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Research by the Rights Lab has explored the nexus of
modern slavery, deforestation, and climate change action
via UN’s “Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and
Forest Degradation” (REDD+) programme.

Key research findings
The key findings across the research were that:
1. Locations where populations are most reliant on
forests and their ecosystems services for subsistence
and development are also areas where modern slavery
persists.
2. There exists a co-occurrence between modern slavery
and tree loss due to a number of activities such as
mining, illegal logging and agricultural practices. The
correlation between tree loss and modern slavery is
complex but not coincidental.
3. There is a positive relationship between stronger
environmental protections and lower estimated cases
of modern slavery.
4. Conservation activities that do not consider the effects
of modern slavery may be less effective, as modern
slavery frequently provides the labour force needed to
illegally clear land and deforest.
5. Many vulnerabilities to modern slavery identified in
forests overlap with issues the REDD+ programme
seeks to address.
6. REDD+ provides an opportunity to integrate and
mainstream antislavery initiatives to support progress
toward key social-ecological targets; thus protecting
forests, people, and limiting the overall eﬀects of
climate change.
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Why is this important?
To date, responses to modern slavery, climate change
and environmental degradation have been discrete;
there has been little cross-over and collaboration
between activities and the actors working in each
sector.
However, Rights Lab research has shown that
activities involving deforestation are high-risk for
modern slavery. Therefore incorporating antislavery
interventions with REDD+ programmes would improve
efficiencies, target populations that are more
vulnerable, protect the environment, and support the
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs).
Identifying synergies between conservation and
antislavery action and policy could accelerate and/or
improve the likelihood of attaining the SDGs by 2030.
With the deadline for renewal of REDD+ extended to
the 31st December 2021, now is the time to take action
to integrate these measures.

Recommendations for REDD+
Programme & Partner Countries
● Create opportunities for antislavery actors to
participate in REDD+ programme conversations at
a local, national and international level, and invite
their collaboration in REDD+ programme design
wherever feasible.
● Request that REDD+ country partners detail how
they are assessing and responding to modern
slavery risk, as part of their national strategy,
reporting on progress in relation to the wider
safeguards.1
● Support the development and delivery of a pilot
scheme to test the efficacy and impact of
incorporating antislavery tools into REDD+
programming.
● Provide guidance and training for frontline
environmental responders in REDD+ partner
countries to identify and report potential signs of
modern slavery, lifting the burden on victims to selfreport.

https://redd.unfccc.int/fact-sheets/safeguards.html
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Research overview
Environmental degradation, climate change and modern
slavery intersect but are often treated as separate issues.
The relationship between the issues is cyclical; modern
slavery is linked to activities that can lead to forest
degradation, which is linked to climate change (limiting
carbon sequestration and increasing CO2 emissions),
which in turn, increases risk of workers being subjected to
modern slavery (climate change impacts can lead to food
insecurity and loss of livelihoods increasing vulnerability to
exploitation). This nexus needs to be at the forefront of all
three movements, going forward. To this end, there needs
to greater collaboration across sectors to identify the
synergies between conservation and antislavery action and
policies.

Tree loss
Tree loss, and predicted future tree loss, in four countries
(Brazil, Ghana, Indonesia and Mozambique) was
compared with estimates of modern slavery prevalence in
the same areas. These countries have experienced tree
loss associated with industries known to have high rates of
modern slavery.
The modern slavery estimates were taken from the Global
Slavery Index (2016) modelled against the Environmental
Performance Index.ii To determine modern slavery levels
associated with tree loss, the International Labour
Organisation (ILO) and Walk Free estimates of people
trapped in agriculture, forestry, quarrying and mining
(sectors known to contribute to tree loss and degradation)
were used. These were then compared with the potential
losses from deforestation caused by modern slavery—
calculated by identifying rates of illegal logging from a
number of sources. There was found to be a positive
relationship between stronger environmental protections
and lower estimated cases of modern slavery.

Vulnerability to modern slavery on a national level is
classiﬁed by Walk Free into ﬁve categories (addressing
23 risk factors); in which they include environmental
performance indicators. From an individualistic
perspective, poverty, education, and employment
opportunities, climate change and environmental
degradation, are seen as critical ‘push’ factors into
modern slavery. Some of these vulnerabilities are
reﬂected in the aims, and issues, associated with
REDD +, in particular, governance, inequality, and
basic needs.
Existing criticisms of REDD+ include the idea that it is
‘fragmented’, ‘patchy’ and ‘uncoordinated’ and that its
‘top-down approach’ to finance, results in higher
estimated implementation costs, compared to locally
oriented approaches.iv These criticisms could be
counteracted by tying achievement and funding to
clearly defined social issues known to hinder
environmental conservation, such as by integrating
antislavery objectives into REDD+ work. Advancement
of local multi-sector ‘bottom-up’ action could include
antislavery tools.

Survivor support
Environmental destruction and associated crimes are
often more recognisable than hidden modern slavery
abuses and because of this, representatives from
environmental agencies are often inadvertently first
responders to modern slavery cases. However,
because of existing issues over jurisdiction, there is a
lack of impetus to report these cases. A more holistic,
integrated approach to modern slavery and REDD+
could provide training on identifying and reporting
modern slavery in cases of environmental crime, which
would provide greater opportunity for detection and
remove the burden of reporting from survivors.

REDD+ and antislavery action

REDD+ renewal and refresh

The UN’S REDD+ programme has evolved from a marketfocused emissions reduction mechanism with an emphasis
on forest degradation to one that encompasses
‘conservation, sustainable management and enhancement
of forest carbon stocks’.iii

The expiration of the current term of REDD+ funding
will occur on 31st December 2021, and will be then up
for renewal. Given the congruency of REDD+ and
antislavery communities, its renewal is a pertinent
opportunity to integrate antislavery initiatives into
REDD+, which is of mutual benefit to both sectors.
REDD+ provides an opportunity to integrate and
mainstream antislavery initiatives to support progress
toward key social-ecological targets; thus protecting
forests, people, and limiting the overall eﬀects of
climate change.

REDD+ is partnered with 65 countries and more than
350 projects had been operationalised in national
strategies by the end of 2018. A number of projects
currently focus on afforestation/reforestation, whilst
others address emissions.
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