
is useful when the external actor's knowledge, capacity, and experience are critical for 
achieving policy objectives. 

Empowerment 
Transfers control over decision-making, resources, and activities from the initiator to other 
stakeholders. When external actors, acting autonomously and in their own interests, can 
carry out policy mandates without significant government involvement or oversight (e.g., 
local natural resource management zones). 

Table 8: A spectrum of participation (Foti et al 2008) 
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2.3.2.4. Application of free, prior and informed consent 

The concept of free, prior and informed consent has been formulated first under the United Nations 
Declaration for the Right of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and specifically concerns indigenous 
peoples and tribal people. According to the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (2010) the concept 
means: 

 Free, meaning no coercion, intimidation or manipulation in the process of reaching consent. 
 Prior, implying that consent has been sought sufficiently in advance of any authorization or 

commencement of activities. 
 Informed, standing for that participants feel that they have full knowledge to make decision 

before giving their consent. 
 Consent includes the option of opposing with the implementation of a specific activity. 

 

2.3.2.5. Inclusion of marginalized people 

There are various groups of marginalized stakeholders that need to be considered. In recent years most 
attention has been received by indigenous peoples and more rights were granted to them by the signing 
of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD 2009) states is “key to delivering benefits from REDD+ to indigenous 
peoples.” The CBD also emphasizes the involvement of women, which are integral part of local 
communities, hence also vital to the “long-term sustainability of the undertaken efforts”. Special focus 
on marginalized groups is necessary as it is a challenge to represent the interests of those who have 
difficulties expressing them (Wittmer et al. 2006). He reasons that this is mostly because power 
relations between different stakeholders do not simply vanish during the process. Within this study 
youth is also added as the third group of stakeholders. In Mexico’s Readiness Preparedness Proposal, 
Ben de Jong (CONAFOR, 2010) argues that it is vital to include youth as they will be the forest 
stewards of tomorrow. For this report a person is considered youth if he or she is below 18 years of 
age. To assess the participation of marginalized people, two indicators had to be chosen: 

 Presence of representatives who are either indigenous people, women and youth under 18.  
 The involvement of marginalized stakeholders from the start of the process to ensure that 

they can influence the design of the process and not just adapt their operations within a 
framework given by higher institutional levels  (International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature, 2010). 

 

2.3.2.6. Equal benefit-sharing 

According to Gautam (2010) equal benefit-sharing is the “activity of maintaining the equal rights of all 
classes of people, ethnic groups and gender of society to air, water and food required for the life 
process or natural resources including forests, rivers, streams and land and the services obtained from 
them which are necessary for livelihoods and sharing of benefits received from these resources and 
services based on certain limitations and standards”. Gautam (2010) adds that benefit-sharing means 
“equitable sharing of economic benefits or other benefits obtained from environmental resources. For 
Mexico, which ranks 98th on Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index (Transparency 
International 2010) it is vital to have a mechanism in place that distributes such benefits in an equal 
manner among the concerned population. In many governmental mechanisms corruption in Mexico is 
rampant. It eats away benefits for weaker parts of the population in favour of those with more power 
(Bellinghausen 2002). These and other irregularities that eat away what weaker populations should 
obtain in terms of benefits, leaving marginalized stakeholders with a disproportionally small share of 
the benefits. As a result it is necessary to introduce forms of governance that can make stakeholders, 
particularly politicians, be held accountable through public scrutiny (Joss 2010). Gautam (2010) also 
states that measures of positive discrimination need to be adopted in order to ensure that benefits from 
environmental sources and services are accessible to marginalized people. Otherwise neither equality 
nor equity of the highest level can be achieved because “… equitable access can be realized only after 
acquiring access to decision-making process, information and justice”. As indicators proposed by 
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Gautam (2010) were the only ones available and determined for a different context, that of dams, 
indicator had to be adapted for this study. The only indicator judged viable was: 

 Positive discrimination in the form of availability of support for marginalized people to 
integrate them better into activities. 

In addition the following indicators are proposed by the researcher: 

 Measures of public scrutiny that can hold governance mechanisms and those in charge of 
them accountable. That way corruption could be reduced, as according to Lindstedt et al. 

(2006) there is a negative correlation between transparency and corruption. 
 Equitable allocation of financial and other resources in terms of who receives which 

amount of financial benefits. 

 

2.3.2.7. Use of traditional decision-making methods 

Wittmer et al. (2006) argue that adapting how decisions are made within the particular context would 
raise the legitimacy of efforts for conflict resolution. He further argues that the decision-making 
process itself can influence the quality of the relationship between the different stakeholders, thus 
determine, for example, whether the relationship is based on trust. The sole indicator, to demonstrate 
that decision-making is conducted according to tradition ways, will be to ask representatives of water-
users through the questionnaire if the decision-making within the Comité de Cuenca resembles their 
traditional forms of decision-making. Traditional decision-making can take an undetermined amount of 
forms. As no specific form has been determined by international law no generic indicator can be 
developed to judge the decision-making process. 

 

3. Methodology 

This chapter elaborates on why the specific case was selected, how the research was designed and 
carried out, and how the data was analysed. 

 

3.1. Case selection 

Due to the complexity of society in Chiapas it arguably holds true what Kluvankova-Oravska et al. 
(2009) postulates: “Where the issue is complex and settings are heterogeneous, blueprints do not work; 
hence the design and evaluation of specific governance processes become indispensable”. Young 
(2000) adds that governance processes need to be evaluated in order to gather informed which serves to 
streamline policies and incorporate socio-ecological factors. The relations between the government and 
forest communities are strained, hence, it is questionable whether REDD+ can be implemented as 
rapidly as being envisioned. First REDD+ needs to receive the endorsement of stakeholders to be 
successful, which in the case of Chiapas is unlikely as the Declaration of Patihuitz (2011) shows. The 
signatories have a very autonomous, ecological and libertarian background and oppose REDD+ 
because they are against any form of carbon market and fear that REDD+ might result in land grabbing 
as  REDD-Monitor reports from the Oakland Institute indicate19. In spite of massive deforestation 
throughout the 20th century Chiapas is still rich in forest cover, especially with the protected areas of 
the Selva Lacandone and El Triunfo. As a result REDD+ is particularly relevant for Chiapas, thus the 
State Forestry Commission of Chiapas (COFOSECH) and the Climate Action Program for Chiapas 
(PACCCH) are rapidly advancing with the creation of the policy framework for REDD+ (PACCCH 
2011). 

                                                        
19 Oakland Land Institute: Special Investigation: Understanding Land Investment Deals in Africa 
http://media.oaklandinstitute.org/special-investigation-understanding-land-investment-deals-africa  

http://media.oaklandinstitute.org/special-investigation-understanding-land-investment-deals-africa


Master thesis in sustainable development: Evaluation of the application of social safeguards relevant to REDD+ in Mexico’s watershed management program  

 

 21 

The watershed management program was chosen to be examined on whether it is already common to 
implement the social safeguards required under REDD+ in similar Payment for Ecosystem Services, as 
it resembles REDD+ quite closely. This had to be done because a pilot project of REDD+ could not yet 
be studied as until 2012 (CONAFOR, 2011) the Mexican government and the state of Chiapas are still 
in the stage of designing and modifying the legal framework for REDD+. It was decided to work with 
the Comités de Cuenca, which are the lowest institution within the Watershed-Management Program, 
as the lower the level within an institutional hierarchy the more likely it is to encounter marginalized 
stakeholders, which social safeguards affect the most.  

 

3.2. Research design, methods and materials 

3.2.1. Why the watershed management program 

Mexico’s watershed management program has in some regions already been established for up to ten 
years (Table 4 and 5). Its goal is to sustainably manage Mexico’s surface- and groundwater resources 
(Arellano-Monterosas 2011). The watershed management program was chosen because of its 
similarities with REDD+ as outlined in Table 9. 

 

Payment of Ecosystem Services scheme 
Both REDD+ and Mexico’s water management program are Payment for Ecosystem Services schemes, 
as they funnel money to stakeholders that implement activities that aid the local environment, in line 
with CIFOR’s (2005) proposed definition: “a voluntary, conditional transaction with at least one seller, 
one buyer, and a well-defined environmental service”. The difference is the way in that they make 
these payments. The watershed management program works partially through providing locals with 
short-term employment, whereas REDD+ would presumably focus on making constant payments to 
land owners for avoided deforestation. 

Differing activities 
The focus of the watershed management program is on watersheds. This, however, is an extremely 
broad topic and includes forests as a major component. Since REDD+ is focused on forests, it is more 
narrowly defined in terms of what it serves for. 

Project coordinator 
Within the watershed management mechanism the government acts as the project coordinator through 
CONAGUA, CONAFOR and CONANP, which will be the respective institutions on the state-level. 
Hence, despite attempts of consultation, the laws are created at the top and funnelled down the 
hierarchy. For REDD+ the national government is also in charge, whereas the conceptual framework is 
created at the United Nations level. Overall both mechanisms are top-down as they are initiated by 
governmental or intergovernmental institutions and coordinated by state governments. 

 

 REDD+ Watershed management program 

Similarities 

Payment for ecosystem services 

Government is project coordinator 

Community is project owner 

Differences 

Deforestation Watershed management 

Funding from Mexican government Funding from carbon market and/or 
international donors 

7 institutional layers 5 institutional layers 

Project-based, sub-national or national Sub-national 

Table 9: Comparison between REDD+ and the watershed management program 
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Project owner 
In the watershed management program the community implements projects in coordination with the 
government; they are largely left to decide for themselves whether or not to join the program. For 
REDD+ that might or might not be the same. This is a matter of negotiation depending on national 
interests at UNFCCC level hence it remains to be seen what the parties decide upon. For REDD+ it 
cannot be said which form it will take as policies are only in the design stage. 

Project-based, national or sub-national? 
REDD+ and the water management program are mechanisms created, coordinated and controlled by 
the Mexican government, and they are or will be implemented nationwide. However it remains to be 
seen whether REDD+ will be project-based, sub-national or national (CIFOR 2008). The negotiations 
at the UNFCCC will determine how this issue should be approached with regard to REDD+, as it is 
quite contested. It is even possible that countries choose their own approach. Even though REDD+ 
might be implemented nationally it might merely cover isolated projects instead of the whole nation, 
which would be the case under the project-based approach. The watershed-management program 
works on the sub-national level as only regions are being covered where water management is crucial. 
However, as the infrastructure remains incomplete the program is often reduced to be project-based. 

Procurement of funds 
Another difference between the watershed-management program and REDD+ is the procurement of 
funding. In the case of the watershed-management program is shared by the federal government and 
municipalities by contributing 50% each. REDD+ will receive its finances from either national funds, 
private investors on carbon markets or a mix. A decision upon that matter has not yet been reached by 
the UNFCCC. 

Number of institutional levels 
Institutional levels from design to implementation differ. REDD+ has seven while the watershed-
management program has only five, as shown in Table 10. For REDD+ the highest instance is the 
United Nations and for the latter it is the Mexican government. This is problematic because some 
stakeholder groups cannot participate during the negotiations, as they are non-state actors. In addition, 
they face financial and technical constraints to function as lobby groups that could effectively influence 
the process. 

3.2.2. Research design 

The study was carried out between January and May 2011. The research was divided into three stages. 
At first an extensive literature review was conducted to gain a detailed understanding of what REDD+ 
is and how it will or should function. Documents included Mexico’s Readiness Proposal, as well as a 
long list of reports and international treaties which were reviewed. Furthermore various interviews 
were carried out including those with Global Witness in London, the Accra Caucus during the 16th 
Climate Change Conference in Cancun (COP 16) and numerous activists at a conference of Mexican 
eco-communists in San Salvador Atenco. All of the latter had their very own perspective on REDD+, 
hence this form of information-sharing was particularly useful to understand how REDD+ might affect 
Chiapanecan society. 

Institutional level REDD+ Watershed-management program 

1 UNFCCC National government (e.g. CONAGUA) 

2 World Bank Consejo de Cuenca (e.g. CONAFOR and CONANP) 

3 Forest Carbon Partnership Facility Comision de Cuenca 

4 National governments (e.g. SEMARNAT) Comité de Cuenca 

5 State governments (e.g. COFOSECH) Communities 

6 Municipalities - 

7 Communities - 

Table 10: Institutional levels of REDD+ and the water management program 
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The second stage involved gaining a general overview over the complex political situation in Chiapas 
for which an internship with Conservation International was particularly useful. Conservational 
International20 provided reports from Martínez-Harms et al. (2009), Guillén-Trujillo (2009) and 
Santillán et al. (2009) as reading material on the watershed-management program. There the NGO 
provided office space with relevant documents from January to May 2011 and connected the researcher 
to contacts in the state government and the Comités de Cuenca. 

The last stage involved field investigations which lasted for the first three weeks of April 2011. Special 
focus lay on unstructured interviews with the general managers of the Comités de Cuencas, as these 
sessions were the most productive for information gathering. The general managers are in an ideal 
position to have an overview over the activities within the Comité they manage. Unstructured 
interviews (Appendix A1) were carried out with representatives of water users. The focus lay on 
fishers, herders, farmers, breeders and representatives of NGOs for indigenous people, women and 
youth. Representatives of water users from the urban and industrial sector were not considered as they 
were thought to be less marginalized. These representatives were picked as they are most likely to 
experience some degree of marginalization, which is rather uncommon in sectors such as the public 
service or the industry. The social safeguards that should be applied under REDD+ are particularly 
focused on protecting those that cannot protect themselves, hence that focus on marginalization. At 
every Comité de Cuenca each of these types of representatives was supposed to be interviewed. 
However, it was impossible to meet and interview all seven representatives in every Comité de Cuenca. 
The reasons obstructing the process were threefold: 

1. Distance to be travelled between communities and Comité de Cuenca 
2. Comité de Cuenca only in set-up stage (Table 4 and 5) 
3. Non-existence of types of representatives of water users e.g. indigenous people 

Representatives of water users that were available are outlined in Table 11. 

Comité de 

Cuenca 
Fisher Herder Farmer Breeder IP* Women Youth Other 

La Concordia   X      
Villaflores   XXX     House wife 

Coapa X  X X  X   
Lagartero       X Trader 
Zanatenco X X X     ? 
Huehuetan   XX      

Arriaga X X X      
Huixtla   X     Government 

Cahoacan X    X    
Coatan  X  X     

* Indigenous People 

3.2.3. Data collection 

Data was collected through face-to-face interviews with each general manager of the Comités and 
focus group discussions with representatives within the Comité lead by the researcher. The Comités de 

Cuenca built a very convenient environment, where it is possible to interview the general managers and 
obtain contacts of representatives of water-users. General managers are in a good position to provide a 
comprehensive overview over the activities of the Comité. Out of that reason the researcher decided to 
hold unstructured interviews with general managers on the application of social safeguards in order to 
allow for a more open discussion. With the representatives a questionnaire was applied and discussed 
(Appendix 1), thus with them interviewing was semi-structured. 

Interviewee Number Methodology 

General managers 10 Unstructured interviews 

Representatives of water-user 22 Semi-structured interviews 

                                                        
20 A US-American NGO with its headquarters for Mexico in Tuxtla Gutierrez, Chiapas. 

Table 11: Representatives of water users 

Table 12: Data collection methodology 
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The information gathered is qualitative in nature as it entails mostly conversation with General 
Managers and representatives of water users. Convenient sampling of all the Comités de Cuenca in La 

Sierra Madre de Chiapas and La Costa was employed, as the researcher wanted to exploit every 
opportunity possible to interview representatives of water users. Due to the limited number of 
participants randomly choosing participants was not an option. 

 

3.2.4. Data analysis 

The data originated from the unstructured interviews with the general manager was subjected to a 
qualitative analysis, as they amounted to only eight participants. As representatives of water users were 
more numerous and because questionnaires were used, the data gathered can be quantified and 
analysed with descriptive statistics using Excel Software 2008 for Mac. Nevertheless, due to the small 
number of questionnaires and some open questions, qualitative analysis had to be chosen. Furthermore, 
all of the data gathered was utilized to judge to what extend social safeguards are already used under 
the watershed-management program and whether they will be sufficient for the implementation of 
REDD+. 

 

4. Results 

This chapter presents the findings of the primary research. Data has been gathered though interviews 
with the general managers of the Comités de Cuenca indicated in Table 5 and Table 6, and 
representatives of water users shown in Table 11. The objective was to assess whether social 
safeguards required under REDD+ are already, consciously or unconsciously, being implemented in 
the watershed-management program using the indicators outlined in subchapter 3.2.2. 

Social 

Safeguards 
Indicators Results 

Complaint 

mechanism 

Fact finding 

General meetings of Comité 
Representatives rated presentation of problems with 2.6 out of 5 points 

Comités send technicians to evaluate situation 
Cooperation with police difficult due to corruption 

Provision of advice 
Workshops are popular 

Capacity building necessary 
Office of Comité open to receive complaints 

Resolution of disputes 

Most Comités have at least four general meetings per year 
Complaints not resolved because higher institutions do not respond 

Comités de Cuenca are understaffed 
Corruption hampers governmental efforts in favour the Comités work 

Assessing compliance Field visits by technicians 
Police cannot be trusted in most cases 

Awarding compensation No case of compensation was reported 

Consideration and 

usage of local 

knowledge 

Frequent exchange of 
knowledge 

General meetings, workshops, field visits 
68% preferred workshops, 8% general meetings and 24% field visits 

Flat hierarchy of 
decision-making 

Flat hierarchy of decision-making through vote in general meetings 
Veto for representatives from government 

Full and effective 

participation in all 

stages  

Formulation 

Sufficiently involved in Comité: Yes 16, No 5 
Six reported there are groups who would like to participate but could not 

Technicians from Comités responsible for capacity building 
No transparent mechanism to what decisions reach higher levels 

Implementation 
95% argue that they have sufficient time to speak at general meetings 

Involvement in Comités de trabajo through paid short-term employment 
Capacity lacking to understand concepts 

Evaluation 60% stated that they participate in evaluation 
Application of 

free, prior and 

informed consent 

(FPIC) 

Free 92% of representatives and all general managers said participation is free 
Prior No activities are carried out without a vote 

Informed 71% of respondents felt sufficiently informed of activities 
Consent 50% votes come from each civil society and government 
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4.1. Complaint mechanism 

Representatives of water-users can raise issues during general meetings of the Comité or, in more 
urgent cases, call or send an email to the office of the respective Comité. All methods were available in 
all Comités visited. In the questionnaire (Appendix 1) representatives rated the presentation of 
problems with 2.6 out of 5 points21, meaning to what extend they are able to provide a comprehensive 
summary on the issue. 

Once the case has been presented, the Comités usually send a technician to evaluate the situation and if 
necessary notify the responsible governmental institutions or alert the police in case of an 
environmental crime. Depending on the Comité, the effectiveness of the reaction differs. For example, 
in Tonalá it was reported by representatives of an environmental non-governmental organisation that 
when alerted about an environmental crime, such as dumping waste-water in a lake, authorities arrive 
with noisy vehicles that can be heard miles away, thus enabling the perpetrators to flee. In contrast, in 
Pijijiapan22 the police were said to cooperate effectively in response to illegal land clearing or setting 
fire to rubbish or agricultural waste. Even though authorities could respond effectively, they do not 
always do so everywhere. 

Through workshops, representatives of water-users learn how to treat the local watersheds sustainably 
and are also given help to send complaints to higher institutional levels by jointly filing a complaint. In 
addition, according to the general manager of the Comité de Cuenca del Río Coahocan, representatives 
can always drop into the office of the Comité and arrange a meeting with an employee to discuss a 
matter face-to-face if they seek advice. This openness can be reported from all Comités as during the 
primary research phase it was observed how representatives frequently visit the offices for a 
conversation. The general meetings, of which most Comités have four or more per year (Figure 2), are 
an ideal means to be used to resolve disputes. According to the general manager of the Comité de 

Cuenca del Rio Lagartero, complaints will be sent to higher instances if they cannot be resolved on the 
local level. The receiving institution differs, depending on what kind of issue has been raised; it can be 
the National Water Commission, the National Forest Commission or Secretariat of Agriculture, 
Husbandry, Rural Development, Fish and Nutrition, among others. This step, however, seem to be 
dysfunctional. Whether it is just the Consejo de Cuenca or another institution seems to matter less, as 
all appear to either take very long to respond or never do so. It is known to the researcher that Consejo 
de Cuenca de la Costa de Chiapas is understaffed with four employees responsible for seven Comités 

                                                        
21 1 is lowest and 5 highest 
22 according to the General Manager of the Comité  

Voting balance skewed in favour of government due to vetos 

Inclusion of 

marginalized 

stakeholders  

Presence of marginalized 
stakeholders 

Transportation costs reduce participation 
Women underrepresented with 19% of total representatives 

Youth literally not present 
Few indigenous people live in area 

Participation only with special incentives 
Average age of representatives roughly 50 years 

Involvement of 
marginalized 
stakeholders 

Representatives of water users mostly middle class 
70% live already in the area for more than 31 years 

74% of representatives participate in other organisations 
Language barrier to 92% not seen as a problem 

Equitable benefit-

sharing 

Positive discrimination Eco-kitchens for mothers with children  
Few efforts made to help those worst off 

Public scrutiny Shared responsibility in distributing benefits 
Original bills and certified copies collected by Comités 

Equitable allocation of 
financial and other 

resources 

Few benefits distributed 
Illegal extraction of materials 

Only 7% stated to have received financial benefits from the Comité 

Grupos de corresponsabilidad 
Use of traditional 

methods of 

decision-making 

Traditional decision-
making Identical to traditional decision-making methods 

   

Table 13: Social safeguards in the watershed-management program 
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de Cuenca
23 while the manager worked only part-time while doing a PhD. The general manager stated 

that Chiapas lacks capacity hence local authorities asked him to stay despite his limited availability. 

Another significant problem is that the institutions that are supposed to receive the complaints are at 
times even the cause of environmental destruction and have little interest in solving it. The case of 
Huehuetan makes it clear. There, the National Water Commission (CONAGUA) contributes half of the 
budget for the watershed-management program, but at the same time permits mining that destroys a 
dam built to protect the community from flooding (Picture 5). A clear case of corruption as laws 
prohibiting the extraction of material were ignored. Impunity greatly hinders the work of the Comités 
and at times destroys it, as has been made clear in the case of Huehuetan. Therefore, the findings from 
this study are similar to those of Guillén-Trujillo (2009), Santillá & Pineda (2009) and Martinez-Harms 
& Quijas-Fronseca (2009), who all report a missing link between the Comités and higher instances 
such as the Consejos de Cuenca or state or national authorities. Henceforth, the communication 
between the institutional levels of the watershed-management mechanism is clearly insufficient for 
REDD+, as REDD+ requires bottom-up communication so that decision-makers at the UNFCCC level 
can understand the local impact and react by adapting the legal framework. Due to the high amount of 
corruption in Mexico, and institutional inefficiencies, it would be useful to design a separate 
communication channel for REDD+ to enable marginalized stakeholders to raise their voice, thus 
disabling gate-keeping from more traditional channels. 

 

 

 

According to the general managers of the Comités in Pijijiapan and Coahatan, field visits by 
technicians of the Comité can be used to verify compliance and cooperation with the police. Due to the 
corruption, the latter cannot always be trusted, except in the case of Pijijiapan where the general 
manager explicitly stated that a close cooperation exists. Not a single case of compensation was 
mentioned during the interviews with the general managers where authorities would have ordered 

                                                        
23 General Manager of Consejo de Cuenca de La Costa David Olvera Alarcon & General Manager of Comité de Cuenca del Río 
Mapastepec 

Picture 3: Roughly 4km downstream on Río Huehuetan from Huehuetan 

Extracted material Excavator 

Hole in dam 
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someone to pay reparations for damages caused. Nor was anything mentioned on the questionnaires 
handed out to representatives of water users. As a result, it can be assumed that impunity prevails in 
Chiapas. Thus those in power are generally not being held accountable for damage done. 

 

4.2. Consideration and usage of local knowledge 

Within the watershed-management program there are different forms of interaction. These are 

 general meetings, 
 workshops, 
 and field visits. 

The quality of information exchange has been rated relatively high by representatives in the 
questionnaire with an average score of 3.9 out of 524. Representatives stated that the Comités had the 
following amount of workshops and meetings per year: 

 

* The Comité de Cuenca del Río Huehuetan is newly established and has so far recorded no activities. 
** According to representatives, the Comisión de Cuenca del Cañon Sumidero in Villaflores has stopped inviting them. 

 

The preferred arena of interaction was workshops, which was selected by more than 2/3 of the 
representatives of water users. An argument put forward by the technician Rene Escobar from the 
Comité de Cuenca del Río Cahoacan was that it is the lack of funds that hinders deepening the process 
of information exchange. The decision-making hierarchy of the Comités is relatively flat. The whole 
program is an effort to decentralize the management of watersheds, partially because the National 
Water Commission (CONAGUA) lacks the human resources and financial capacity in order to do it all 
themselves (Arellano-Monterosas 2011). Hence workshops appear more in the form of interactive 
discussions than presentations25. This way, representatives feel more engaged and cooperate better. In 
addition, decisions taken by vote in the general meetings can be greatly influenced by representatives 
as shown in Table 14. A limitation is that only the coordinator, technical secretary and the voice of the 
state have the right to veto, causing an imbalance of power in favour of the state. 

                                                        
24 1 being the lowest and 5 the highest. 
25 General Manger of the Comité de Cuenca del Río Coatan  
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Figure 1: Meetings and workshops in Comités per year 
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Position Who? Voice Vote Veto 

Coordinator Mayor    

Technical secretary Representatives of National Water Commission 
(CONAGUA)    

Voice of state IHN or State Water Institute    
Representatives of water users (three for 

each form of use) Representative of Water Users    

National Commission on Protected 
Areas (CONANP) Director of National Reserve    

Guests Universities, NGO’s, Productive Organizations and 
other governmental institutions    

Other participants Representatives of Water Users    
 

 

The watershed-management program shows that it is possible to construct a mechanism in Chiapas that 
has a flat hierarchy of decision-making, where the opinion of citizens is detrimental to the result of 
voting procedures. As no forms of repressions have been reported, it can be expected that 
representatives feel free to come forward with their opinion and suggestions, which is vital to ensure 
that local knowledge is being considered and incorporated. What can be improved is the response from 
higher institutions and to invite a large number of representatives from civil society to regional and 
national meetings in order to discuss how to proceed with the mechanism. For REDD+ the Mexican 
government  already does so although the criteria only seems to be partially fulfilled: in REDD+. In 
many cases locals supposedly know much more about managing their natural resources than 
bureaucrats do. Thus these capacities should be taken serious and listened to with utmost attention by 
authorities. 

 

4.3. Full and effective participation 

76% of representatives of water users felt that they are sufficiently involved in the activities of the 
Comités. Only six representatives stated that groups exist that would like to participate but cannot. 
Upon inquiry further information was only given once, naming members of a church in their 
community. Unfortunately no more details could be obtained from the study participants. An exception 
appears to be the Comisión de Cuenca del Cañon Sumidero to which the Comité de Cuenca de 

Villaflores belongs, where representatives stated that after initial participation they stopped receiving 
invitations for which the reasons are unknown. 

On Foti’s (2008) scale (Table 8), the level of participation in the stage of formulation of the policy for 
the mechanism can be regarded as “information-sharing”. There representatives of water users are 
being informed on the legislative framework of the watershed-management program, but do not seem 
to have any influence over them. Thus the flow of information appears to be merely top-down, as the 
Mexican Congress in the Federal District creates the policy framework (National Water Law) to which 
program and representatives need to adhere. Nevertheless, according to the general managers of the 
Comité de Cuenca del Río Largartero and Río Zanatenco the National Water Commission 
(CONAGUA) sends technicians that take suggestions to higher institutional levels. However, there is 
no transparent process on what kind of suggestions are reaching the levels of decision-makers and what 
suggestions are being ignored. According to Arellano-Monterrosas (for which an interview was 
conducted by the researcher) the change in the National Water Law in 2004 was a first step in the 
direction of opening the process up to civil society. Here REDD+ is performing better in its early 
stages, as the government organizes workshops, has set up a website and is in consultation with civil 
society over how to create a legal framework for REDD+ (UN-REDD 2010c, UN-REDD 2010d).  

All representatives are very involved, demonstrated by the fact that 95% of them argue that they have 
sufficient time available to express their opinion in general meetings. The only exception was a 
member of the International Union of the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) in Chiapas, who argued that 
academic institution were not sufficiently involved in the Comités’ activities. Representatives are 

Table 14: Voting rights 
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directly involved as activities can be decided upon during general meetings what do to and how to 
implement activities themselves. Paid short-term employment or simply shifting their current practices 
towards less destructive forms of agriculture, fishing or herding. As the decision-making process 
during the general meetings is based on voting by all representatives. This stage of participation as 
judged by Foti’s (2008) table can be regarded as joint decision-making. A challenge will be, however, 
to include those water users that do not share these ideas. Within the Comité, representatives frequently 
announce the desire to include those that, for example, burn leaves which can cause highly destructive 
wildfires, especially in dry summers. It was observed that participants in the Comité are generally 
knowledgeable about these issues. Terms like “biodiversidad” might mean little to them, but they tend 
to know what harms and what does not. Thus it is crucial to incorporate those stakeholders into the 
process, that either intentionally or unintentionally destroy plus those stakeholders that do not know 
crucial terms that other participants are already familiar with. 

Those participating are directly involved in the implementation of activities to manage the watersheds 
in their communities; for example through changing cultivation patterns, reducing deforestation, or 
participating in temporary forms of employment to construct a dam. Therefore, apart from an 
occasional lack of finances for transportation, there are no barriers for stakeholders and others 
interested in the Comités activities to join. The only exception is Villaflores, where representatives 
reported not being invited anymore for which the reasons are unknown. 

60% of respondents stated that they participated in the evaluation of activities. On Foti’s scale of 
participation it can take the form of consultation, as representatives are being invited to share their 
views which will be utilized to alter the Comités activities or filtered and transmitted to higher 
institutional levels as it may be outside the realm of responsibility for the Comité. The General 
Manager of the Comité del Rio Lagartero stated that workshops exist at times specifically to evaluate 
past activities of the Comité. Although surveys are already being done within the Comité more frequent 
field visits by technicians would also help facilitate the process of reflection. It would be desirably for 
REDD+ to have a higher rate of attendance, as evaluations are a very effective instrument to reflect and 
improve. If such a tool is not used sufficiently, REDD+ can very well experience failures like the Clean 
Development Mechanism, as has been reported by Greenpeace (2005) and Friends of the Earth (2008). 
In order to prevent or reduce errors in REDD+ the evaluation should be conducted more rigorously. 

Judging Foti et al. (2008) spectrum of participation it can be said that for REDD+ in Chiapas either 
joint decision-making or empowerment come into question, as REDD+ requires a lot of cooperation 
between stakeholders in order to create legitimacy of the process as pointed out in section 2.1.  

 

4.4. Application of free, prior and informed consent  

92% of representatives and all general managers stated that it is not obligatory to participate in the 
Comité de Cuenca. No form of intimidation or manipulation has been reported, even of the 8% that 
disagreed. No activities of the Comité are being carried out without the vote of those eligible to vote. 
Therefore, in theory representatives always have the chance to reject a proposal. Upon asking whether 
they have sufficient time available to make up their mind 95% stated “yes”. In response to being asked 
whether representatives feel fully informed about the Comités activities, more than 2/3 of respondents 
stated that they feel sufficiently informed about the Comités activities. 

On being asked how to improve the watershed-management program representatives stated that more 
frequent meetings, workshops or field visits would be the most effective, as it would improve the 
communication and lead to better management. Specific recommendations were to establish an 
exchange of experience between different states of Mexico, for example Oaxaca and Chiapas. 
Furthermore other forms of media could be used to distribute information such as TV, newspapers and 
community radio. If a representative is not able to attend, some Comités undertake different efforts to 
keep representatives up-to-date. In Pijijiapan they send out letters and in Huixtla they provide the 
information necessary at the following meeting. 

The voting procedure ensures that anyone can disagree, because every activity needs to pass the voting 
procedure to be adopted; hence it can go contrary to the opinion of a few, but not the majority. Those 
eligible to vote are 50% governmental employees and 50% from civil society according to the National 
Water Law. The balance is slightly skewed in favour of the government as only governmental 
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representatives have the right to veto. However, comments from representatives and general managers 
indicated that a consensus is being sought, if at all possible. 

Hence, the concept of free, prior and informed consent is being upheld within the Comités de Cuenca. 
For REDD+ it will be much more difficult to implement if the mechanism is to be national, which 
would cover all available forest and presumably make it compulsory to participate. Hence, 
participation in REDD+ may be obligatory, not voluntary, which would be bound to create a lot of 
problems with the autonomous regions in Chiapas. The Declaration of Patihuitz (2011) is a strong 
indicator that this is a very sensitive issue that could cause even more social tensions than there already 
are26. Because sovereignty is such a contested topic in the social context in Chiapas, special attention 
should be given to free, prior and informed consent. 

 

4.5. Inclusion of marginalized stakeholders 

Representatives stated that transportation costs can hinder the participation of some representatives. 
Representatives visiting the Comisión de Cuenca del Cañon Sumidero have a long way to go, taking up 
as much as three hours and costing roughly MX $100 return. Thus for someone with a minimum daily 
wage of MX 54.47 it is hard to afford27. Within the informal economy people earn even less. Although 
this is an extreme case, as the circle for Comités is closer than that of the Comisión, it still takes two 
hours or more to take the bus from Motozintla to the office of the general manager in Huixlta. 
Although distances might not be large, the bad condition of roads can delay the arrival significantly. 
Out of that reason many representatives would lose a day of work and additional income. This should 
be considered especially if the government seeks extended participation of marginalized people. This is 
possibly a reason why the Comités have few representatives that can actually be considered poor. Renn 
et al. (2009) confirm that in their study and state the time and financial resources need to be considered 
in order to help marginalized people participate in the mechanism. However, there are also groups that 
do not want to participate as it is allegedly the case with the indigenous communities Jerusalem and 
San Marcos according to the General Manager of the Comité de Cuenca La Concordia. He argued that 
they would only be interested if they would receive an immediate financial reward. Although the 
information could not be verified it sounds logical, as community members have other priorities for 
utilizing their finances. The table below (Table 13) outlines where marginalized groups are 
participating: 
 

Comité Women Indigenous Youth 

Cahoacan As representatives of public service 
Represented with help from 

International Union for the Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN) 

No 

Largartero Not yet, but goal 50/50 Do not exist No 

Pijijiapan 
Yes through eco-kitchens in high part 
Programa de Pesa for women with 

children 
No No 

La Concordia No, because Women groups have 
internal fights 

Only interested with immediate 
financial reward (Jerusalem, San 

Marcos) 

Joven Emprendedor 

Rural in fishing 
programs 

Huehuetan Not yet established Not yet established Not yet established. 
Coatan Yes, but without own group Many ? 
Huixtla Yes Yes ? 

Tonalá Yes but few as men have most 
concessions Do not exist No 

    

 

All of the representatives of water users have already lived within the area of the Comité de Cuenca for 
more than 11 years. 77% of representatives have stayed even longer than 31 years, underlining that 

                                                        
 
 
27 A table listing the minimum wage for Chiapas according to the occupation ca be found here: 
http://www.misalario.org/main/salario-minimo/Chiapas  

Table 15: Marginalized groups in the watershed-management program of Chiapas 

http://www.misalario.org/main/salario-minimo/Chiapas
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participants are relatively old and settled. Hence, it is either not common to move or migrants are not 
welcome in the Comités de Cuenca. Before a conclusion on this matter can be reached it should be 
studied further. 74% of representatives also participate in other organization than the Comité de 

Cuenca. As a result it can be argued that despite the low institutional chosen level of the Comités de 

Cuenca for the research, representatives do not belong to the most marginalized, because most of them 
are organized and have spare time for extra activities. 

Women participate in most Comités, but represent only 19% of total representatives interviewed. With 
time their involvement appears to be rising as Comités recognize the value of working together with 
women. Nevertheless, even advanced Comités like that of Río Zanatenco in Arriaga still has 0% 
participation by women according to the general manager. Their goal, however, is to raise the ratio to 
50%. This should be done in all Comités as women, according to the general managers in Coatan, 
Huehuetan and Huixtla, work better than their male counterparts when being involved in activities of 
the Comité de Cuenca. An example where marginalized women are participating is in Pijijiapan, where 
women with children in the upper part (parte alta

28
) receive cash subsidies through the Comité de 

Cuenca for ecological kitchens. According to the general manager of the Comité de Cuenca 

Margaritas-Coapa del Río Mapastepec the upper part receives 80% of all money as it is much poorer, 
thus more eligible for funding. 

Indigenous people participate in some Comités or are present with the help of an NGO (Union for the 
Conservation of Nature) in the Comité de Cuenca del Río Cahoacan. In Coatlán and Cacahoacan there 
is reportedly a lot of participation from indigenous people, whereas in Arriaga, Tonalá and Pijijiapan 
there is none as according to the general managers there are no indigenous communities within the 
territory of the Comités. Language barriers are no problem according to 92% of respondents. Especially 
in the territories of the Comité de Cuenca del Río Coatan and Cahoacan there are a lot of speakers of 
Mam. Speakers of Mam  are indigenous people that retained their traditional language. According to a 
report from the Comision Nacional para el Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indigenas 19.957 Mam speakers 
have lived in Chiapas in 2006 (Quintana-Hernandez 2006). 

With an average age of about 50 years youth is underrepresented in all Comités and no one stated that 
there are any intentions to change that fact. There was only one high-school student in Arriaga that 
could be interviewed, as he was involved in the Comités activities earlier on.  

Once a Comité is being established potential representatives are being contacted. Often it is not easy 
for the general managers to reach them, as they live dispersed and far from the cities where the Comités 

de Cuenca are located. This is the case even more so with marginalized people: it takes longer to 
integrate them into the Comité de Cuenca, as the case of Arriaga shows, or may not materialize 
because no extra effort is being made to actively integrate them into the Comités. The only general 
manager that stated to be focussing explicitly on marginalized people was the general manager of the 
Comité de Cuenca in Pijijiapan. 

To sum up, the participation within the Comité is without barriers even though it appears still 
discriminating against certain income groups, migrants, women and youth. There are plans to include 
more women, but these attempts should also be carried out to raise levels of youth participation. Those 
participating rarely experience a degree of marginalization and possess at least some property, for 
example in the form of a ranch. In order to ensure that REDD+ will be inclusive, a much bigger effort 
needs to be made as it will be hard to reach, convince and retain marginalized people within the 
framework as their interests lie primarily on survival. It can be argued that without providing them with 
financial incentives (transportation, compensation for losing days of work and others), it is unlikely 
that they will pay much attention to REDD+. The example of La Concordia demonstrates that clearly, 
where the general manager argues that the indigenous communities are not interested, due to lack of 
financial incentives. As long as marginalized stakeholders with little resources do not receive 
additional aid for their participation, they will not or cannot participate due to resource constraints. 
Losing a day of work and paying for transportation is a big hindrance for people with few financial 
resources. The situation is similar in the other Comités as Chiapas is a fairly mountainous region with 
La Sierra Madre. Roads that go a little further into the hinterland are quite frequently blocked during 
the rainy season, and are generally in bad conditions. Furthermore, it is important to approach them 
instead of waiting until marginalized stakeholders join, as it seems to be the case within most Comité 

                                                        
28 high part 
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de Cuenca. Otherwise, if living in remote villages, they might never hear about REDD+ or simply do 
not grasp what the mechanism could mean for their personal lives. 

 

4.6. Equal benefit-sharing 

Few efforts seem to be made that would qualify as positive discrimination. Examples as in Pijijiapan, 
where funds go straight to single mothers for eco-kitchens, and in Arriaga, where the Comité actively 
encourages the inclusion of more marginalized communities appear to occur relatively rarely. In the 
case of Arriaga this is only a very recent development. Until 2010 a more powerful minority used to 
receive most benefits in Arriaga. These funds were mostly funnelled to the wealthier parts of the 
Comité, which according to the general manager, was supported by the former mayor of Arriaga. The 
Comité, however, has started to tackle the issue, by including more communities. Within the last year 
the number of communities within the Comité rose from 10 to 22 and will soon reach 32. This way the 
general manger promises that power will be more equally distributed within the voting procedure. This 
is underlined by representatives of water users perceiving the communities, hence themselves, as 
greatest beneficiaries of the activities of the Comité de Cuenca, as argued by all except from a 
representative in the Comité de Cuenca de La Concordia. He argued that those in the upper part which 
is better organized, receive more benefits. At the same time he complaint about the organization of the 
lower part (parte baja), which manages its self-organisation fairly well. This argumentation was 
supported through nodding by the general manager of La Concordia. 

CONAGUA and the municipalities have a shared responsibility in distributing benefits, which are both 
required by the National Water Law to provide to the Comités. A technician of the Comité de Cuenca 

de Cahoatan stated that the management of the Comité has to collect original bills or provide certified 
copies of expenses to ensure accountability. Significant problems have been reported however, as in 
various Comités money appears to be misappropriated, especially when buying equipment, such as 
trees for reforestation, where corruption is rife. Hence the process is undermined by bribery, which 
according to the general manager of Comité de Cuenca del Río Cuxtepeques, he himself is guilty of 
when a technician from the Chiapanecan Forestry Commission had to determine how many trees he 
could fell29. Other cases of corruption were, as pointed out earlier in Huehuetan and Pijijiapan, the 
illegal extraction of materials from local rivers. However, despite written complaints to different 
governmental institutions neither of them has received replies up until to May 2011.  

So far the government appears to only finance public works and provide funds for specific project 
proposals such as sustainable fisheries. According to many representatives most projects do not receive 
funding despite them meeting the criteria and an application process lasting various years. Investments 
that have been made through the Comités de Cuenca are, for example, the dams in Huehuetan and 
Pijijiapan. There, temporary employment is being organized through so called Comités para Obras 
(Work-Committees) that have a president, secretary and treasurer who are all from the affected 
community. An example is the deepening of the riverbed in Huehuetan to prevent flooding. That way 
locals, particularly unemployed people, could receive financial benefits through doing public works. In 
addition, stakeholders are out for personal benefits such as short-term employment and other financial 
benefits. The Comité de Cuenca offers primarily the former according to the general manager of the 
Comité de Cuenca del Río Mapastepec. He further added that the distribution mechanism for this is 
complex due to the problem of paternalism. He argues that the only way to provide more benefits to 
the poor is in the form of presents, as they do not have the capital on their own to contribute a certain 
amount to the investment. However, if it is in the form of presents they are likely to resell it to make a 
little profit and buy alcoholic beverages instead. To prevent such a scenario the government establishes 
Grupos de corresponsabilidad

30. 

Therefore, financial benefits seem to be shared equally through, for example, work-committees. 
However, the cases of corruption that were noted (Huehuetan and Pijijiapan) or heard of through 
anecdotal evidence (La Concordia), appear to represent a rather widespread pattern. This fits into 
Transparency International’s perception of corruption in Mexico (Transparency International 2010). 
This can have detrimental effects for REDD+ as important aspects may be overlooked at higher 

                                                        
29 According to the general manager the bribe increased the area allowed to be felled from 10 to 20% 
30 Groups of corresponsibility 
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institutional levels, which can result in e.g. land-grabbing by elites through misstating property rights. 
Innovative mechanisms have to be found to avoid business as usual, which would most likely end up as 
REDD+ having significant trouble with corruption that even Interpol reported about (Vidal 2009, 
2010). Hence from that perspective the safeguard has not been fulfilled and needs serious 
improvements. 

 

4.7. Use of traditional decision-making methods 

Various representatives of water users stated that the greatest power lies with general managers. 
However, the researcher would dispute that notion, as it was strongly felt during both interviews with 
general managers and conversations with various representatives that general managers acted much 
more like facilitators focussed on consensus. The technician from the Comité de Cuenca del Río 

Cahoacan stated that the decision-making process closely resembles that of the ejidos who also have a 
voting procedure with a coordinator, secretary and general. The only difference appears to be that the 
coordinator in the Comité has the right to veto whereas in the ejido that is not the case. The general 
manager of the Comité de Cuenca del Río Huixtla disagreed stating that they both have the right to 
veto. As a whole the process of decision-making does not visibly differ. Perhaps upon a closer 
examination differences occur; however, the basic methodologies are the same, thus it can be argued 
that this social safeguard is met, thus also sufficiently implemented for REDD+ 

 

5. Discussion 

In order to understand the argumentation it is necessary to remind the reader of the specific social 
context in Chiapas in chapter 1.3. 

The results have been mixed. Some social safeguards are already being applied, such as ensuring 
traditional decision-making, or the contrary, as has largely been the case with the Complaint 
Mechanism. It is a positive sign that all safeguards were implemented at least partially, thus social 
safeguards under REDD+ can be implemented with the lessons learned from the watershed-
management program. Table 16 outlines the result for every safeguard and summarizes the 
discussion on whether these are sufficient for REDD+. 
 

Social safeguards 
Watershed 

management program 
Sufficient for REDD+? 

Complaint Mechanism Partially No 

Consideration and Usage of Local 
Knowledge Yes Partially 

Full and Effective Participation Partially Partially 

Free Prior and Informed Consent Yes Unknown 

Inclusion of Marginalized Stakeholders Partially No 

Equitable Benefit-Sharing Partially No 

Traditional Methods of Decision-Making Yes Yes 
 

 

The implementation of free, prior and informed consent is the most difficult to preview, as REDD+ 
will be implemented nationally and it is not clear yet whether participation can be chosen. While 
keeping in mind that significant opposition has already built up to REDD+ amongst the left political 
spectrum and indigenous people, free, prior and informed consent may be hard to implement if the 
mechanism is supposed to be implemented nationally. If that is the case it will also be much more 

Table 16: Are social safeguards sufficiently implemented in the watershed-management program to be 
used for REDD+ 
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likely that there will be stakeholders that will feel excluded from the process as they do not speak 
Spanish as a first language, but for example Mam as in La Sierra Madre de Chiapas. A danger here is 
that institutions that deal with REDD+ are understaffed as is the case within the watershed-
management program. It takes a lot of much time and effort to integrate marginalized stakeholders and 
to deal with complaints. The former requires training and the latter often an extensive analysis. 

The core strength of the Comités is that no one is barred from participating, demonstrating a very open 
structure. In addition, all those participating  have a vote or at least the opportunity to voice their 
concerns, thus showing that the decision-making structure is relatively flat with little authority. To 
REDD+ a similar structure should and can be applied. If possible, more interaction should happen with 
stakeholders in REDD+ as representatives in the watershed-management program desired more 
communication with authorities, especially through workshops, thus indicating that exchanging 
perspectives is highly appreciated amongst water users and confirmed by Dienel (1989), Kathlene et al 

(1991), Stewart et al (1994), Crosby (1995), Rowe et al (2000, 2004). This would be a great 
precondition to reduce the distrust between stakeholders, which is also reflected in the Declaration of 
Patihuitz (2011) that states:  

We need access to adequate information in order to decide how to best confront global 
warming. The Federal and State governments give priority to solutions proposed by 
transnational coprorations and international governments, rather than hearing the demands 
voiced by campesinos and indigenous peoples. 
 

However, as postulated by Renn et al (2009), being inclusive and open to social groups does not 
guarantee constructive cooperation. Especially with so much distrust to resolve it will take a lot of time 
to integrate different stakeholders while avoiding a collapse of the participatory process. In the 
watershed-management process this is not functioning that well, as marginalized people, especially 
youth and women, are rarely being considered. Here authorities seem to be doing a better job with 
REDD+, as the government has already organized numerous workshops to exchange opinions between 
different stakeholders in order to form the legal framework. A simple reason could very well be 
funding, which appears more abundant for REDD+. 

The most important challenge to overcome will be to bring civil society together to collaborate. 
Without creating trust this will not work and trust can only be created if attitudes change within the 
authorities in favour of innovative approaches to fight corruption and create a participatory mechanism. 
It is theorized that REDD+ has to be regarded as legitimate as possible through having a very process-
oriented focus. Thus, it is being postulated that the REDD+ process should focus primarily on 
Wittmers’ (2006) concept of “social dynamics” as presented in Table 2. Initially, the objectives must 
be 1) changing behaviour and 2) changing perspectives through a lot of learning for all stakeholders. 
That learning process can facilitate the empowerment of especially marginalized stakeholders that 
would presumably create mutual respect and turn the REDD+ process legitimate in the eyes of its 
current opposition. Although knowledge management and legitimacy are also relevant, they are 
secondary to  social dynamics, as neither information nor the outcome are of utmost importance, but as 
is the cooperation with civil society. Various attributes of the concept of legitimacy, such as 
transparency of rules and accountability, would certainly greatly help create a basis of trust. The more 
output oriented “effectiveness” should be introduced only once the first stages have been applied. A 
similar judgement has to be made in regard to the model of Renn et al. (2009). The concepts of 
“emancipatory" and “deliberative” are considered most crucial for the process. The former because as 
of what Fisher (2005) describes as the focus ensuring that less privileged groups of society are given 
the opportunity to have their voices heard and use participation to empower them, which is similar to 
Wilmer’s “social dynamics” due to its focus on empowerment. The latter is important as it states that 
by including relevant arguments and reaching consensus one can improve the perceived legitimacy of 
the process as everyone feels like having a say. Care needs to be taken in regard to what Tsebelis 
(1995) calls the increase of veto-players present in each institutional layer. As REDD+ has up to seven 
institutional layers, it can have numerous veto players that increase the probability of misinterpretation 
of the original policy programme, provide insufficient resources and have opposing interests (Pressman 
1984). It is strongly advised that the policy mechanism is designed in a way that incorporates these 
potential problems. Social safeguards will ensure that there is a balance between the decision-making 
for REDD+ and in terms of representativeness between different parts of the government and civil 
society. If those that stand to benefit from social safeguards are included, it is much more likely that 
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social safeguards are actually implemented as required under international law. Concluding the 
discussion the research questions can be summarized as follow: 

 

Are REDD+-relevant social safeguards already implemented in Chiapas through Mexico’s 

watershed-management program? 

Partially they are; however, much is missing (Table 14) in order to fully implement the social 
safeguards required under REDD+. As a result the authorities can build on some capacity that is 
required to do so, but much remains to be done in order to implement social safeguards as required 
under international law. 

 

Will the social safeguards already implemented through the watershed-management program 

be sufficient for REDD+? 

Generally speaking no, especially because REDD+ is more complex than the watershed-management 
mechanism. REDD+ has a bigger institutional hierarchy, involves more funding and touches the 
life’s of more people thus turning them into stakeholders. 

 

6. Recommendations 

Five key recommendations for the process of implementing REDD+ could be identified through the 
lessons learned from Mexico’s watershed-management program. With the implementation of these 
recommendations it will be likely that social safeguards under REDD+ will be adhered to and that the 
final outcome of the implementation of REDD+ in Chiapas will be successful. However it must be kept 
in mind that development work is extremely complex. Henceforth, the implementation of any of these 
recommendations can have unforeseen positive as well as negative repercussions. 

Expanding the timeframe for the implementation of REDD+ 
As the watershed-management program has shown, it takes considerable time to establish a 
participatory process, especially when those at the margins of society are to be included. Hence it is 
strongly recommended that the government revise its ambitious plan to implement REDD+ with a pilot 
phase as short as two years. In Chiapas REDD+ might fail due to a lack of trust between stakeholders, 
hence authorities should first try to ensure that the level of trust is raised. This, however, can take a 
very long time and should possibly be done simultaneously with the implementation of REDD+ in 
places where communities voluntarily want to participate. 

Ensuring that the process is being regarded as legitimate 
According to Bohman (1997) there has been a shift towards emancipatory and deliberative in recent 
years. These are likely to be the most useful conceptual approaches for REDD+ in Chiapas, as due to 
the prevailing distrust the process needs to gain a lot of legitimacy before being accepted by all or at 
least the majority of stakeholders. It will be extremely hard to convince key stakeholders who are 
vehemently opposed to REDD+, such as indigenous people, to participate. Therefore, if the principle of 
Free Prior and Informed Consent shall be upheld, it would not even be possible to implement REDD+ 
nationwide, taking into account the large territory ejidos possess. As a result it is argued that it must be 
of utmost priority to provide the process with a legitimate appearance, meaning maximum participation 
and decision-making power of all layers of society. Here it is recommended that positive 
discrimination is applied by providing active support to those that may not manage to attend meetings 
and conferences that concern REDD+ in Chiapas in order to foster communication with the opposition. 

Ensuring accountability to prevent corruption 
Mexico is 98th on the Corruption Perception Index (Transparency International 2010) thus corruption 
pertain all parts of life. If REDD+ is simply being administered through the already existing 
institutions then it can be expected that the experience will be similar to that of the watershed-
management mechanism. Therefore, it is strongly advised that separate communication channels are to 
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be developed to ensure accountability to prevent cases of corruption. If that is not done then little hope 
remains that trust can be infused to improve relations between stakeholders. In the watershed-
management program, where representatives of water users could witness cases of corruption, 
complain about them and nothing would be undertaken. The same, however, counts for non-
governmental organizations like Conservation International, whose name has a negative attachment in 
civil society. Preventive mechanism to combat corruption need to be a principal topic before the 
implementation of REDD+. 

Integrate top-down and bottom-up communication 
Although it can be said that having five institutional levels like the watershed-management program is 
quite a lot, REDD+ will have seven. As a result, it is even more important for REDD+ to establish one 
or more channels of bottom-up communication that transfer knowledge from lower institutional levels 
up to the United Nations. It can be argued that they already exist in the form of the UN Permanent 
Forum on Indigenous Issues, or by civil society attending the UNFCCC summit. However, this process 
can and should be strengthened, especially by integrating it into the decision-making process. Doing so 
can help reducing misunderstandings, which is one of the main reasons for the prevailing distrust. Just 
as important as bottom-up communication is top-down communication. Stakeholders need to be 
informed what participation in REDD+ would mean to them. At the moment there is too much polemic 
in the debate with stakeholders often lacking a general understanding of what REDD+ stands for. 

Further decentralizing governance structures 
An interesting development would be to allow for further decentralization, which already happened 
during the last decade and enabled ejidos to control large tracks of forests. This decentralization would 
enable further capacity development for self-organization of local groups that ensure better social 
control, acceptance and compliance (Ostrom et al. 1961). Here authorities have to be careful on how 
they consider the priorities of locals in regard to their effort and time, which as everything else is a 
scarce resource (Chess et al. 1998). A decentralized scenario would partially fulfil the demand voiced 
in the Declaration of Patihuitz  (2011) stating: 

As peoples and communities we take the conservation of natural resources into our own 
hands. We will be fomenting new forms of organization for action and protest to make our 
initiatives and our proposals heard. 
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Appendices 

A1: Questionnaire given to representatives of water users (Original version in Spanish) 
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