Making Trees Pay

Albert Bates

One of my favorite animated shorts, and one we often show visitors to the Ecovillage Training Center, is The Man Who Planted Trees, Frédéric Back’s adaptation of the story by Jean Giorno. The Man Who Planted Trees is the story of an old mountain shepherd who, acorn by acorn, single-handedly converts his arid, war-battered surroundings into a thriving, productive ecosystem. 

Many permaculturists are doing this, and we see splendid examples on every continent — food-and-fiber polycultures magically transforming barren lands into rich and diverse forests that make their own climates. If we consider how carbon and other greenhouse gases are actually removed from the atmosphere, then even larger armies of treeplanters will have to take to the field, be trained and resupplied, and be constantly re-encouraged to keep up the effort, despite setbacks.

As I write this, the Southeastern quadrant of North America is experiencing a drought the extent of which is not seen since the Nineteenth Century, even in the dustbowl of the 1930s. In Western Australia in 2005, one farmer was committing suicide every fourth day, on average. Now, in 2007, rates of suicide in rural Australia have risen to 20 per week.
 

Global warming was measured in 1979 to be increasing a fraction of a degree per century. On closer examination over 25 years, we now see we are in a curve of acceleration never witnessed in natural history. If you think that the scientists you see in the news describing the latest findings and consensus recommendations have a haggard, frightened look, you are not wrong. Many describe themselves as “scared.”
 

For many thousand millennia the fastest change in atmospheric chemistry has been on the order of 30 parts per million (ppm) carbon by volume over a period of roughly 1,000 years. We have come that same distance now just since 1985, and as we have, our rate of emissions has steadily increased. We are still pressing down on the accelerator and haven’t yet reached the floor.

For those of us caretaking and gradually expanding the 20 square kilometer Swan River watershed trust that includes The Farm, it means that our local climate has begun to change before our eyes.

The climate that existed when we settled here in south Tennessee in 1971 can now be found near Berea, Kentucky. The climate regime we know today was located in central Mississippi in 1971. A quick trip 300 miles south shows an entirely different ecosystem prevailing there: scrub pine. Here it is mixed hardwood, primarily red oak. Our strategy for the past 30 years has been to re-establish native species like the juneberry, persimmon and redbud lost during the logging of the great railroad age. That strategy is now obsolete. We were fighting the last war, not the next one.

Today we need to think about aiding the migration of forests from equator to poles. The fastest runner in the tree kingdom is spruce, which uprooted and dashed 700 miles per century as the glaciers retreated 12,000 years ago. It was a dazzling and record-setting display, but not even spruce is fast enough to hold to the pace of the track we are witnessing in 2007.

How fast? Many northern insects hibernate in winter, placing themselves in a low-energy state that allows them to survive the extremes of northern winters. The sachem skipper butterfly (Atalopedes campestris), on the other hand, is a southern species, and it stays active through winter months. That makes it more vulnerable to being killed by sudden frost, and that determines how far north it can successfully breed. The range of the little skipper butterfly has expanded 420 miles from California to Washington State in just 35 years. In 1998 alone, the butterfly expanded its range north by 75 miles. 

Our role has changed from preservers of place to agents of change. Diverse forests have the resilience and mobility to host the necessary migrations of companion pollinators and mycorrhizae. Plantation forests do not. Permaculturists are the midwives of the next ecosystem stasis. We are the bulwark that holds robust forest systems against spreading deserts. 

So how can we do that and still make a living? I’ll list four ways:

1. Private Donations / Websites 

2. Government / UN / Kyoto Carbon Trading 

3. Partnering with Major Organizations 

4. Agroforestry / Mycoforestry

Here at The Farm we recognized fairly quickly that if preserving biodiversity is our holistic goal, then we need to continuously expand our wild areas by acquiring additional forest. This has come at a point in the history of our region when the demographic tide is against us. Sprawl is spreading in our direction from population centers to our North, West and South. MacMansions gnaw at our field and forest edges. Against this tide, we have managed to add contiguous land in conservation trust and easements, often by trading with paper and pulp companies in the aftermath of clear-cuts. While twenty square kilometers of acquisitions in 35 years may appear miraculous, our goal is ten times that. Mostly, this happens through charitable solicitation.

Private Donations / Websites 

A decade ago, The Farm created a conservation foundation called Swan Trust (the Swan is our river). We raise donations through forest walks, special events, mailings, and the website. Some years ago, another of our organizations, Global Village Institute for Appropriate Technology, created a “Trees for Airmiles” exchange program and promoted that on its website. The Institute uses the funds raised to support tree-planting in many locations around the world, most recently the occupied West Bank in Palestine. The Institute has now joined with a local organization, Center for Holistic Ecology, to sponsor “Trees for Tennessee.” 

It is not difficult to set up a website and start taking donations for this type of work, but as time goes on we notice there are more and more such sites, and verification of performance has become an issue. When you give an extra $10 to Dell Computer to plant trees to offset that new monitor you just purchased, how do you know those trees are actually being planted?

Government / UN / Kyoto Carbon Trading 

The need for verification is an important part of the Kyoto Carbon trading scheme. Many of us might have qualms over the idea of buying and selling carbon credits, thinking them more as Paypal Indulgences (sorry), enabling the rich to assuage guilt at the expense of the poor. The concept is actually more sound than that, if you look at the underlying dynamic that is created.

Trade in “pollution rights” was first proposed by Canadian economist John Dales in 1968. The USEPA began experimenting following the Clean Air Act amendments of 1977. Twenty years of trial and error proved the concept and provisions for international emissions trading for greenhouse gases (GHG) were included in the Kyoto Protocol in 1998.

Lets take an example. Suppose both Bob and Sue emit significant quantities of a given pollutant. Authorities decide that emissions should be reduced by a given amount, say, 10 percent. At first, both Bob and Sue cut their emissions by 10 percent. 

Bob and Sue are not equal however, and they soon discover their differences. Sue may, by the nature of her activities, be able to cut 10 percent or even more at relatively low cost. Bob, on the other hand, finds it very difficult and expensive. It is this potential difference in reduction cost between Bob and Sue that creates a market.

Sue says to Bob, “I will make additional reductions on your behalf if you will compensate me for the cost and make it worth my while.”  Bob says, “Such a deal!” Bob is prepared to pay for reductions at a price that is above the cost to Sue but below what it would otherwise cost him to make the reductions himself. In this situation, Bob saves money, Sue makes money, and the planet benefits. Where air pollution is concerned, it makes no difference whether the cuts are made by Bob or Sue, it is the overall reduction that counts.  

The Kyoto Protocol establishes three mechanisms that give countries trading flexibility in reducing greenhouse gas emissions: International Emissions Trading (IET); the Clean Development  Mechanism (CDM); and Joint Implementation (JI).   

International Emissions Trading is a ‘cap and trade’ system for Annex B Parties (the industrial world, minus some key players like China, India and Indonesia). The allocation to each country is determined by its Kyoto commitment — its national emissions limitation for 2008–2012 — plus adjustments for net removals by eligible sinks such as planting trees and no-till agriculture (efforts that can remove carbon from the atmosphere for relatively long periods). The allowances traded are assigned amount units (AAUs) and removal units (RMUs). There is a brisk international trade in AAUs and RMUs, some official, some experimental.

The Clean Development Mechanism allows countries without emissions limitation commitments to earn credits for emission reduction and sink enhancement projects. The rules establish an international process for reviewing the baseline and the reduction achieved. Credits awarded for CDM projects —called certified emission reductions (CERs) — can be used by Annex B Parties toward compliance with  their national commitments.

Joint Implementation allows Annex B Parties to award credits for emission reduction and sink enhancement projects. JI credits — known as emission reduction units (ERUs) — are subtracted from available AAUs or RMUs to avoid double counting. The rules allow countries not eligible to participate in IET to host JI projects. 

That about uses up my complexity limitation commitments to the publisher of this magazine, so although we could continue to go deeper into IET, CDM, JI, CERs, ERUs, sanctions for non-compliance, weaknesses in the enforcement regime, “additionality,” Gresham’s Law, and so on, I think we can leave it here and let you look up the details from available references.

Because the United States has refused to join the Kyoto process, most recently in June, 2007, individual states and municipalities are now taking the initiative away from the US government. Massachusetts and New Hampshire have passed legislation that regulates electricity generators in those states and allows GHG emissions trading as a means of compliance. California and Oregon have enacted similar measures, not limited to electric utilities, and have plans to trade for credits internationally.

The EU has applied GHG trading to 7,300 companies and 12,000 installations among energy utilities, oil refineries, iron and steel producers, the pulp and paper industry, and producers of cement, glass, lime, brick and ceramics. 

Does it work? In volume terms, 466 million tonnes changed hands in the CDM market in 2006. One billion tonnes of emission reductions will flow from projects approved and underway while another one billion tonnes is expected to flow by 2012 from projects in the pipeline, the end of the Kyoto commitment period. Carbon markets traded $30 billion worth of greenhouse gas emission reductions around the world in 2006, an almost three-fold increase on the previous year’s $11 billion. Another $5 billion was traded in CDM carbon offset credits in return for clean technology transfer to the developing world and former Soviet bloc. 

At IPC-8 in Sao Paulo, Giovanni Barontini
 went into some detail looking at the question of how permaculture projects might be certified to earn tradeable credits by tree planting or appropriate technology transfer. The Project Design Document (PDD) is the official application drawn up by a group applying for project approval under the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM). PDDs must be validated by an independent third party, then approved and registered by the CDM Executive Board before a project qualifies as a CER carbon credit earner. The process begins by getting the project concept document approved by the regional committee of the entity designated by the United Nations to audit the program. Then the methodology is validated, an interministerial commission gives approval, and the program can apply for registration. Once registered, the program must pay for independent monitoring, auditors’ reports and various one-time or annual fees. All told, according to Barontini, the process can cost $75,000 to $125,000, well beyond the budget of most small tree-planting projects.

Partnering with Major Organizations 

The alternative to the red tape and expense of qualifying under the CDM and JI is for small projects to associate themselves with larger ones. Fortunately, there are a great many excellent programs around the world, and many have already gone through the process of accreditation for carbon trading. I recommend that tree planting groups or similar organizations search out their own favorite organizations to affiliate with. A quick Google search will locate many excellent candidates.
.
Agroforestry / Mycoforestry

We can also find strategies to make trees pay by developing forest products and services. In my community we have a company, Mushroompeople, begun in 1974, that has been providing farmers and woodlot owners the means to make a supplementary, or even primary, income from growing forest mushrooms. Gourmet and medicinal mushrooms are a steadily enlarging market, and seeding a shady stand of trees, stumps, and fresh cuttings with the right combination of mushrooms can provide a substantial revenue stream. Of course, mushrooms are not the only extractive resource a healthy forest can supply. There are many nut crops, vine crops, shade crops, and coppice or pollarding for fuel, furniture, and other uses.

At the G8 Summit of industrial nations in June, 2007, the German Chancellor, the Prime Minister of the UK, and many other world leaders in attendance urged upon the United States, China and any remaining Kyoto holdouts, a quick reversal of policy in order to avert “climate chaos.” What Chancellor Merkel and G8 senior officals foresaw was precisely what Lovelock, Lynas, Gelbspan, Monbiot, Tidwell, Pearce
 and others have written increasingly desperate warnings about. Somewhere above 2 degrees warming, the IPCC Fourth Assessment says, tipping points cascade and the result is “unacceptable.” 

At 3 degrees, reaching 4 degrees becomes a fait d’ accompli. At 4 degrees, processes are set in motion that automatically take us to 5 degrees, and then 6 degrees. Can we stop at 6 degrees, or will we continue to be swept up to 10 degrees, or more? We have a chance, now, at 1 degree, to perhaps halt emissions and hold the increase in check at below 2. At present rates of GHG generation, that window closes by perhaps 2015, so the missed opportunity in the path not taken by the United States, China and others could be a very sad tableau, an epitaph for humanity.

Actually flipping the trend, by halting the spread of deserts, reversing deforestation, and increasing the capture of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases in soils and oceans, is potentially within our reach. At least that is what we can hope. What will be required will be to hold water in the landscape, grow forests large enough to make their own rain, and re-green the Earth now, everywhere, at once. 

Albert Bates is an environmental educator at the Ecovillage Training Center at The Farm community in Summertown,Tennessee and author of Shutdown: Nuclear Power on Trial (1979); and Climate in Crisis: The Greenhouse Effect and What We Can Do (1990). His latest book, The Post-Petroleum Survival Guide and Cookbook: Recipes for Changing Times, is available from New Society Publishers and our bookstore.
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� A good starting point is http://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol/background/items/3145.php. Emissions trading schemes for greenhouse gases and other pollutants are already operating or being developed in various parts of the world: European Union Emissions Trading Scheme (www.ec.europa.eu/environment/climat/emission.htm); Chicago Climate Exchange (www.chicagoclimatex.com); Acid Rain Program (www.epa.gov); Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (US) (www.rggi.org). For more information on Gresham’s Law (bad money will drive out good money) see www.worldwatch.org/ww/recs. For a full glossary see www.worldwatch.org/ww/offsets.
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