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K E Y  F I N D I N G S

Carbon markets have become a preferred response of states and corporations to climate change. 
However, some of their problematic assumptions, questionable climate benefits, and risks to the human 
rights of people and communities make them a false climate solution. While many carbon market 
schemes concern forest conservation and afforestation, they are also more recently being promoted for 
agricultural lands and ecosystems, including those owned and managed by small-scale food producers. 
This raises specific concerns for the rights of peasants and other people working in rural areas, which 
need to be addressed. 

Carbon markets require a range of technologies to measure carbon storage and issue and trade carbon 
credits, ranging from remote sensing to so-called artificial intelligence (AI) and digital platforms. This 
complex technological infrastructure and the underlying models require the collection and use of 
enormous amounts of data, add opacity to carbon markets and create an additional layer of power 
imbalances. Data-based technologies are thus central to the financialization of nature and ecosystems 
and the creation of new forms of wealth extraction, exploitation and colonialism.

Colombia has embraced the bioeconomy in general to decarbonize its economy, and carbon markets 
in particular. However, Colombia does not currently have a specific normative framework to regulate 
carbon markets. This situation creates serious risks for the rights of people and communities, including 
peasants, Indigenous Peoples, Afro-Colombian communities and other rural people. 

One project that is currently being implemented in Colombia and aims to connect smallholder farmers 
to global carbon markets is called Asómbrate. A joint project of the Netherlands-based transnational 
bank Rabobank and a non-profit organization called Solidaridad, it promises to generate additional 
income for small-scale coffee and cocoa growers by promoting agroforestry and their participation in 
international carbon trading through a digital platform, called ACORN, which was created by Rabobank. 
In interviews, peasant families participating in the project have expressed concerns about lack of 
information and transparency concerning the collection and use of personal and farm data, lack of 
independent complaint and accountability mechanisms, and indications of changes of farming practices 
by participating peasants that could entail negative environmental and climate impacts. These reports 
point to human rights risks of carbon trading projects involving smallholders, in particular regarding the 
undermining of peasants’ autonomy and self-determination.

To comply with its obligations under international human rights and environmental law, Colombia 
is required to put in place effective frameworks and mechanisms to protect the rights of people and 
communities in the context of carbon markets. Agriculture-related carbon trading projects require 
specific consideration in the context of the recent recognition of peasants as a group requiring special 
protection in Colombia’s Constitution and the implementation of the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Peasants and Other People Working in Rural Areas (UNDROP). Special attention should 
be given in this context to ensure people’s self-determination over data, including their right to decide 
what data to share, with whom and for what purposes, including the right to refuse the sharing of data.

Colombia should carry out a participatory process to assess the impact of carbon markets and to 
support and promote alternative, community-led models to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, 
protect and restore ecosystems and biodiversity, and promote sustainable and just food systems, which 
do not result in the commoditization and financialization of nature.

International and regional human rights institutions should develop guidance for states on how to 
ensure the respect, protection and fulfillment of human rights in the context of carbon markets, with 
particular attention to the rights of Indigenous Peoples, peasants and other small-scale food producers 
and rural communities.
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The relationship with the natural environment is one of the fundamental tensions of modern 
societies, especially under capitalism. Two main approaches have emerged to resolve this tension. 
The first calls for a fundamental rebalancing of this relationship, based on the recognition that 
human societies are intrinsically intertwined with their natural environments and that the two co-
evolve. From this perspective, the respectful and holistic ways in which Indigenous Peoples and 
many peasants, small-scale food providers and other rural people and communities interact with 
the living world based on their traditional knowledge, innovations and practices are of immense 
importance and must be respected, protected and promoted, for the benefit of societies as a whole. 
In contrast, a second approach seeks to better incorporate “nature” into capitalism by redefining 
biological processes and ecological functions as “ecosystem services” and transforming them into 
marketable assets. While some proponents of this approach ostensibly recognize the contributions 
of Indigenous Peoples and rural communities, they primarily see them as performing functions 
that can benefit the market economy and, thus, promote their inclusion in value chains as service 
providers.

Carbon markets are perhaps the best example of this latter approach. Promoted since the 1990s as a 
response to climate change that is supposed to allow for the cost-effective reduction of greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions based on market mechanisms,1  they have become an important part of climate 
change mitigation policies under the sustainable development agenda. Despite being criticized for 
their limitations, their questionable environmental and climate benefits, as well as their detrimental 
impacts on Indigenous Peoples, peasants and other rural communities (see chapter 1 of this report), 
they remain a centerpiece of the currently dominant approaches to responding to climate change.

This report specifically addresses carbon trading projects that directly involve smallholder food 
providers, i.e., the generation and trading of carbon credits derived from smallholder agriculture. In 
addition, it pays particular attention to the data-driven technologies that are necessary for carbon 
markets to function. In doing so, the report links carbon markets to two issues important to current 
policy debates, namely the transformation of food systems and digitalization. Both issues are 
directly related to the opposing approaches mentioned above: as with measures to address climate 
change, the transformation of food systems and the promotion of data-driven technologies also 
require a choice between measures that build on and reinforce the current economic system and 
related power relations (i.e. market-based approaches in which transnational corporations play a 
central role), or taking steps towards a real and just transition to models that seek to achieve more 
equitable and just structures, using human rights as a framework that pays particular attention to 
marginalized people and communities.

The report addresses these issues by examining an example of a carbon trading project in Colombia 
that focuses on connecting small farmers to international carbon markets. Based on the results of 
field and desk research, it analyzes the concers expressed by participating farmers from a human 
rights and environmental justice perspective to make some recommendations to the Colombian 
state, as well as to other national and international actors.

Introduction
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The report is the result of a collaboration between FIAN International, the world’s leading organization 
promoting the human right to food and nutrition, and MAELA Colombia. MAELA (Movimiento 
Agroecológico de América Latina y el Caribe) is a social movement in defense of peasant agroecology 
that brings together more than 200 organizations of peasants and other small-scale food producers, 
indigenous communities, landless communities, rural women and youth, consumers, researchers 
and social organizations in 20 countries in Latin America and the Caribbean.2  

We hope that this report can contribute to filling existing gaps in the documentation, analysis and 
regulation of carbon markets, especially with regard to carbon trading schemes that directly affect 
small-scale food providers. In particular, we want to sound the alarm on the specific risks to the 
human rights of these groups arising from carbon markets to ensure that public policy frameworks 
are put in place to ensure that these are addressed in the design, implementation and monitoring 
of climate policies, as well as in policy frameworks dealing with food systems as well as data and 
digital technologies. We see this as a contribution to the efforts needed to ensure that the rights 
of Indigenous Peoples, peasants and other rural populations are respected, protected and fulfilled, 
as a central element of measures towards a just transition towards social, environmental and 
intergenerational justice. 

7
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Carbon markets have become one of the most prominent tools in the current policy response to 
climate change and are central to the “zero net emissions” pledges and “carbon neutral” claims of 
states and corporations. However, they have also been criticized for their questionable environmental 
benefits and negative impacts on the human rights of people and communities. Carbon markets are 
also one of the pillars of the financialized bioeconomy, which seeks to create new assets, investment 
opportunities and profits from natural and biological processes.3 

Carbon markets seek to use the ability of natural carbon reservoirs, such as plants, soils and the ocean 
to absorb carbon dioxide/CO2 from the atmosphere. Each ton of CO2 that is absorbed (for instance, 
through reforestation) or prevented from being released (for instance through forest conservation) is 
equivalent to a carbon credit, which can be traded. The underlying principle of carbon markets is to 
put a price on emissions, thereby aiming to create an incentive for businesses, individuals and other 
entities to reduce their carbon footprint, to help to mitigate climate change.4 

There are two types of carbon markets: compliance and voluntary. In compliance markets, such as 
national or regional emissions trading schemes (sometimes also called cap-and-trade schemes), a 
central authority (usually a government) grants or sells a limited number of permits to emit a specific 
amount of CO2 for a specific period. Polluters must have enough permits to match their emissions 
during the allotted time period. If their emissions exceed the amounts allowed by their permits, they 
can buy permits from other participants. Conversely, if they have not used all their permits, they can 
sell them. In voluntary carbon markets, on the other hand, participants are under no formal obligation 
to achieve a specific target. Instead, corporations and other actors are enabled to purchase carbon 
credits voluntarily to offset their emissions. These credits are typically generated through projects that 
reduce or remove greenhouse gases, such as reforestation or renewable energy projects, and can be 
traded on dedicated platforms.

At the international level, the Kyoto Protocol5 played a crucial role in the creation of carbon markets 
by establishing mechanisms that allowed the trading of carbon credits and emission allowances on 
an international scale. The Protocol introduced several market-based mechanisms to achieve global 
GHG emission reductions, which contributed to the establishment of a global carbon market by 
creating financial incentives to reduce emissions and fostering international cooperation. Building 
on this basis, the Paris Agreement on Climate Change contains provisions on carbon markets and 
so-called cooperative approaches in its Article 6. Although the Agreement does not explicitly use 
the term “voluntary carbon markets,” Article 6.4 in particular establishes a framework that supports 
the development and use of such markets by providing mechanisms for trading carbon credits that 
contribute to national and international climate goals.6   

PART I

1.   A critical assessment of carbon markets from a human rights and climate justice perspective

CARBON MARKETS AND DATA-BASED  
TECHNOLOGIES AS BUILDING BLOCKS  
OF A FINANCIALIZED BIOECONOMY
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Since the entry into force of the Paris Agreement in 2016, particularly voluntary carbon markets have 
experienced significant growth. The value of the global voluntary carbon market was estimated at USD 
1.9 billion in 2022,7  and could reach a value of USD 50 billion in 2030.8  In addition, the average price 
of credits in the voluntary carbon markets rose sharply in 2022, reaching a level not seen since 2008.9  

HOWEVER, CARBON MARKETS PRESENT SEVERAL SERIOUS PROBLEMS, INCLUDING THE FOLLOWING: 10 

	• Carbon trading schemes reduce climate change and ecological destruction to the is-
sue of carbon in the form of CO2 in the atmosphere. Not only does this neglect the im-
pact of other GHGs (such as nitrous oxide (N2O), which is mainly emitted by industrial 
agriculture and is about 300 times more potent than CO211), but it ignores the Earth’s 
complex natural cycles and oversimplifies complex, non-linear climate processes.

	• This extreme simplification is related to questionable assumptions on which car-
bon markets are based. For example, carbon offset 
mechanisms assume that the sequestration of CO2 
through an action such as planting trees is equiv-
alent to the emission of the same amount of CO2 
by burning fossil fuels.12 In addition, offset projects 
typically last much less than the average lifetime of 
CO2 emitted into the atmosphere (about 120 years). 
These temporary offsets for long-term, or even per-
manent, environmental degradation not only raise 
doubts about their effectiveness, but also place a 
burden on future generations.

	• Due to the complexity of climate processes and the 
number of varieties at play, it is extremely difficult, if 
not impossible, to calculate the actual impact of off-
set projects. This is especially true in the case of car-
bon credits generated by avoided emissions in the 
future, as this requires establishing a baseline and 
hypothetical scenarios to determine what would 
have happened without the offset activity.13 In the 
words of one journalist “Offsets are an imaginary 
commodity created by deducing what you expect to 
happen from what you assume would have happened.”14 This makes carbon credits 
extremely vulnerable to flawed accounting and outright fraud. 15 

	• Carbon markets can lead to a net increase in CO2 emissions or, at best, be a zero-sum 
game, rather than emissions reduction. For example, the possibility of offsetting 
emissions can function as an enabler of more emissions from burning fossil fuels. 
Moreover, the real possibility that carbon stored in trees and soils through offset pro-
jects will be released again in the future, while fossil fuel emissions are irreversible 
and permanent, can result in a real increase in cumulative atmospheric GHGs. A study 
developed for the European Commission, for example, revealed that 85 percent of 
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UN Clean Development Mechanism offset projects between 2013 and 2020 failed to 
reduce emissions.16  

	• Carbon markets depoliticize the allocation of pollution rights. Corporations that have 
amassed huge profits from emissions-intensive activities – often over a long period of 
time – can now buy carbon credits to offset their emissions, in the process greenwash-
ing their operations and presenting themselves as responsible and climate-sensitive 
companies, while escaping liability for environmental harm caused by them. At the 
same time, carbon credits often imply green colonialism because offset projects (such 
as reforestation or large-scale conservation programs) are mostly located in the Global 
South, while the companies buying the carbon credits are often from the Global North 
which is responsible for the majority of GHG emissions. In addition, carbon exports are 
promoted as a pillar of the economies and development of Southern countries, thus 
reproducing unequal and exploitative relationships between North and South.17 

	• Carbon markets accelerate the financialization of nature, whereby ecosystems are 
subordinated to the economy.18 The creation of a new commodity in the form of a 
tradable asset – i.e., carbon credits – is at the very heart of carbon markets. These 
are set to be integrated into the global financial system under the label of “sustaina-
ble finance”.19 In addition to the fact that financialized carbon markets are subject to 
increased risks,20 this entails new forms of wealth extraction from peoples’ territories 
(i.e. their lands, forests, fisheries and oceans). 

	• Finally, carbon markets divert attention from more robust measures to address the cli-
mate crisis, such as binding regulations to reduce GHG emissions and phase out fossil 
fuels, as well as policies in support of energy transition and real solutions that people 
and communities are building in their territories, such as agroecology. Indeed, car-
bon markets favor incremental over structural change and are therefore the preferred 
climate change measures of many corporations. Following the adoption of the Paris 
Agreement, Shell’s chief climate change advisor, for example, was quoted in the media 
as taking credit for the inclusion of carbon markets as a way to pre-empt other regula-
tions.21 In this context, it is important to keep in mind the fact that carbon markets are 
being driven while extractive activities are set to continue to increase at a rapid pace.22    

The issues mentioned in relation to carbon markets raise serious human rights concerns, particularly 
in relation to land grabbing and the resulting dispossession and displacement of rural people and 
communities from their lands, forests, fisheries and territories, as companies seek to control the 
underlying assets of the carbon credits they require.23 This includes economic displacement, where 
people and communities may be allowed to remain on land where carbon trading projects have been 
set up, but lose effective control over their use to the extent that they have contractually committed 
to meeting the objectives of these projects. Furthermore, carbon trading schemes can lead to the 
instrumentalization and exploitation of rural communities to solve a problem they have not created, 
thus perpetuating (or even exacerbating) inequalities.24 The serious human rights issues raised by 
carbon markets have led the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Francisco 
Calí Tzay, to call for a moratorium on carbon markets.25  
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For many years, carbon markets and offset schemes have focused on carbon sequestration through 
forest conservation and afforestation. In fact, many offset projects are linked to the United Nations 
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) program, which has 
received much criticism due to deep systemic flaws, resulting in uncertain environmental benefits 
and widespread violations of the human rights of Indigenous Peoples and rural communities.26 In 
fact, “Forestry and Land” was the highest value category for voluntary carbon markets in 2021 and 
2022, with the highest number of projects reported for 2022.27 

In recent years, the potential for carbon sequestration in agricultural systems – in soils and/or biomass 
– has received increasing attention. In fact, the volume of agriculture-related carbon credit transactions 
grew by 283 percent between 2021 and 2022. Overall, credits from projects linked to agriculture, 
forestry and land use accounted for half of the market share of voluntary carbon markets in 2022, at 
46 percent. In addition, agricultural credits became the most expensive by average price, surpassing 
forestry-related offset project credits.28 Agriculture-related carbon trading is sometimes referred to 
as “carbon farming” and has specificities, while general concerns about carbon markets also apply 
here.29 However, the concrete implications of linking carbon markets to agriculture, and in particular to 
peasant and small-scale agriculture, have not yet been widely documented and analyzed. 

2.   The technology side of carbon trading

Although the basic idea behind carbon markets – offsetting emissions through sequestration – 
may seem relatively straightforward, their actual implementation is very complex. In addition 
to the technical and political issues intrinsic to carbon markets (and offset schemes in general) 
described in the previous chapter, they require an enormous technological infrastructure. Indeed, 
in order to function, carbon credit trading depends on a number of technologies that enable carbon 
sequestration to be measured and verified, and carbon credits to be generated, issued, traded and 
managed. These include:

	• Internet of Things (IoT) and sensor technologies are used for real-time data collec-
tion and monitoring of energy consumption, emissions, and carbon sequestration, 
among others, supporting the measurement of carbon reduction activities.30

 
	• Georeferencing, satellite imagery and remote sensing (including aerial surveys and 

LiDAR technology31) play an important role in monitoring and verifying carbon se-
questration projects such as reforestation, afforestation, and avoided deforestation. 
These technologies provide data for assessing changes in land use, forest cover, and 
carbon stocks.

	• Carbon accounting systems, such as GHG accounting software, are used to track and 
report corporations’ and other actors’ emissions. These systems often employ meth-
odologies approved by international standards bodies like the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) or ISO standards.32
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	• Data Analytics and so-called Artificial Intelligence (AI) play a crucial role in processing 
large volumes of data collected from various sources, including IoT devices, satellite 
imagery, and carbon accounting systems. AI is used, for example, to create models to 
estimate tree biomass from satellite imagery. These technologies can also be used for 
the actual trading of carbon credits, analyzing market trends and making investment 
decisions.33

	• Blockchain and Distributed Ledger Technology (DLT) are used to create platforms for 
recording, carrying out and tracking carbon credits transactions. These technologies 
enable the creation of digital tokens representing carbon credits and facilitate market 
transactions.34

The widespread use of technology for carbon markets is rarely addressed prominently in policy 
debates, but it has several implications that are important to keep in mind for a critical analysis 
from a human rights perspective. First, all of the above technologies rely on the collection, storage, 
processing and use of huge amounts of data, which raises issues of data protection, security and 
privacy, but also broader issues of control over data and self-determination. These issues are all the 
more crucial because most, if not all, of these technologies – and, consequently, the data collected 
and used by them – are controlled and used by corporations and other private entities. Indeed, the 
data economy is characterized by the concentration of power within a few large companies who 
have the financial and technical resources to collect, store, process and use large amounts of data, 
and who capture most of the economic benefits arising from their use.35

Second, the use of these technologies does not guarantee the efficacy of carbon markets, even if 
this is what the promoters of carbon markets and these same technologies want to make believe. 
Rather, the deployment of shiny and sophisticated technologies is a way to obfuscate the intrinsic 
flaws of carbon markets. Indeed, while “accuracy,” “efficiency,” and “transparency” are buzzwords 
used by those promoting these technologies, in reality each of them contributes to creating opacity. 
Companies will always claim that their data, models and technologies are accurate, but without 
transparency – in particular openness, clarity and accessibility of information regarding how 
technologies function, how they are developed and how decisions are made within technological 
systems – as well as clear and binding rules for transparency and accountability, each layer of 
technology risks creating a black box, with obvious consequences for accountability.

Furthermore, no technology is neutral and, for instance, the way in which carbon storage is 
measured and the assumptions underlying AI-generated models that inform the generation of 
carbon credits matter a lot to determine what the actual environmental benefits of carbon trading 
can be. Once again, the shiny surface of technology risks distracting from the fact that all these issues 
are fundamentally political and have impacts on the rights of people and communities. Embedded 
in the current market-based model and without adequate and effective regulation – including to 
safeguard human rights –, the main function of data-driven technologies is to serve the process by 
which natural and biological processes are redefined as “environmental services” and consequently 
measured, valued, traded and used for profit-driven interests.
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Since taking office in 2022, Colombia’s current President, Gustavo Petro, has repeatedly emphasized 
his government’s goal of transforming the country into a forerunner of a new form of green, 
decarbonized capitalism.36 This includes a transition to clean energy and harnessing Colombia’s 
potential to absorb carbon through its rainforests and other ecosystems. Already during the previous 
administration, Colombia adopted a National Bioeconomy Strategy aimed at promoting sustainable 
development, innovation and competitiveness through the use of biological resources. The strategy 
aims to leverage Colombia’s biodiversity and natural resources to drive economic growth while 
conserving ecosystems and promoting social inclusion.37

In addition, under President Petro, the Colombian government has reaffirmed its commitment to the 
Paris Agreement and has set ambitious emissions reduction targets. The goal is to reduce emissions 
by 51% by 2030.38  In this context, the government has adopted several measures, including a carbon 
tax to disincentivize the use of fossil fuels.39 The promotion of carbon markets is also part of its 
strategy to incentivize emission reductions and promote investment in low-carbon technologies and 
projects.

Although Colombia is still in the process of establishing a regulated carbon market, there is already 
a voluntary carbon market through which companies and other actors can trade carbon credits. 
According to a report by the Colombian Association of Carbon Market Actors (AsoCarbono), as of 
September 2023, more than 50,000,000 carbon credits had been traded in Colombia.40 The same 
report identifies 212 certified carbon credit projects in Colombia, as well as 88 projects in the 
planning or validation phase.41 In the context of this report, it should be noted that AsoCarbono’s 
report does not provide specific information on carbon trading projects linked to agriculture, which 
could indicate that this is still a relatively small and emerging sector.

It is important to note that a considerable number of carbon market and carbon credit projects in 
Colombia are linked to the UN REDD+ program, in which the country participates as part of its strategy 
to reduce deforestation and promote forest conservation through financial mechanisms.42  According 
to AsoCarbono, 48 of the 212 projects are linked to REDD+, representing 65.2 percent of the carbon 
credits issued.43  As elsewhere, REDD+ projects are often implemented in the traditional territories of 
Indigenous Peoples, Afro-Colombian and other rural communities, and have given rise to complaints 
from affected people that their right to free, prior and informed consent is not being respected. In 
addition, the implementation of REDD+ projects has led to internal tensions within communities, 
raising doubts about the promised benefits of these projects for local people. In a recent example, 
Indigenous Peoples of the Pirá Paraná River in the Colombian Amazon took legal action to request 

PART II

3.   Carbon markets and related policies in Colombia

CARBON MARKETS AND PEASANTS’ 
RIGHTS IN COLOMBIA 
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the cancellation of a carbon credit project called “REDD+ Baka Rokarire”, claiming that they never 
approved it and that the person who signed the contract was not their legal representative.44 

Cases such as this highlight the fact that, despite its stated commitment to carbon markets and 
the existence of a significant number of projects, Colombia so far has only a patchy framework 
for regulating these markets, especially those outside of REDD+. Human rights groups have 
consistently pointed to several problems in the context of REDD+ and other carbon market 
projects, particularly in relation to the absence of social and environmental safeguards, lack of 
access to information, and persistent gaps in regulations to ensure respect for the free, prior and 
informed consent of affected people and communities.45  

The Colombian Constitution establishes in Article 78 that the natural environment is a matter of 
collective rights, highlighting the right of communities to participate in all decisions that may affect 
it.46 Therefore, community participation in decisions that may affect the diversity and integrity of 
the environment is guaranteed through constitutional actions such as popular and group actions. 

Another relevant policy is Resolution 1447 of 2018, which establishes a system for monitoring, 
reporting and verification of climate change mitigation actions at the national level, related to the 
GHG emissions reduction and removal accounting system. While this Resolution contains important 
provisions for ensuring transparency and accountability, including through a national registry of 
climate change mitigation programs, its focus is on technical procedures for carbon accounting, 
verification, etc. Social, environmental and human rights safeguards and their implementation are 
virtually absent from the document.47 

1 4
1 4
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However, social and environmental safeguards are mentioned in the National Development Plan 
2022-2026, which was developed through a process that included several consultations with 
Colombian citizens. In its Art. 175, the plan emphasizes that implementers of climate change 
mitigation initiatives must comply with environmental, social and economic regulations, and 
particularly – in the case of initiatives in the agricultural, forestry and other land use sectors – 
comply with the social and environmental safeguards defined by the UNFCCC and adopted by 
Colombia through its National Interpretation of Social and Environmental Safeguards. The plan 
further specifies that this requires respect for free, prior and informed consent whenever projects 
affect areas with the presence of Indigenous Peoples, black, Afro-Colombian, Raizal and Palenquero 
communities. Finally, it requires project implementers to report on the implementation of social 
and environmental safeguards, during all phases, and announces that the government will develop 
new regulations in this regard.48 

In summary, the absence of a comprehensive policy and regulatory framework on carbon markets 
creates serious risks for the rights of affected people and communities, particularly Indigenous 
Peoples, peasants, Afro-Colombian communities and other rural populations. In particular, there 
is currently no specific regulation in Colombia for carbon trading projects in agriculture, especially 
those affecting peasant farmers.

4.   Carbon trading involving peasants: the Asómbrate project

A carbon credit trading project currently being implemented in Colombia that specifically 
targets peasants is called Asómbrate.49 According to the project’s website, it is “a program that 
supports producers to train them and facilitate their entry into the international voluntary 
carbon market [...].”50 It builds on an earlier project, called Café del Futuro, funded through the 
Norwegian development cooperation agency Norad, which promoted the adoption of “climate-
smart” agricultural practices by smallholder coffee farmers – especially agroforestry – to increase 
on-farm carbon storage and reduce emissions.51 Asómbrate focuses specifically on generating 
carbon credits through sequestration in agroforestry systems – coffee and cocoa – and connecting 
smallholders to carbon markets, allowing them “to benefit directly from the sale of CO2 carbon 
from their farms.”52 

According to a project map on its website, Asómbrate currently operates in the Colombian 
Departments of Huila, Risaralda, Caldas, Cauca and Meta for coffee, and the departments of Caldas, 
Tolima, Huila, Antioquia, Santander, Bolívar, Cesar, Norte de Santander, Sucre, Córdoba, Meta and 
Casanare for cocoa.53  According to the project website, to be eligible to participate in the project, 
producers must have between one-half and ten hectares of land and provide proof of ownership.54  

The Asómbrate project is linked to a carbon trading platform, called ACORN, which was created by 
the Netherlands-based transnational bank Rabobank.55 ACORN bills itself as “an online marketplace 
for carbon removal units that connects large companies with small farmers who can sequester 
carbon through agroforestry.”56 The platform is based on Microsoft’s Azure Cloud.57 According to 
Rabobank, ACORN “supports the initiation and development of […] agroforestry projects and 
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facilitates the subsequent trade of the so-called carbon removal units (CRUs) that are generated from 
the sequestered carbon.”58 ACORN’s stated goal is to empower smallholder farmers and generate 
additional income, in addition to achieving carbon sequestration and combating climate change.59 

ACORN generates and trades carbon credits (CRUs) for the carbon removed from the atmosphere 
by the trees planted on participating farms in addition to the main crops such as coffee or cocoa. 
ACORN emphasizes that its credits are based on biomass carbon (i.e., not soil carbon) and represent 
actual or ex post carbon removal, as opposed to credits issued for potential/anticipated future 
sequestration.60  

ACORN/Rabobank provide detailed information about the methodology and technical process for 
measuring carbon storage as well as creating and trading CRUs,61 which can be summarized as follows: 

ENGAGEMENT WITH FARMERS AND SIGNING OF 
PARTICIPANT AGREEMENT;

MAPPING AND GEOREFERENCING OF THE FARM 
PERIMETER (POLYGON MAPPING);62

CREATION OF REMOTE SENSING AND DATA MODELS  
(INCLUDING WITH AI) TO PREDICT THE AMOUNT OF  

CARBON THAT IS SEQUESTERED IN A GIVEN LOCATION;

VALIDATION AND CERTIFICATION OF  
THE GENERATED CRUs;

ESTABLISHMENT OF THE CARBON BASELINE (I.E., THE 
LAND COVER AND BIOMASS AT THE START OF THE  

PROJECT) BASED ON PLOT-LEVEL BIOMASS  
MEASUREMENT (THIS MAY INCLUDE SATELLITE IMAGERY, 

AERIAL PHOTOGRAPHS, INFORMATION FROM MAPS  
OR DIGITAL SPATIAL DATASETS AND/OR  

GROUND-BASED SURVEYS 63 );

COLLECTION OF PERSONAL, FARM AND  
SOCIO-ECONOMIC DATA PROVIDED BY FARMERS;

UPLOADING FARMER AND PLOT DATA ON  
THE ACORN PLATFORM;

ANNUAL MEASURING OF THE TREE AND 
BIOMASS GROWTH;

CALCULATION OF THE CARBON SEQUESTRATION 
AND GENERATION OF ONE CRU PER TON OF  

CAPTURED CO2;

SALE OF THE CRUS ON THE ACORN  
PLATFORM VIA BILATERAL AGREEMENTS.

1

2

3

4
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Rabobank claims that 80 percent of the revenue from the sale of carbon credits goes directly to the 
farmers participating in the project. Half of the remaining 20 percent goes to ACORN and the other 
half to the local partners – in the case of Asómbrate, a non-profit organization called Solidaridad.64  
Although the value of carbon credits fluctuates according to the market, the Asómbrate project 
guarantees that credits are sold on the ACORN platform at a a minimum price of COP 100,000 
(approx. EUR 20).65  On its website, ACORN lists Microsoft and several other companies as buyers 
of its carbon credits.66 In addition, its website contains a register of all the carbon credits issued 
and their buyers.67 

ACORN’s website currently lists 27 projects in 16 countries in Latin America, Africa and Asia,68  
and states that the platform has issued nearly 315,000 CRUs from some 316,000 hectares, while 
“supporting” more than 300,000 farmers. Two of the projects – one for coffee and one for cocoa – 
are located in Colombia, both in the department of Risaralda, which corresponds to the location of 
the farms involved in the Asómbrate project that were interviewed for this report.

A key actor in Colombia is Solidaridad, a non-profit 
organization that acts as local partner of ACORN and 
implements the Asómbrate project on the ground. 
Solidaridad is organized as a network with an international 
secretariat based in the Netherlands and seven regional 
centers in Africa, Asia, Europe, North America and Latin 
America. It claims to have more than 50 years of experience 
in developing “inclusive and sustainable value chains” 
to improve the conditions of small producers.69 ACORN’s 
website lists Solidaridad as a partner organization 
in Colombia, Peru, Honduras, Nicaragua, Kenya and 
Uganda.70  For Asómbrate, Solidaridad acts as the local face 
of the project, recruiting farmers and providing technical 
assistance. Solidaridad also carries out the initial data 
collection from farms to onboard the smallholder farmers 
to the ACORN platform.71    

Initially, the actual monitoring and measuring of biomass 
production and carbon sequestration was done by ACORN’s 
so-called remote sensing partners, who “specialize in 
vegetation monitoring, machine learning, and biomass and 
carbon stock estimation. Together with these partners, Acorn is developing algorithms to measure 
biomass growth in a scalable and iterative manner.”72 Until recently, ACORN’s remote-sensing 
partners included two Netherlands-based companies, called Space4Good and Satelligence. 

Space4Good presents itself as a company that provides services for “remote sensing-based 
biomass estimation using artificial intelligence.”73 According to its website, the company uses 
high and low-resolution data from drones and satellites, algorithms and artificial intelligence to 
“determine biomass estimations for the selected agroforestry and mixed-tropical forests to a high 
level of accuracy.”74 The other company, Satelligence, specializes on providing “satellite data to 
monitor carbon sequestration occurring through the increase of biomass.”75 In an interview from 
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July 2023, Satelligence’s CEO states that the company relies on satellite data from a NASA project 
called Jedi, combined with European satellites and the Sentinel Program. Due to the challenges 
associated with monitoring growth rates for small farms, the company additionally uses LiDAR 
technology.76 In a written communication, Rabobank stated that it was no longer collaborating 
with Satelligence or Space4Good and that it now performed the biomass calculations and built 
the remote-sensing models in-house.77   

The certification of the carbon credits generated and traded through ACORN is done by the Plan 
Vivo Foundation, a Scotland-based charity, which acts as a certification body and has developed 
its own carbon standard.78  According to Rabobank, certification by the foundation “demonstrates 
that a project is sustainable over the long-term, truly benefits people’s livelihoods and provides 
vital climate and environmental benefits.”79 Before being traded on the ACORN platform, the 
carbon credits are accredited by a validation and verification body (VVB). According to Rabobank, 
the validation of the Asómbrate project was performed by AENOR, a Spain-based company, which 
offers a range of certification, validation and verification services.80  

Asómbrate claims that 14,587 coffee growers are currently participating in the project (in addition 
to another 8,993 cocoa producers) and that it has issued 28,299 carbon credits.81 It further states 
that 3,255 payments to participating smallholders have been made, without providing further 
details. Both Solidaridad and Rabobank claim that the project particularly benefits smallholder 
producers, many of which “live below the poverty line and struggle financially with an average 
income between 3,000 and 4,000 USD a year.”82 Participation in the project is supposed to improve 
productivity and yields through the adoption of agroforestry practices, as well as additional 
income through the sale of carbon credits. Asómbrate claims that these benefits will be long-term 
(20 years and more) and emphasizes the strong training component of the project, particularly 
through the so-called Carbon Farming Academy, a joint initiative by Rabobank and Solidaridad 
which provides “a digital platform that facilitates learning concepts on climate-smart agriculture 
practices and the scalable and monetizable market for environmental services.”83 

5.   Peasants’ reports pointing to concerns related to carbon trading schemes

“The organization [Solidaridad] was very clear with us peasant farmers and said 
that the price of the carbon credit can vary according to the market. In Colombia it 
also varies according to the price of the dollar because the resources come from the 
Netherlands, so it is not clear what the value of each credit is.”

“If we receive money, say something like 500,000 pesos a year, and that money comes 
for having trees that have always been there and the coffee needs them, I would be 
happy because it is money that I don’t have and I didn’t have to do anything to get it. 
One does not ask oneself if the value is correct, but simply receives. Because I don’t 
know how much I am supposed to get for my farm, so I am content.”84
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Interviews with several smallholder coffee growers who participate in the Asómbrate project 
point to several concerns related to carbon trading schemes. The interviews were conducted with 
peasants in the municipality of Belén de Umbría in the Colombian department of Risaralda who 
own around 2,000 coffee trees and had been participating in the project for at least six months, but 
in most cases less than a year, at the time of the interviews. Only one coffee grower interviewed had 
been involved in Solidaridad-implemented projects for several years. The following paragraphs 
summarize the most important findings of the accounts received.

The hope of receiving additional farm income emerges clearly as the main reason why peasant 
families chose to participate in the Asómbrate project. However, the vast majority of those 
interviewed had not received any payments at the time of the interviews, although one family 
stated that their neighbors had received some payments, based on a price of 100,000 Colombian 
pesos (around 20 euros) per carbon credit. Yet some interviewees said they didn’t really care how 
much money they received and when, since the project didn’t cause them any extra work, so any 
payment was a bonus for them.

According to the accounts received, Solidaridad recruits farming families to participate in the project, 
visiting farms and providing basic information about the project. Several statements indicate that 
Solidaridad cooperates with local authorities, such as mayors, and the local office of the National 
Coffee Farmer Federation (Federación Nacional de Cafeteros) to contact peasants and promote 
the project. All respondents stated that they had signed consent forms for the use of their data 
(personal and agricultural) in the framework of the project, as a condition of their participation. 
Some interviewees also indicated that Solidaridad staff had inspected their farms and collected 
data. However, the families interviewed stated that they do not know exactly what data had been 
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collected and how it was used, although they said they knew that the project used technologies such 
as geo-referencing and satellite imagery to calculate carbon capture on the farm.

In addition, the peasants interviewed participating in the project were not able to provide 
information on the value of a carbon credit generated on their farms, nor on the mechanisms 
for establishing its value and calculating the payments to which they are entitled. Some families 
reported that they had been told that the price changes permanently, as they depend on the 
market. Respondents also stated that they did not know when and how often they would receive 
payments or how much money they could expect to receive each year.

In addition, the interviewed peasants had very limited knowledge and understanding of the 
technical aspects of the project. They reported that Solidaridad staff would collect some personal 
and farm-related data85 and inform them that technologies such as satellite imagery and artificial 
intelligence (AI) would be used to measure the carbon stored on the farm and calculate its value. 
However, none of the interviewees were able to provide additional information on how carbon 
credits are generated from their farms and how they are registered and traded. Nevertheless, most 
of them knew that a “Dutch bank” was behind the project and was the main actor in carbon trading.

Interestingly, the local Solidaridad staff interviewed also had little information about the exact 
process of calculating on-farm carbon storage, generating carbon credits and trading these credits 
on the ACORN platform. They stated that they only collected the data from farmers and entered it 
into a platform, but that only a few employees hired by Rabobank had access to the aggregated 
data and the platform and that they were the ones who counted and calculated the carbon 
sequestered on the farms.

Finally, the peasants interviewed reported that there was no accountability mechanism for the 
project in which they could present complaints or ask questions. They stated that Solidaridad 
organized meetings from time to time, but that their day-to-day farm work made it difficult for 
them to participate in them on a regular basis. A local Solidaridad staff member stated, however, 
that a WhatsApp group had been set up so that project participants could request information or 
file any complaints. Most interviewees appreciated the fact that participation in the project did not 
require them to change their farming practices or generate additional work. Some reported that 
Solidaridad had provided free fruit trees to those interested in planting them on their farms, but 
that participation in this initiative was voluntary. However, one interviewee reported that some 
of the farmers participating in the project had begun to replace existing trees on their farms with 
fast-growing trees because they had been told that these would increase carbon sequestration 
and thus generate more income.

In response to the reports from the farming families, Solidaridad, through its director in Colombia, 
replied that all farmers participating in the Asómbrate project are obliged to give their consent to 
share (personal) data for the purpose of generating CRUs, and that the project’s procedures comply 
with both Colombian law and the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).86 

According to Solidaridad, “the current stage requires farmers to sign a participant agreement 
detailing the roles and responsibilities of both parties. Solidaridad plus its partners have initiated 
the necessary logistics to ensure that all registered (new and existing) farmers, despite their remote 
location, have the possession of a signed participant agreement.”87 Rabobank also claims that “all 
[participating] farmers have signed a consent form at the start of the project.”88   
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Regarding payments to peasants resulting from the generation and sale of carbon credits, 
Solidaridad recognizes the possibility that participating peasants did not receive any payment 
after more than six months. According to the organization,

“[t]he reason for this is that Acorn performs measurements on the growth in biomass only once 
a year to ensure the highest quality of the measurements. The exact moment of measurement 
depends on the specific region and its climatic conditions. ACORN furthermore sells ex-post 
carbon removal, meaning actual CO2 removal that has taken place over the year before the 
annual measurement. It is therefore possible that some farmers will not receive a payment 
each year, if the measurement indicates that the removal on their farms is below 1 CRU in that 
particular year. Farmers that have generated more than 1 CRU in the measured year, will receive 
a payment in the next calendar year. The payments are once a year. The payment date, the 
exact carbon price, the total payment value are communicated once the carbon credits have 
been sold. The price of the carbon depends on different factors, but ACORN pays a minimum 
price of 20 EUR per CRU. […] It is not possible to estimate the expected volume of CRUs that 
a farm generates, as this depends on climatic, environmental and human factors throughout 
the year.”89   

In addition, Solidaridad states that the Asómbrate project places great emphasis on informing 
interested producers about its proposition and conditions of participation, “using farmer adapted 
terminology.”90 According to Solidaridad, “specific questions of individual farms are addressed 
[during farm visits] and only after consent forms are signed the data collection will start on the 
particular farm.”91 Moreover, the organization points to the project website to consult the conditions 
and to a WhatsApp number that is free to all registered users. 

Similarly, Rabobank also states that ACORN puts “great emphasis on providing clearly presented 
and easy-to-digest information to farmers,” specifying that this concerns the understanding of 
participant agreements, the clarity of the calculations for the issuance of carbon credits and the 
transparency of the sale process of CRUs and the subsequent payment mechanism.92  

To the statements indicating a lack of accountability mechanisms, Solidaridad states that 
“Farmers are able to share their petitions, questions and complaints through four different types 
of channels: (1) the Project Council, (2) the general WhatsApp support line, (3) WhatsApp line of 
locally based field technicians and (4) through the contact form on our website.”93 Rabobank further 
emphasizes that “[t]hese communication channels are in place since the start of the project. They 
are continuously monitored by Solidaridad, Rabobank, and third-party audits.”94 Moreover, the 
bank claims that farmers can withdraw from the program “at any point in time”.95

Finally, responding to reports according to which producers participating in the Asómbrate project 
may have replaced trees with fast-growing species, Solidaridad states that: 

“we discourage tree cutting – even of old trees – as this can negatively affect the income 
obtained from the carbon removals. However, if there are signs that tree cuttings are taking 
place at massive scale, we take these denouncements seriously […].”96  
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In the same vein, Rabobank notes that:

“Our Acorn Design Document states that pruning practices are required to ensure that shade 
levels are optimal for the main crops coffee and cocoa. It is not intended that farmers should 
remove trees to replace it [sic] with new ones (fast growing trees). Our program disincentivize 
these practices, as the aim of our program is to support sustainable practises and not to 
maximize carbon income.”97

2 2
2 2
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The information received from peasants who participate in the Asómbrate project points to several 
issues that are important to consider from a human rights and environmental law perspective. 
Analyzing them allows us to identify measures that the Colombian state is required to take to 
ensure that its climate change policies and measures are consistent with its human rights and 
environmental obligations.

It is important to situate the findings in the Colombian context, which is marked by a long and 
ongoing historical process of marginalization and structural discrimination of peasants, Indigenous 
Peoples, Afro-Colombian communities and other rural people.98  This process has been intensified 
by a decade-long armed conflict which has created profound social inequality and injustice. This 
reality places these groups at particular risk of instrumentalization and exploitation, including in 
the context of carbon trading schemes. One of the peasants participating in the Asómbrate project 
expressed this very clearly by saying:

“In Colombia, the peasantry has been submerged in a situation of abnegation, which has led to 
a conformist attitude, because we, peasants, have never received enough support, so anything 
they give us, even a smile where they gather us and tell us something nice, we are all happy 
and this is the result of the oblivion we have suffered.”99  

These concerns are exacerbated through the great power asymmetries that exist between rural 
people and communities on the one hand, and transnational companies such as Rabobank and 
Microsoft on the other, which are behind the ACORN platform. In such an uneven relationship and 
in the absence of adequate accountability mechanisms and oversight, projects like Asómbrate 
raise major concerns of reproducing exploitative patterns and structures. In this context, it is worth 
mentioning the triple role of Microsoft in the context of this project: one of the world’s biggest 
technology companies is, at the same time, the provider of the cloud underlying the ACORN 
platform and a buyer of carbon credits through that very same platform. Furthermore, it is a key 
player in the provision of digital infrastructure and services in rural areas in Colombia.100 How real 
is the possibility for peasant communities to access justice and redress in case of abuses in such 
a scenario? 

Acknowledging the structural discrimination and marginalization of peasants in the country, the 
Colombian legislature has recently approved a constitutional amendment that recognizes the 
country’s peasants as subjects of rights and special protection.101 This Act complements existing 
legislation that gives a similar status to Indigenous Peoples and Afro-Colombian communities. 

PART III

6.   Human rights analysis

TOWARD THE PROTECTION OF THE RIGHTS 
OF PEASANTS AND RURAL PEOPLE IN THE 
CONTEXT OF CARBON MARKETS
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Peasant and civil society organizations have welcomed this development and are demanding that 
effective measures are taken to implement this decision and to ensure the respect, protection and 
fulfilment of the rights of peasants, on the basis of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Peasants and Other People Working in Rural Areas (UNDROP) as well as the international human 
rights and environmental law framework. 

Such measures also need to consider the human rights risks of carbon trading projects and 
schemes. Based on the findings of our research on the Asómbrate project, this requires firstly to 
address risks arising from the extraction and collection of huge amounts of data to enable carbon 
trading on the ACORN platform, which are then fed into and processed by several informatic 
systems, including so-called AI systems. One important finding is the lack of information held 
by smallholder farmers regarding what data exactly is being collected and how it is used – and 
how it may be used in the future. Importantly, the data in question not only concerns personal 
information, but also comprehensive farm data. The CEO of Satelligence, one of ACORN’s former 
so-called remote sensing partners, explained in an interview the amount of data and information 
that his company collects:

“With the satellites, Satelligence measures all the dynamics, all the changes in the landscape. 
What kind of crop is growing there? What was the land use before the crop was growing there, 
was it a shrub, was it grassland? The approach is from land use, land cover and change, but 
also from carbon stock.”102   

The Policy Recommendations on Data for Food Security and Nutrition that have been recently adopted 
by the UN Committee on World Food Security (CFS) recognize that the data generated and managed 
by Indigenous Peoples, peasants and other small-scale food producers are closely linked to their 
traditional knowledge, innovations and practices, which are protected under international human 
rights and environmental law.103 Moreover, it is important to stress that it is impossible to clearly 
separate personal from non-personal (farm) data in the context of peasant farming, precisely because 
of the intrinsic connection between smallholder producers, their farming practices and their territories.

The lack of transparency regarding what kind of data exactly is collected and how it is used for the 
generation and trading of carbon credits entails the serious risk of instrumentalizing smallholder 
producers and their practices and ways of life, as well as creating new forms of exploitation. Not 
only are smallholder farmers’ territories used as carbon sinks for polluting corporations (as a 
“solution” allowing them to continue their destructive and harmful operations), but the data that 
is being extracted from them feeds and trains the algorithms and AI models belonging to powerful 
multinational technology companies. Without effective regulation, such data could be used for 
profiling and surveillance as well as lead to the loss of effective control of people and communities 
over their farming practices and territories. This would not only affect the peasants who agreed 
to participate in a carbon trading project, but also future generations of rural people living and 
working on the concerned land. The reports received from some of the coffee growers that 
neighbors have started to cut down old trees on their farms indicates that carbon credit projects 
could lead to changes in farming practices that are motivated by external incentives, rather than 
considerations of peasant autonomy. Advice that is given to peasants, which primarily focuses 
on improving their performance for a carbon trading program and which is based on AI models is 
never neutral. 
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All in all, data-based technologies play a central role in enabling the subjugation of peasant farms 
and territories to capitalistic interests of corporations and other actors in the context of carbon 
markets. This entails the imposition of a logic that assumes that people’s territories are an economic 
resource and source for the extraction of wealth – with all the violence and destruction this entails. 
Such a view is fundamentally opposed to the perception and worldview of rural communities, for 
whom they are the source of life, food, shelter, encounter and solidarity, and thus constitute the 
very foundation of their ways of life.104   

Putting in place and implementing binding and effective measures to ensure the right to access 
to information, consultation and participation as well as free prior and informed consent, in 
accordance with Colombian national legislation as well as international human rights and 
environmental law,105  must be part of the measures taken by the Colombian state to address these 
risks. This includes to ensure access to information about the technologies that are used in the 
context of carbon trading projects, how they function, how they are developed, and how decisions 
are made within technological systems.

However, such measures are not sufficient to address 
the possible loss of autonomy and self-determination 
of peasants, Indigenous Peoples, Afro-Colombian 
communities, ethnic groups and other rural people through 
carbon trading projects, including future generations of 
these groups. These are the very foundation of their rights 
as well as their food and management systems. Therefore, 
all measures addressing carbon markets need to be 
embedded in public policies and legal measures in support 
of their rights, which includes, among others, measures 
to safeguard and promote their rights to land and seeds 
as well as their traditional knowledge, innovations and 
practices, and the management systems in which they 
are embedded.106 Moreover, this requires public policies 
in support of agroecology as the basis for just, healthy 
and truly sustainable food systems and the realization of 
the right to food and nutrition. It is important to consider 
both present and future generations in this context.107   

Another critical aspect that needs to be addressed by the 
Colombian state is to ensure accountability of corporations 
and other non-state actors, including in the context of carbon markets. The findings of this research 
have shown the absence of adequate, independent complaint and accountability mechanisms 
in the Asómbrate project. During the investigation it was not possible to assess whether the 
participation agreements that farmers must sign in order to participate in the project clearly set 
out the rights and obligations of all parties – as claimed by Rabobank/ACORN and Solidaridad – 
which is a precondition for participating farmers to seek redress in case of non-compliance. The 
existing power imbalances between the farming families and the actors involved in the Asómbrate 
project and ACORN are likely to manifest themselves in the event that the farmers decide to take 
civil action to denounce possible non-compliance, as they could make it difficult for them to access 
justice and adequate redress. Although Rabobank and Solidaridad claim that several channels 
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exist for participating farmers to voice questions, concerns and complaints, including a dedicated 
WhatsApp channel, it is evident that independent and effective remedy mechanisms are lacking. 
Voluntary self-regulation by corporate and other non-state actors cannot be sufficient to safeguard 
the rights of rural people in this context, and the Colombian state is therefore required to ensure 
adequate and effective regulation and public oversight of carbon trading projects as well as the 
entities that promote and implement them. This includes the obligation to ensure that peasants 
and other rural people are aware of the legal avenues available to them to defend their rights in 
case of abuse and to make legal assistance available to them.

Finally, while it is urgent for Colombia to close the gaps in its governance and regulatory 
framework regarding carbon markets to ensure the respect, protection and fulfilment of the 
rights of peasants, Indigenous Peoples, Afro-Colombian communities, ethnic groups and other 
rural people, the intrinsic flaws of carbon trading schemes and their documented adverse impacts 
on affected communities call for a comprehensive assessment of whether they are appropriate 
tools for achieving Colombia’s objectives regarding climate change and biodiversity protection. 
A growing body of research demonstrating how carbon markets entail land grabbing and other 
forms of dispossession of rural communities and questioning their environmental benefits108  calls 
for a broad, participatory process to evaluate the results of carbon trading schemes and programs 
in Colombia, placing particular attention on the rights of rural people and communities. Such a 
process should also provide a space for discussing alternative, community-led approaches to reduce 
Colombia’s GHG emissions, protect and restore ecosystems and biodiversity, allow sustainable 
economic development and promote healthy and just food system based on agroecology. This 
should include assessing models that recognize and support the important contributions of 
peasants, Indigenous Peoples, Afro-Colombian communities, ethnic groups and other rural 
people to overcoming the current ecological crisis, while avoiding the further commoditization 
and financialization of territories and nature.
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7.   Conclusions and recommendations

Carbon markets create several human rights concerns, especially regarding the respect, protection 
and fulfilment of the rights of Indigenous Peoples, peasants, ethnic communities and other people 
living in rural areas. Carbon trading projects directly involving peasants and other smallholder 
food producers create specific human rights risks, including through the collection and use of 
huge amounts of personal and farm-related data, the widespread use of data-based technologies, 
and existing power imbalances, which undermine the autonomy of farming communities. To 
comply with its obligations under national and international human rights and environmental law, 
Colombia is required to take measures to safeguard and guarantee human rights in the context of 
carbon markets and to put in place policies that support community-based approaches for the 
reduction of GHG emissions, the protection and restoration of ecosystems and biodiversity, and 
sustainable and just food systems.

To respond to the human rights concerns related to carbon markets, the state of Colombia should 
take the following actions:

1. Adopt measures to implement the recently adopted constitutional amendment 
recognizing peasants as subjects of special protection to ensure the respect, protection 
and promotion of the rights of peasants and other people working in rural areas, as 
enshrined in the UNDROP and the international human rights and environmental 
framework.

2. Conduct an inclusive and participatory process, with adequate conflict of interest 
safeguards, to assess the impacts of carbon markets and other climate change 
measures put in place by Colombia (including REDD+ projects), with a particular focus 
on the impacts on the rights of Indigenous Peoples, Afro-Colombian communities, 
peasants and other rural people. Such a process should be conducted with specific 
mechanisms and procedures ensuring the effective participation of organizations 
representing rural people and communities, and should consider putting in place a 
moratorium on carbon markets, as called for by the UN Special Rapporteur on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

3. Identify and put in place public policies to support alternative approaches and 
community-led models to reduce GHG emissions, protect and restore ecosystems 
and biodiversity, and promote sustainable economic development and food systems 
based on agroecology, which recognize the critical role of peasants, Indigenous 
Peoples, Afro-Colombian communities and other rural people, while not resulting in 
the commoditization and financialization of nature, nor the curtailing of their right to 
self-determination.
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4. Adopt and implement public policies to ensure public oversight, effective regulation 
and accountability in the context of carbon markets and carbon trading projects, 
including: 

a. Specific safeguards and accountability mechanisms to ensure the respect, 
protection and fulfilment of the rights of peasants, Indigenous Peoples, Afro-
Colombian communities and rural people. Carbon trading projects directly 
involving these groups should receive special attention in this context, including in 
the implementation of the recently adopted constitutional amendment recognizing 
peasants as subjects of special protection;

b. Measures to ensure access to information, transparency and participation, and 
free, prior and informed consent in the context of carbon markets and other climate 
change measures;

c. Specific binding regulations for corporations and other non-state actors 
promoting and implementing carbon credit projects to ensure respect of human 
rights and accountability. Among others, such regulation should include measures 
guaranteeing 

i. access to information and participation by affected people and 
communities, including access to information about the technologies that 
are used, how they function, how they are developed, and how decisions are 
made within technological systems; 

ii. access to independent and effective remedy mechanisms by affected 
people and communities. This should include provisions to ensure the 
provision of legal support by competent state authorities in cases where the 
affected communities need to judicially prosecute the involved corporations 
and other non-state actors in their countries of origin or where the assets 
needed for reparation are located; and

iii. measures to address power asymmetries, such as, for example, the 
reversal of the burden of proof. 

d. Specific measures addressing the human rights risks arising from the collection, 
storage, processing and use of data in the context of carbon markets. Such measures 
should be part of broader policies ensuring the protection of rural people’s 
traditional knowledge, innovation and practices, and their self-determination 
over data, including their right to decide what data to share, with whom, for what 
purposes and under what conditions, including the right to refuse the sharing of 
data;

e. Mechanisms to safeguard the human rights of future generations that could 
be affected by carbon trading projects, including through the collection, storage, 
processing and use of data. This could include the creation of municipal councils 
mandated to protect the human rights of children, youth and future generations, 
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which are allowed to request information regarding the risks created by carbon 
trading projects for these groups, and may demand corrective measures to prevent 
such risks, including by means of ending contracts in situations of significant risk. 

National human rights institutions should monitor the impacts of carbon trading projects on 
rural populations, in consultation with communities and the organizations representing them, 
put in place channels allowing affected people to submit complaints and requests, and issue 
recommendations to the competent authorities for measures aimed at preventing human rights 
and environmental harm in the context of carbon trading projects.

The regional and international human rights systems should develop guidance for states on how 
to ensure the respect, protection and fulfillment of human rights in the context of carbon markets, 
with particular attention to the rights of Indigenous Peoples, peasants and other small-scale food 
producers and rural communities.

Organizations of peasants, Indigenous Peoples, Afro-Colombian communities and other rural 
people should document irregularities and abuses as well as changes in control over and use of 
land, forests and fisheries related to carbon trading projects. 
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