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PPllaann  VViivvoo  
 
Improving rural livelihoods, restoring and conserving ecosystems 
 
Overview 
Plan Vivo is a system for designing and 
operating payments for ecosystem service 
projects and schemes, targeted at developing 
countries. Key participants in Plan Vivo projects 
are small-scale farmers and forest dependent 
communities. They create sustainable land 
management or ‘living plans’ (plan vivos) that 
combine existing land uses with additional 
activities and improved practices, which lead to 
the creation, restoration and protection of 
indigenous forests and woodlands, as well as 
agroforestry.  
 
Plan Vivo projects are developed and managed 
by in-country project coordinators - usually local 
or national NGOs - who work with communities 
to apply the Plan Vivo System. The system is 
really a framework for planning, managing and 
monitoring project activities and the CO2 
sequestration and reduction benefits that arise 
from those activities. The system incorporates 
a set of standards (the Plan Vivo Standard) and 
guidelines, administrative processes, tools and 
technical models.  
 
The decisive trigger for project activities is a 
payment for ecosystem services (PES). 
Participants receive staged payments for 
carrying out activities that generate ecosystem 
services, quantified using carbon as a metric. 
However, project activities generate a range of 
social benefits in parallel with ecosystem 
services. Apart from sequestering and 
conserving carbon in terrestrial ecosystems, 
Plan Vivo projects develop rural capacity and 
the resilience of poor communities by helping to 
diversify incomes, and by building financial, 
natural, human and social, and physical capital. 
It is vital that participation in project activities 
does not undermine subsistence agriculture 
and revenues from cash crops. On the 
contrary, improved agricultural and land use 
practices are germane to Plan Vivo, and such 
activities are promoted and encouraged. 
 
It can be helpful to think about Plan Vivo as a 
blend between a micro-finance and smallholder 
out-grower scheme. The out-grower concept is 
that - instead of outsourcing the production of 

cash crops, small-scale farmers are paid for 
ecosystem services delivered through project 
activities. Payments for ecosystem services in 
a Plan Vivo project perform much the same 
incentive function as micro-loans in a micro-
finance scheme. There are other similarities 
with micro-finance too: Plan Vivo is all about 
promoting small-scale enterprise, market 
linkages and community empowerment; 
incentives are performance-linked; aggregation 
is the key to success; service agreements are 
straightforward; and organized civil structures 
are important. 
 
Some history 
The UK Department for International 
Development (DFID) originally funded and 
supported the research and development of the 
first pilot project in Chiapas, Mexico, in 1994. 
That led to the first formulation of the Plan Vivo 
System. It also set the tone for what has 
happened in Plan Vivo since. It has been 
ground-up, context-driven, pragmatic and 
oriented around communities and small-scale 
producers, farmers and forest dwellers in 
developing countries. Almost everything that 
informs and has come out of Plan Vivo is the 
product of experience. That has meant trying 
things, taking risks, accepting the need for 
trade-offs, making mistakes, muddling through, 
learning and refining approaches to what can 




