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Development of Technical Guidelines and Scientific Methods for Quantifying GHG Emissions and Carbon Sequestration for Agricultural and Forestry Activities



1. What is the Technical Guidelines and Scientific Methods project?
Section 2709 of the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 directs USDA to prepare “technical guidelines that outline science-based methods to measure environmental services benefits from conservation and land management activities”, with priority given to carbon related benefits.  Under this project, USDA will develop greenhouse gas quantification and reporting guidelines to assist farmers, ranchers and forest landowners in assessing the benefits from actions to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and increase carbon sequestration.  The result will be scientifically valid, user-friendly tools for estimating and reporting GHG emissions reductions and carbon sequestration at the scale of the local land manager.  The tools will include a methodology and guidance document, an online model interface for estimating GHGs, and a simplified and automated means of presenting and reporting those estimations.    

2. Why are we doing the project at this time?
The agricultural and forest community need objective tools and guidance from a trusted and non-biased source to help them to understand the potential impact of their management decisions on GHG emissions.  USDA has proven capacity to assess changes in GHGs, but these tools are highly technical and often do not cross boundaries between the various agricultural and forestry sectors.  Also, USDA has numerous conservation initiatives and programs and needs a standard approach to quantifying the GHG impacts of these programs at the local scale.  For these reasons, the guidance and tools resulting from this project are critically important and timely.     

3. How is USDA doing this project?
USDA is implementing a process designed to ensure scientific rigor and transparency.  We are working with a contractor to bring together experts from the agencies within USDA as well as other Federal agencies and US research institutions.  These experts are being organized into author and peer-review teams much like the process used by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change for their guidance documents.  In addition to expert peer review, project deliverables will be submitted to a process of USDA, Inter-Agency, and public review and comment.  Our strategy is to capture the best of current scientific thought and consensus and apply it in a way that is transparent, practical and useful to the greatest extent possible.  

4. What will be the outcome of the project for farmers, ranchers, forest managers, agricultural groups and environmental organizations?
From this project, farmers, ranchers, forest managers, agricultural groups and environmental organizations can expect a standardized source of technical guidance and expertise as well as easy to use estimation and reporting tools documenting the GHG impact of current or proposed land and animal management activities.  These tools will allow our stakeholders to quickly and easily assess the current GHG footprint of their land management activities (including crops, livestock, and/or forestry activities) and the expected GHG impact of various management strategies and options. 

5. What will be the outcome of the project for USDA?
From this project, USDA will gain a standardized approach to estimating the GHG impact of all land and animal management activities at the entity-scale (including crops, livestock, and/or forestry activities).  The methods will capture the state of the science from across the agencies within USDA and the scientific community in order to create a seamless and user friendly way to generate reliable estimates.  This will be especially useful to USDA in developing and evaluating conservation programs and initiatives and in advising policy-makers on agriculture and forestry’s role in reducing GHG emissions and sequestering carbon as an additional ecosystem service. 

6. When can we expect the results of the project to be available?
The project is planned to be completed over the next three years.  The guidelines and methods will be drafted first, with the estimation and reporting tools being developed according to those guidelines.  Drafts and test materials may be available at various points during the process, but release of the final project deliverable will not be until late in 2013. 

7. Will there be opportunity for public comment or input into the project?
We are seeking public input at the beginning of the project in order to instruct our process and enhance the usefulness of the products.  We will also be collecting public comment once the guidelines and methods have been developed, prior to their official publication.  Finally, there will be an opportunity for the public to test the online estimation and reporting tools and provide comment and feedback prior to release of the final version. 
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