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Negotiating a new climate agreement: Forest conservation – barking up the wrong tree?

 Rosmarie Bär, Alliance Sud  

 The protection of tropical forests will be one of the main pillars of the new climate agreement. For deforestation currently accounts for one-fifth of global CO2 emissions. There is disagreement over how forest conservation should be funded, however. The industrialised countries want to include it in the international emissions trade. In climate policy terms, that would be barking up the wrong tree.

For two years now the topic of forests has been very high on the agenda of climate talks. In its Fourth Assessment Report (2007), the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) underlines that the preservation of the last primeval forests is of the utmost importance in containing climate change. For 20 per cent of the greenhouse gas emissions caused by humans originate from the destruction of rainforests.

According to the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), 13 million hectares of rain forest are being cleared each year. The last major primeval forests in Africa, Latin America and Asia – formerly known as the earth's lungs – are under major threat from axes, chainsaws, bulldozers and clearance by fire. During a recent visit to Switzerland, Bishop Erwin Kräutler, President of the Indianist Missionary Council (Cimi) in Brazil, pointed out that in Brazil, six hectares of rainforest were disappearing every minute. Experts predict that the Amazon forest will disappear in 20 to 40 years – with disastrous consequences for the world climate.

Many players, diverse motives

There are a great many players involved in deforestation: from lumbering and mining corporations, governments, large landowners, to small farmers, and their motives are just as diverse. These encompass the felling of individual hardwood trees for export, forest clearance by fire for subsistence farming, as well as the creation of large-scale agrofuel plantations. What is most fatal for the forests is the agrofuel boom. To quote Bishop Erwin Kräutler again: «Ethanol is the next nail in the Amazon's coffin. Although the soils in the rainforest are ill-suited for sugarcane cultivation, huge swathes of forest are being cut down or burned to create pasturelands or soya fields that are making way for sugarcane plantations in other federal states».

Deforestation is creating a fatal «climatic vicious circle», in that forest clearance releases the CO2 stored in the trees and the earth, which in turn accelerates climate change, leading to more droughts, violent storms, soil erosion and fires, thus destroying more forests.

REDD the magic formula

Since the 2007 UN climate conference in Bali, there has been agreement that sustainable climate protection will not be possible without forest protection. Forest protection should be made one of the cornerstones of any post-Kyoto agreement. The new magic formula for that purpose is REDD, which stands for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation. With REDD the idea is to put an economic value on the CO2 stored by the forests and in that way create an incentive to preserve them (see below).

The idea per se is not in dispute. What is in dispute is the concrete form the mechanism should take. Should it apply only to natural forests or also to forest plantations? Who should be «rewarded» for forest conservation: the state, local communities or even private corporations? Should the primary beneficiaries be those who have been engaged in massive forest clearance up to now, or those who have been caring for forests so far?

Emissions trading – a contentious issue

The most hotly debated aspect, however, is financing. The Climate Action Network International (CAN), a worldwide network of over 450 non-governmental organisations, proposes that a special fund should be created and sustained with the proceeds from the auctioning of CO2 emission rights in the North. In this way, CAN is attempting to prevent forest conservation from becoming commercialised and misused in the North as a sale of indulgences for inaction. That is precisely what the suggestions by industrialised countries are aimed at: they would like the worldwide emissions trade to include REDD certificates.

But that would be to cure one evil with an even worse one. If forest conservation were included in emissions trading, the market would be flooded with (cheap) emission rights, which would destroy any notion of protection. By purchasing forest protection certificates in the South, countries and industrial concerns in the North could buy their way out of reducing their own emissions of harmful gases. Emissions prevented in distant South America through rainforest protection could confidently be pumped into the atmosphere here at home. Forest protection could thus mean additional coal-fired power stations joining the grid in Europe.

Itself a weighty player in the international debate on forests, the Brazilian Government too rejects the inclusion of REDD in emissions trading. Tasso Azevedo from the Serviçio Florestal, Brazil's official forestry authority, gives the following justification: «If our efforts to reduce emissions are to serve to allow other places to continue emitting, the earth's temperature will rise and we lose the Amazon because it dries up. That would make no sense». The IPCC has left no doubt at all that forest conservation must come in addition to CO2 reductions in the industrialised countries. Failing that, we will be heading straight for a climatic disaster beyond our control.

Including indigenous peoples

Forests are not of central importance «just» for the climate, but also as the living space of millions of people, and for the biodiversity. Over 100 million people, mainly indigenous people and families of small farmers live in tropical forests, which provide them with food, energy and medicines.

Yet Poznan was not a good place for «forest peoples». Precisely on Human Rights Day, on 10 December 2008, at the UN climate conference important passages referring to the rights of indigenous peoples were struck from the discussion paper at the insistence of the USA, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. Also scrapped was the link to the convention on the protection of the biodiversity. It would be fatal for climate protection and human rights if at the climate conference of December 2009 in Copenhagen a REDD mechanism were to be approved that fails to recognize the rights of indigenous peoples and local forest communities or to respect their way of life.

Where does Switzerland stand?

Not much is known so far about Switzerland's thinking as to the possible form of the REDD mechanism. Obviously no consensual strategy has yet emerged within the Administration. In neither Bali in 2007 nor Poznan in 2008 did the Swiss delegation publicly present forest protection as a central topic of negotiation. What does give cause for concern is a stance taken by the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC). In a background paper it describes «linking (the REDD) with the international post-Kyoto carbon market as desirable». The subsequently added qualification that «the admissibility of measures must be carefully examined and false incentives avoided», offers no real reassurance.

Alliance Sud calls on the Swiss Government to advocate for the following:

Non-inclusion of REDD in the emissions trade. 

Creating an international fund as a reliable source of funding for forest conservation. 

Conceiving the REDD mechanism such that emissions savings through forest conservation are in addition to the reduction targets of industrialised countries. 

The rights of indigenous peoples and local communities are recognized and protected. 

Further reading:

> Climate Action Network

> The little REDD book. A guide to governmental and non-governmental proposals for reducing emissions from deforestation and degradation. 

------------------------------------------------------

What does REDD mean?

The acronym REDD stands for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation of forests. REDD aims to put an economic value on the CO2 stored by forests. Forest conservation should become a profitable alternative to deforestation. Developing countries that are ready and able to halt the destruction of the forests should be compensated financially in return.

Former World Bank Chief Economist Nicolas Stern believes that with annual investments of 10 to 15 billion US dollars, half the greenhouse gas emissions caused by deforestation could be avoided. Developing countries like Brazil and Papua New Guinea prefer public funding, Tuvalu proposes an international REDD fund that would be fed by a CO2 tax on air traffic and shipping. According to the EU study «The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity» (2007), deforestation is causing damages worth up to 5 billion dollars per year, which is as much as 7 per cent of global GDP.
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