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February 28, 2003 

Mr. William Hohenstein

Global Change Program Office

United States Department of Agriculture

Room 12-A, J.L. Whitten Building

1400 Independence Ave., NW

Washington, DC 20250-3814

Dear Mr. Hohenstein:

The International Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (Association) appreciates the opportunity provided by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) to comment on the development of revisions to the agriculture and forestry sections of the Voluntary Greenhouse Gas Reporting Program and accounting rules and guidelines for crediting carbon sequestration projects in agriculture and forestry.  

The Association represents all 50 state fish and wildlife agencies and their interest in the professional management of the nation’s fish and wildlife resources.  Along with fish and wildlife agencies from Canada and Mexico and many non-governmental conservation organizations that are contributing members, the Association develops, supports and defends legislation, rules and policies which safeguard and improve the well-being of North America’s fish and wildlife resources.

Much in the same way that Farm Bill conservation programs have had a tremendous impact on the nation’s wildlife and fish habitats since 1986, carbon sequestration programs are likely to be as influential, if not more so, on the landscapes of tomorrow.  Considering that land in the United States is a finite resource, which is being subjected to increasing pressure to provide a variety of societal needs, it is essential that carbon sequestration initiatives accomplish as many additional environmental purposes as possible.  It will be a poor bargain for society if efforts to offset greenhouse gases through carbon sequestration result in a diminishing of other natural resources for which society would have to pay separately and additionally to correct.

The Association believes that carbon sequestration is, in essence, a conservation issue, with tremendous potential to not only offset the emissions of greenhouse gases through the storage of carbon, but also to restore the ecological functions of terrestrial ecosystems and their capacity to store carbon.  Rather than viewing terrestrial carbon sequestration activities as simply a carbon storage mechanism that may have some ancillary or collateral conservation benefits that occur by chance, we believe carbon sequestration activities should be viewed as an ecosystem restoration tool, with the express purpose of providing both carbon storage benefits and ecosystem restoration benefits.  Rules and guidelines developed for greenhouse gas reporting and sequestration accounting should make clear the expectation that qualifying activities will provide benefits to both carbon sequestration and ecological restoration and protection.

The Association offers the following operating principles to guide development of accounting rules and guidelines by USDA and the Department of Energy (DOE):

· Adopt a conservation-based vision of terrestrial carbon sequestration.

The vision should recognize that carbon sequestration is a conservation issue in a fundamental sense, and not just in an ancillary or collateral sense.  The vision should be eco-regionally based (temperate forests, forested wetlands, prairies, grasslands, etc.), recognizing that different ecosystems have inherently different carbon storage mechanisms and capabilities, and carbon sequestration activities should be tailored to those capabilities. 

· Apply the Principle of Concurrent Restoration to determinations.

The Principle of Concurrent Restoration seeks to restore the natural ecological capability of the terrestrial ecosystem to store carbon by promoting policies and guidelines that will restore that ecosystem in an environmentally sustainable way.  Carbon sequestration activities should not diminish other natural resources, including fish and wildlife.

Principle of Concurrent Restoration:  Whereas the process of terrestrial carbon sequestration involves the restoration of a degraded ecological function, the restoration of that function should not come at the expense of other ecological functions and values and should in fact produce concurrent restoration benefits.

· Fish and wildlife are public resources that are managed by states for the benefit of present and future generations.
The economic benefits generated by the nation’s fish and wildlife resources are enormous, with 82 million U.S. residents 16 years old and older participating in fish and wildlife–associated recreation and spending over $100 billion in 2001.  Because terrestrial carbon sequestration has the potential to alter the current landscape and habitats that fish and wildlife depend on, states occupy an important and unique role as a stakeholder in the development of these programs.  Rules and guidelines that assign value to land use and that may result in large-scale conversions of habitat require consultation with state fish and wildlife agencies. 

Without incorporating these operating principles into the development of guidelines and accounting rules, ideological resistance to carbon sequestration programs is likely to become stronger and broader among many mainstream conservation organizations, especially if carbon programs result in adverse impacts to floral and faunal communities.

As the USDA and DOE move through the process of developing accounting rules and guidelines, there are a number of issues and questions concerning their development that we believe must be addressed relative to the Principle of Concurrent Restoration for terrestrial carbon sequestration:  
· Qualifying activities for terrestrial carbon sequestration should provide benefits to both carbon sequestration and ecological restoration.  

Under DOE’s Voluntary Reporting of Greenhouse Gases Program, a number of forestry and agricultural activities are listed with potential carbon sequestration benefits.  Some activities, such as afforestation of agricultural lands, have the potential to provide ecological benefits if conducted with an ecological restoration objective.  Likewise, such activities could also adversely impact wildlife habitat if, for instance, exotic species were used or a monoculture plantation forest were established.  DOE also recognizes that prairie and grassland ecosystems hold great promise to provide carbon storage benefits, though less work has been conducted in these systems compared to forested systems.  Therefore, carbon sequestration programs designed for prairie and grassland ecosystems should be carefully constructed to maintain and/or enhance the ecological integrity of the system while providing carbon storage benefits.
· Qualifying activities should be eco-regionally based, to ensure compatibility of carbon sequestration practice(s) with the climate and soil characteristics of the area.  Incentives should be established to promote and encourage carbon sequestration projects that include an ecological restoration component.
· Qualifying activities should require or provide incentives to use native species rather than exotic or invasive species in carbon sequestration projects.

· Qualifying activities should require or provide incentives for carbon sequestration projects to promote diverse landscapes utilizing endemic species as opposed to exotic or monoculture systems (except in cases where restoring natural forests favor monoculture systems, e.g., longleaf pine ecosystems).  These incentives should be developed for both forested and prairie ecosystems.

· Qualifying activities should encourage and promote the development of carbon sequestration projects utilizing natural vegetation systems, as opposed to “enhanced” vegetation.

· Qualifying activities for primary and secondary existing forests should include provisions that allow and encourage thinning and other forest stand improvement practices, when needed, to reduce excessive stocking levels.  This will result in benefits to many wildlife species, with the added benefit of increased timber quality at the end of the rotation.

· Careful consideration must be given to the integration of carbon sequestration benefits and credits into existing Farm Bill conservation programs such as CRP and WRP.  Likewise, new Farm Bill conservation programs, such as the Conservation Security Program and Grassland Reserve Program have the potential to significantly influence conservation on private lands, and provide further carbon sequestration benefits.  If carbon sequestration benefits are included as part of the ranking process for these programs, they should not detract from other intended conservation benefits to wildlife habitat, soil conservation, and water quality, and in fact should be structured to enhance these benefits.  Carbon sequestration credits should be allowed within these publicly financed programs only in ways that will provide concurrent restoration benefits.  All carbon sequestration projects developed with government financing should be clearly identified and tracked as such to distinguish them from privately financed projects.  
· How will demonstration and/or research projects be developed?

In the energy title (Title IX) of the 2002 Farm Bill, emphasis is placed on developing demonstration and cooperative research projects to further the understanding of carbon sequestration on the carbon cycle, increase the understanding of how agricultural and forestry practices affect the sequestration of carbon in soils and plants, develop cost-effective means of measuring and monitoring changes in carbon pools in soils and plants, evaluate the linkage between federal conservation programs and carbon sequestration, and to establish benchmark standards for future carbon programs.  However, none of these objectives will lead to an evaluation of environmental acceptance of carbon storage methods, or whether concurrent restoration benefits will result.  Therefore, in addition to these objectives, demonstration projects should assess concurrent restoration benefits and the environmental acceptability of carbon sequestration methods.  Demonstration projects should also promote additionality, and not result in the conversion of native grasslands to forests or other non-native systems. 

· How will additionality, leakage, permanence, and verification be addressed?

To ensure that carbon sequestration programs result in a net gain of stored carbon within an environmentally sustainable context, the issues of additionality (carbon storage benefits accrued in addition to what would occur in the absence of a carbon project), leakage (migration of carbon emitting activities such as logging or land clearing to other areas outside the project area, effectively offsetting carbon sequestration benefits), permanence (duration of carbon storage methods), and verification (methods for measuring and verifying carbon sequestration benefits) should be addressed with careful consideration of their ecological impacts.  The concept of independent third party verification of emission reductions could also be applied to verification of ecosystem restoration benefits by enlisting the state agency with resource management responsibility (e.g., the state fish and wildlife agency) to verify project benefits, such as whether the project contributes to fish and wildlife resource management objectives.     

· How should the issue of scale be incorporated?  

Scale refers to the land area that will be used to determine baseline carbon storage capacity (no carbon offset programs in place), and also to evaluate additionality and leakage as carbon programs are established.  The scale for carbon sequestration programs should be of sufficient size to enable effective monitoring of additionality and leakage.  At a minimum, carbon programs should be accounted for and reported at the county level.  This would allow for state and region-wide summaries with minimal effort.  However, consideration for an ecological scale is also warranted, which will require more sophisticated measurements and analyses.  Therefore, carbon projects should be geospatially referenced, to allow for GIS analyses utilizing remote sensing data and other technologies.

· Monitoring and evaluation should address not only the carbon response, but also the ecological response. 

A monitoring and evaluation component for a carbon sequestration program should be able to evaluate the following:  1) Sequestration estimates and measurement; 2) Baseline development; 3) Leakage assessment; 4) Permanence; 5) Ecological benefits, including habitat restoration, water quality, flood storage, etc.

The Association commends USDA and DOE for soliciting input from stakeholders on revisions to the Voluntary Greenhouse Gas Reporting Program and the accounting rules and guidelines for carbon sequestration projects through public workshops and the opportunity to submit written comments.  The Association looks forward to working with USDA and DOE as the process moves forward to insure that conservation benefits become an integral part of the reporting and accounting rules and guidelines.

Sincerely,
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John G. Baughman

Executive Vice President

cc:
Margot Anderson, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Policy, Department of Energy

