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Covering an area larger than Western Europe, across six countries, the Congo Basin 

constitutes the second largest rainforest in the world and the Earth’s most effective 

single carbon sink: its annual net-carbon dioxide absorption is six times that of the 

Amazon rainforest. These forests and peatlands are critical to tackling the global 

climate crisis as they naturally absorb 4% of global emissions every year – over double 

the UK’s annual output. 

The Congo Basin forests are also vital for African growth and stability, with an 

estimated 40 million people living within them, and 80 million people directly reliant on 

them for food, health, and livelihood needs. These forests provide significant amounts 

of rainfall to nations across the entire continent, including most of the rainfall across 

Central Africa. They also moderate air temperatures within the region: without these 

forests it is estimated that local temperatures would be 3-4 degrees Celsius higher. 

However, this vital resource is being destroyed at an alarming pace. On current trends 

approximately a quarter of undisturbed forest present in 2020 will disappear by 2050 

– an area the size of France. Unlike the commercially driven deforestation of the 

Amazon and Southeast Asia, this destruction is driven overwhelmingly by poverty, and 

there are linkages too with the conflict in eastern DRC, illegal mining and informal 

trade. 

Thus, the need for catalytic action is more urgent than ever. There are immense 

opportunities for leveraging change that would have a significant impact on livelihoods 

within the region and help to address the global biodiversity and climate crises. 

The Congo Basin Pledge that was developed at COP26 in 2021 committed to mobilise 

$1.5 billion for Congo Basin countries to preserve their forests. As that Pledge nears its 
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end, attention is now turning to how to ensure the region continues to benefit from 

international climate finance in a more uncertain regional and global geopolitical 

context. 

This high-level roundtable retreat provided a discreet environment for constructive 

discussions among a range of decision-makers and other experts, towards agreeing a 

process to deliver a successor to the Pledge and a roadmap for its development prior 

to COP30.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wilton Park reports are brief summaries of the main points and conclusions of a 

conference. The reports reflect rapporteurs’ personal interpretations of the 

proceedings. As such they do not constitute any institutional policy of Wilton 

Park nor do they necessarily represent the views of the rapporteur. Wilton Park 

reports and any recommendations contained therein are for participants and 

are not a statement of policy for Wilton Park, the Foreign, Commonwealth and 

Development Office (FCDO) or His Majesty’s Government. 
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Lessons from the Congo Basin Pledge 

The critical role of forests for tackling climate change was highlighted at COP26, with 

over 100 leaders signing the Glasgow Leaders’ Declaration to halt and reverse 

deforestation and land degradation by 2030. It was in this context that the Congo 

Basin Pledge was developed. This sought to shine a spotlight on the region’s forests as 

their importance for global and regional climate systems had not been sufficiently 

recognised by the international community. Under the Pledge, 12 donors made an 

initial commitment to provide at least $1.5 billion of financing over the period 2021-

2025 to support efforts to protect and maintain the region’s forests and peatlands.    

This financial commitment was met in 2023, with $1.8 billion dispersed to the region by 

the end of that year1, and it has since been exceeded. In reflecting on the 

achievements of the Pledge, participants noted that it had served to raise the profile of 

the region internationally, improving understanding of the global importance of its 

forests, both internationally and in the region. Furthermore, it had increased 

awareness of the critical role of Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities (IPLCs) as 

stewards of the region’s forests. Political will amongst the region’s leaders to protect 

and improve management of the region’s forests was also considered to have 

increased, and a wide range of governance reforms had resulted.  

However, it was highlighted that certain aspects of the Pledge and its implementation 

could have been improved. A lack of coordination amongst donors was noted, which 

led to some duplication of effort. Funding was also at times unpredictable, and the 

processes for accessing funds were often complex and lengthy. In particular, it often 

proved challenging for funding to reach locally-led initiatives, including those driven by 

IPLCs. 

The development of proposals was initially slow, hindering the disbursement of funds. 

It was commented that an important factor underlying this was the lack of involvement 

of the governments of the Congo Basin in developing the Pledge. Information about 

the allocation and disbursement of funds was also considered to be insufficient, as well 

as a lack of detail on what the impacts of the Pledge should be. This lack of 

 

 

1 Congo Basin Forest Partnership (2024) Congo Basin Pledge Report 2023. November 
2024. https://pfbc-cbfp.org/en/thematics/congo-basin-pledge 

https://pfbc-cbfp.org/en/thematics/congo-basin-pledge
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transparency hindered efforts to monitor outcomes and to evaluate the effectiveness 

of the various interventions.  

What should the vision be for a future partnership?  

In spite of some of the shortfalls in its implementation, there was strong support for 

building on the Pledge and for establishing a new framework for regional and 

international partnership for the region. It was highlighted that the region continues to 

face a huge shortfall in both financial resources and in capacity despite the importance 

of its forests. Thus, the need for a fair deal for the Congo Basin’s people and forests 

was emphasised.  

A priority for any future commitment was that it must be based on genuine partnership 

between all of the parties involved, from its development through to implementation. 

In particular, there is a need to move away from donor-recipient relationships, both in 

the language used and in practice. The establishment of systems for transparency and 

accountability were considered an integral part of this.  

Any future commitment should not only focus on the provision of funding but should 

also include other forms of cooperation, such as policy and technical dialogues and 

exchanges, and capacity building. To reflect this, rather than using the term ‘pledge’, it 

was suggested that other terminology such as ‘compact’ or ‘fair deal’ might be more 

appropriate.  

In considering the scope of a future partnership, this needs to look beyond 

conservation, to also encompass livelihoods, prosperity and economic development. 

Meeting the priorities of those living in and around the region’s forests are fundamental 

to ensuring their protection, and these forests should be considered for their potential 

in enabling sustainable economic growth.  

The current geo-political context, with a decline in support for multilateralism and a 

significant reduction in Official Development Assistance (ODA), will present challenges 

for any successor to the Pledge. Thus, additional sources of finance will be needed, 

requiring the engagement of new donors, and the use of a wide range of financing 

mechanisms, including innovative instruments to access new sources of finance. Any 

future financing will need to be predictable and sustainable into the long-term, both of 

which will be facilitated by expanding and diversifying sources of finance.   
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Despite the challenging global context, the importance of maintaining a strong 

commitment to the region was emphasised. COP30 presents an important 

opportunity to launch a renewed commitment, given the high-profile that will be given 

to tropical forests by its hosts, Brazil. 

Tackling barriers to attracting finance 

The availability of, and access to, long-term and predictable finance remains 

insufficient in the Congo Basin. Africa, home to nine of the ten countries that are most 

vulnerable to climate change, receives only between 3 to 4% of global climate 

finance.2 This is the case both for donor funding (public and philanthropic) and 

investment finance (private sector and public). 

There are many reasons for this. One important factor is the challenging governance 

context in the region, including limited institutional capacity, unclear regulatory and 

policy frameworks, insufficient coordination between ministries and sectors, and 

political instability. 

As a result, both donors and investors are often cautious about providing finance. 

While this is understandable, they are often overly cautious: on the part of donors, this 

may in part reflect a limited capacity or willingness to tolerate higher levels of risk. This 

has led to the development of arduous approval processes, as well as a tendency to 

rely on international institutions, rather than engaging with country partners and 

domestic institutions to address these challenges. For investors, the business 

environment in the region can be unpredictable, due to political and economic 

instability. However, the risks are often perceived to be higher than they are in reality, 

in part because of a lack of in-depth knowledge of the region. Even where investors do 

have a good understanding of the risks and are willing to pursue a project, it may not be 

economically feasible to do so because the costs of borrowing are high.  

 

 

2 African Development Bank (2024), COP29: African Leaders Urge Rapid Increase in 
Climate Finance for Adaptation and Green Growth. November 2024. 
https://www.afdb.org/en/news-and-events/cop29-african-leaders-urge-rapid-
increase-climate-finance-adaptation-and-green-growth-
78689#:~:text=At%20the%20same%20time%2C%20the,this%20to%2010%25%20b
y%202030. 
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A number of potential solutions to help address these challenges were discussed, 

which can be grouped into 3 categories: 

• Improving the governance and business environment 

• Improving the knowledge economy  

• Facilitating access to finance  

To improve governance and the business environment: 

• Establish clear policies and rule. The governments of the region could work 

together to develop legal frameworks and potentially harmonise these at the 

regional level, for example, for carbon finance and for the timber sector. 

Strengthening land-use governance, for example, through improved mapping 

and the reconciliation of concessional rights, is also important to encourage 

investment.  

• Strengthen institutions, within government and beyond. Increased 

institutional capacity can help to overcome some of the ‘absorption’ 

constraints for international finance, particularly through enhanced fiduciary 

capacity within government. Strong civil society institutions are also an 

important element of a good business environment, including SME 

cooperatives, business associations, and NGOs.  

• Investment in public infrastructure. The establishment of reliable public 

infrastructure, including transport and information technology, is an important 

means of reducing the costs of doing business and so can facilitate private 

investment.  

To strengthen the knowledge economy: 

• Strengthen research and build expertise. Drawing on both scientific and 

traditional knowledge will enable a better understanding of the region’s natural 

ecosystems, their diverse values and economic potential. This is important in 

providing a sound basis for policymaking and implementation, including the 

elaboration of particular financial instruments. For example, in-depth 

knowledge of the region’s natural assets is essential for the development of 

mechanisms for Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) and for natural capital 

accounting. In addition, robust data is important for enabling the identification 

of opportunities for investment within the nature-based economy.  
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To increase the accessibility of finance:  

• More feasible and flexible financing conditions: Donors and public 

financiers (IFIs) including the climate funds such as GEF and GCF should adopt 

more feasible and flexible conditions for their funding, as well as quicker 

approval processes, both for accrediting beneficiary organisations and 

approving projects themselves. More broadly, it was considered that they 

should accept more risk, which could be facilitated through more in-depth 

engagement with the countries, as well as undertaking more extensive 

research, to better understand the risks and to find ways to mitigate these.  

• Early engagement with more risk-averse investors: An important role for 

public finance is to provide de-risking for other investors. For example, this can 

be implemented through the provision of credit enhancement, or guarantees 

for carbon markets or for other mechanisms. To bring in more risk-averse 

investors, it was noted that it is important to talk with them as early as possible, 

to identify what is needed to enable them to engage financially.  

• Increasing access to finance at the local level:  Local financial flows are as 

crucial as international. Financial institutions at the local level are of vital 

importance for rural economies and for the SMEs that are the engine room of 

the economy, but they often lack expertise in sustainability and in nature-based 

investments. Capacity strengthening on these issues for local banks, for 

example, on nature-based investments would enable them to support those 

wishing to pursue such opportunities and facilitate economic diversification. 

IFIs could also work to enable their access to capital 

Leveraging additional sources of finance  

Globally, the availability of ODA has declined, with a marked drop in 2025 under the 

new US administration, among others. Given this decline, ensuring the effective use of 

the available funding has become even more important, and also, diversifying sources 

of funding.  

An important role for public funding is to leverage additional sources of finance. This 

can be achieved in a number of ways, as outlined above. Thus, public finance can be 

used to support improvements in governance, research and in infrastructure, and to 

de-risk investments by providing guarantees or insurance, for example for carbon 

markets. 
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Another important source of finance is that of domestic public finance. Increasing this 

source of financing is important, not just because ODA is limited but also because it is 

unreliable, as has been evident in recent years. While the Congo Basin countries are 

already deploying public finance to support their agendas for sustainable development 

and green growth, its potential has not been fully tapped. One major reason for this is 

that they have high debt burdens which are a significant drain on public finances. 

Reducing these debts could be achieved through debt for nature swaps, or through 

taking into consideration a country’s natural assets as part of their debt negotiations. 

Avenues to increase public finance could also be identified through strengthening the 

fiduciary capabilities within government and by supporting accountability initiatives. In 

addition, fiscal reforms could be implemented to provide additional sources of finance, 

including sources of funding for PES schemes, for example, through increasing taxes 

on extractive industries or raising levies on exports, as is the case in Cameroon with 

government support for cocoa and coffee producers. 

Another way to increase the availability of finance is to increase the range of financial 

instruments being used. PES is one instrument that is being developed within the 

region and debt-for-nature swaps have been implemented on a small scale. REDD+ 

initiatives are underway, and carbon markets are also being developed. Concessional 

finance is another important tool, for example, it can be used by governments to 

provide loans to companies for implementing sustainability practices, or to fund 

infrastructure initiatives. 

A particular challenge for the Congo Basin region has been that much of the climate 

finance for forests has only been available for those areas experiencing high rates of 

deforestation, which has not been the case for many parts of the region.  

There are a number of mechanisms being developed for such contexts. One of these is 

the Tropical Forests Forever Facility (TFFF), an initiative of the Brazilian government. 

This was considered to be a potential source of long-term and predictable finance for 

the region, although there needs to be further dialogue to ensure that it is adapted to 

the Congo Basin context. There is no one solution however, and so a range of 

instruments should be explored and implemented. Furthermore, in addition to 

exploring new instruments, the importance of reducing flows of finance to activities 

that are driving deforestation was also highlighted. Repurposing subsidies is important 

for achieving this, and natural capital accounting can also be highly effective in shifting 

economic decision-making in favour of forests and the natural world.  
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Increasing engagement 

Changing the narrative  

A key theme that was highlighted during the discussions was that the Congo Basin and 

its forests remain poorly understood internationally, including within Africa itself. There 

is limited awareness both of their importance for the Earth’s climate and life-support 

systems, and of their immense potential for supporting resilient, thriving economies. 

Rather, the predominant narrative for the region is one of poverty, instability and 

conflict, feeding into perceptions that investing in the region is too risky or that there 

are limited opportunities for the international community to support change.  

There is huge potential to weave a different narrative, one that can bring together the 

needs for both forest conservation and sustainable development: the importance of 

the Congo Basin forests as a global carbon sink, as a source of rainfall for large parts of 

Africa, as the home of immense biodiversity, as the source of livelihoods for millions of 

rural people. There is also a need to provide positive stories, focused on how people 

and businesses are transforming lives, and on new scientific discoveries. These need 

to be based on robust evidence and rooted in the priorities of people living and working 

in the region.  

Highlighting the opportunities for business in the region will also be important. 

Implementing a strategy for the region and its economy to establish a brand for 

sustainable, quality timber and other products from the Congo Basin could help attract 

investment and drive ambition and growth.  

Any framing will need to be carefully developed, to ensure its accuracy and credibility. 

Further, there is value in testing out narratives with different audiences, to identify the 

best entry points, which are often not those that are assumed.  

Any strategy must avoid creating competition between the different forest regions. 

Achieving positive outcomes for the world’s forests will be best achieved by those 

from the different forested regions working collaboratively. In particular, in preparing 

for COP30, it will be important to engage with Brazil and to work together towards 

ambitious outcomes for tropical forests, and to progress the agenda of indigenous 

peoples and local communities.  

Existing regional institutions and networks should work to develop a vision for the 

region, including both government institutions, namely, the Congo Basin Forest 
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Partnership (CBFP) and The Central African Forest Commission (COMIFAC), as well as 

civil society networks, including REPALEAC, the Network of Indigenous Peoples and 

Local Communities for the Sustainable Management of Forest Ecosystems in Central 

Africa.  

Strengthening & building a constituency within the Congo Basin 

Within the region, while many people depend on its forests for their livelihoods, 

awareness of their global importance and of the potential for alternative economic 

models is mixed. Deeper engagement with all stakeholders and the wider public will 

help to explore future directions for the region and build consensus around these. 

It is important to maintain and strengthen grassroots constituencies through 

empowering local communities and Indigenous Peoples. Facilitating community 

forums and implementing environmental education programmes could assist in this 

regard. Harnessing the energy and expertise of civil society is also important, including 

through enabling their participation in policy platforms and facilitating civil society 

monitors. Additionally, academia and local and traditional expertise could be mobilised, 

and this knowledge disseminated through public data portals. 

The private sector is another important partner, as they have a role in supporting 

nature-based solutions and the green economy. This could be facilitated through 

establishing forums for sustainable business for example.  

Finally, the important role of storytelling was emphasised and of engaging with the 

arts. The media has a critical role to play. As well as supporting transparency and 

accountability, the media can help to bring people together, provide a platform for 

marginalised groups and support education. The local media can play an important role 

in supporting these goals as it often has a strong commitment to serve its community 

and could be supported through training and through ensuring access to stories. 

Crafting a roadmap  

A shared vision and framework for action is needed ahead of COP30. As a first step, a 

core coordinating group to fully develop a roadmap and oversee implementation 

towards COP will be formed. It was suggested that this could be under the auspices of 

CBFP, to foster initial actions and steps. The need for close engagement with the 

Brazilian government was also noted.  
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Elements that will be included within the roadmap include:  

Element  Next steps 

1. Vision & scope 
• Build core coordinating group, under CBFP auspices (to include regional 

and partner countries, regional institutions and international financial 

institutions) 

• Organise High Level Dialogue  

• Agree definitions and terminology (shift away from ‘Pledge’, ‘donor’, 

‘recipient’) 

• Set scope and ambition, including utilising sectoral and expert opinion to 

define key objectives and ‘deliverables’ contributing to overall outcomes 

of what follows 

• Build wider coalitions beyond environment ministries for cross 

government buy in and coordination 

• Develop sub-teams to lead work streams 

2. Mobilisation of 

Public Finance 

(Funds) 

• ODA & domestic finance 

• Climate funds & multilateral development banks 

• Philanthropies outreach & advocacy towards mobilisation  

3. Mobilisation of 

Private Finance 

• Identification of private sector investment opportunities  

• Domestic & international finance mobilisation 

• Carbon markets development 

4. Impact  
• Map, aggregate and streamline processes and actions towards 

deliverables to avoid replication 

• Identify avenues to support, strengthen and improve governance and 

existing institutions, including promoting increased regional coherence 

and coordination 

• Develop shared metrics around impact 

• Development of transparency mechanism (monitoring & reporting) and 

connected accountability mechanisms for all stakeholders 

• Identification of initiatives to connect and support at all levels  

• Invest in scientific and related research to enhance the underlying the 

evidence-base for policymaking. 

5. Engagement  
• Develop narrative encapsulating conservation, development and 

prosperity, and linked communications strategy   

• Local communities and indigenous peoples network integration  

• Engagement with women and youth  

• Platforms for sharing and amplifying traditional knowledge 

• Improve access to science and data to all through appropriate platforms 

and communications methods  

• TFFF complementarity 
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Of critical importance is working in genuine partnership to develop and implement a 

future commitment. It will be necessary to be results and impact focused as well as 

finance focused to foster such a genuine partnership, and sustaining this partnership 

will demand transparency and accountability on all sides. Strong ownership by Congo 

Basin countries and their citizens will be critical for success.  

New models of working will be required to achieve these outcomes, including 

increasing the level of trust in those institutions within the region, and ensuring that 

implementation is developed in consultation with representatives of local and 

community organisations. Thus, a commitment should be made not just to finance, but 

also to the processes for working together and delivery. 

Throughout the exchange, participants indicated their high level of commitment 

towards continuing to work together and to exploring ways to facilitate a successor to 

the Congo Basin Pledge that will help to both enhance the livelihoods of its people and 

maintain its forests.  

 

 

 

 

Alison Hoare 

Wilton Park | April 2025 

 

Should you wish to read other Wilton Park reports, or participate in upcoming Wilton 

Park events, please consult our website www.wiltonpark.org.uk. 

To receive our monthly bulletin and latest updates, please subscribe to 

www.wiltonpark.org.uk/newsletter 

  

https://www.wiltonpark.org.uk/
http://www.wiltonpark.org.uk/newsletter
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Glossary 

Term Definition 

CBFP  Congo Basin Forest Partnership 

COMIFAC  The Central African Forest Commission 

COP26 26th Conference of the Parties (2021) 

COP30 30th Conference of the Parties (2025) 

GCF Green Climate Fund 

GEF  Global Environment Facility 

IFI International Financial Institution 

IPLCs  Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities 

NGO Non-governmental Organisation 

ODA  Official Development Assistance 

PES  Payment for Ecosystem Services 

REDD+  Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 

Degradation in Developing Countries 

REPALEAC  Indigenous and Local Peoples' Network for the Sustainable 

Management of Forest Ecosystems in Central Africa 

SME  Small/Medium Enterprise 

TFFF  Tropical Forests Forever Facility 
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Wilton Park is a discreet think-space designed for experts and 
policy-makers to engage in genuine dialogue with a network 
of diverse voices, in order to address the most pressing 
challenges of our time.  

enquiries@wiltonpark.org.uk 

Switchboard: +44 (0)1903 815020 

Wilton Park, Wiston House, Steyning,  
West Sussex, BN44 3DZ, United Kingdom 
 
wiltonpark.org.uk 

http://www.wiltonpark.org.uk/

