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Redesigning Payments for Ecosystem
Services in Mexico to Increase Cost-
Effectiveness
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Researchers collaborated with Conafor, Natura Mexicana, and IPA Mexico to
compare full versus partial enrollment of forest in payments for ecosystem
services (PES) contracts. PES involves paying forest-owning households to
conserve their land. Full enrollment reduced deforestation by 39 percent,
increasing PES cost-effectiveness by 4.6 times, showing promise for forest
conservation and local livelihoods.



Deforestation contributes up to 20 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions, primarily
driven by agricultural expansion.1 As the effects of climate change strengthen, it is important
to find solutions that can protect forests as carbon sinks while ensuring individuals can
maintain their economic livelihoods. One promising program is payments for ecosystem
services (PES), which offers forest-owning households cash payments for conserving their
forested land. Evidence from Uganda suggests that this can reduce deforestation and forest
degradation.2

Mexico’s national forest commission, Conafor, has operated a PES program since 2003,
known as PSA. In PSA’s standard contract, households can apply to enroll part of their
forested land to conserve in return for payments. The Selva Lacandona region in the state of
Chiapas in southern Mexico, where this study was conducted, has the country’s largest high-
canopy tropical forest and extensive agricultural expansion. Households enrolled in PSA in
this area have reduced deforestation3 and experienced positive economic benefits.4 However,
not all forested land is enrolled and deforestation on non-enrolled land for agriculture
remains high.5 Furthermore, due to PSA budget cuts,6 discovering ways to improve the
program’s cost-effectiveness becomes a significant policy priority.

Researchers partnered with Conafor, Natura Mexicana, and IPA Mexico to conduct a
randomized evaluation to measure the impact and cost-effectiveness of a new contract that
requires PES participants to fully enroll their forested land to receive payments. This would in
theory generate additional forest enrolled that was not enrolled in the standard contract, and
specifically the forest that was most likely to be deforested without PES. A total of 63 farmers
across 5 ejidos (entities with individually-managed plots and communally-managed
resources) were randomly assigned to receive either the new full enrollment contract or the
standard partial enrollment contract. Researchers measured impacts on deforestation and
compliance with the contracts.

Results showed that the new full enrollment contract had a significant positive impact, with
farmers reducing deforestation by 39 percent relative to households in the standard partial
enrollment contract. This was driven mainly by farmers conserving forests on parcels that
they were not planning to enroll if given a choice. Fewer complied with the full enrollment
contract (71 percent compared to 94 percent), but total deforestation was lower due to
significantly larger averted deforestation per person. As such, full enrollment farmers
received nearly double the total conservation payments as standard enrollment farmers,
altogether increasing PES cost-effectiveness by a factor of 4.6.
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