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Of Forest Management and Carbon Markets

By LEORA BROYDO VESTEL

Shutterstock Should “even-age” forest management be part of a carbon offset protocol?

Air regulators in California are poised to adopt a new framework for measuring and managing
greenhouse gas offsets associated with forest projects. But some environmental groups are
balking at a provision that they say leads to the unhealthy practice of clear-cutting — or the
removal of all tress in a stand at once.

The pending protocol — a version of which is slated for adoption by the California Air
Resources Board this week — aims to provide “requirements and guidance for quantifying the
net climate benefits of activities that sequester carbon on forestland.”

The guidelines are needed so that more such activities can be included as offsets in fledgling
emissions trading markets — including cap-and-trade proposals like the one currently being
considered in Congress.

Forest owners would then have a financial incentive to preserve at least some of their trees —
which soak up CO2 from the atmosphere — because they could sell each ton of carbon dioxide
that their trees sequester on the open carbon market.

Environmentalist support the idea in principle, but in a letter sent to the board last week,
representatives from groups like the Sierra Club California and the Center for Biological
Diversity complained that a late insertion makes room for something called “even-aged”
management in stands “no greater than 40 acres.”

Even-aged management involves growing and clearing stands of trees that are roughly the same
age — and often of the same species. This as opposed to, say, maintaining and selectively
harvesting within stands that are of staggered ages and mixed species.

Some forest experts — including the U.S. Forest Service — say even-aged management can,
under some circumstances, provide “more successful reproduction and early development of
tree species that need direct sunlight.”

It is also the most economical way for timber companies to maintain a grow-harvest cycle.

But the authors of the recent letter argue that even-aged management “is entirely inconsistent
with, and explicitly contradicted by, the definition of ‘natural forest management’ in the same
protocols, which requires forest projects to ‘promote and maintain a diversity of native species
and utilize management practices that promote and maintain native forests comprised of
multiple ages and mixed native species at multiple landscape scales.’”
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It is impossible, the authors continued, “for even-aged management, particularly clear-cutting,
to meet those overarching requirements.

Michael Endicott, a resource sustainability advocate with Sierra Club California and a co-author
of the letter, said “the protocol encourages people to buy carbon credits from clear-cutting
operations. We shouldn’t have clear cuts at all.”

The environmental groups also pointed out in their letter that “peer-reviewed studies have
shown that clear-cutting removes more carbon from forests than any other disturbance
including fire, and generally results in a net release of carbon into the atmosphere.”

Those who support the provision, however, say it merely echoes existing California forestry law,
which also has a 40-acre allowance for even-age operations. It also acts as a cap on clear-cutting
in other states that permit the practice more widely.

“We have to write rules that are stringent but fair,” said Gary Gero, the president of the Climate
Action Reserve, “in the hopes of getting more people to use forests to sequester carbon.”

The Nature Conservancy, which supports the protocol and holds a conservation easement on a
has its 23,780-acre Garcia River Forest project (owned by the Conservation Fund) that is
registered with the Climate Action Reserve, indicated that even with the 40-acre allowance for
even-age management, clear cutting simply won’t pay in the offsets market.

“A landowner that cuts all their trees down,” said Louis Blumberg, the director of group’s
California forest and climate policy program, “isn’t going to have a lot of carbon.”
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