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Measuring the Carbon (and Other) Benefits of Climate-Smart Forestry Practices
  
Summary of Report & Recommendations

Forests provide a critically-important nature-based tool to combat the climate crisis. In July 2023, Stanford Law School’s Law and Policy Lab and the Bezos Earth Fund issued a report that addresses the U.S.’s opportunities to deploy climate-smart forestry practices to remove additional quantities of climate-harming carbon from the atmosphere. The report notes that the inability to reliably track and quantify carbon removals and other co-benefits from forestry practices is holding back wider adoption of such practices. It recommends specific steps that the Administration should take to advance the measurement, monitoring, verification and reporting of carbon removals and other benefits associated with climate-smart forestry practices. With the backing of solid measurement and monitoring, governmental authorities and private parties can more confidently incentivize climate-smart forestry practices through a variety of potential mechanisms such as conservation grants, procurement preferences, premium pricing for climate-smart forestry products and better functioning carbon markets. Prime forestry-related carbon removal opportunities in the U.S. include agroforestry, reforestation, urban forestry, improved forest management and long-lived wood products.

OVERVIEW

What is known, and what is knowable about U.S. forests. We know that U.S. forests are major contributors to the fight against climate change and that they are poised to do more. Even though forests are under significant stresses from climate-infused catastrophic wildfires, insect infestations and long-term drought, U.S. forests are annually removing and storing the equivalent of 13 percent of overall U.S. greenhouse gas emissions. Contributions are coming from the most obvious forest sources, such our National Forests, National Parks, and other federal, state, tribal and local forest preserves. But they are also coming from the five billion trees and more than 100 million acres of tree cover in U.S. cities and towns and the billions of additional trees that are spread throughout America’s farms and pasture lands.

We also know that pursuing “climate-smart” forestry practices like reforestation, integrating more trees in cropland and pasture lands (agroforestry), and expanding urban forests will capture and sequester more carbon in trees.  And we know that climate-smart forestry practices typically provide additional valuable services beyond carbon removal. They filter clean water for communities, provide wildlife habitat, promote biodiversity, and increase the resilience of landscapes in the face of extreme heat, drought, floods, and other climate-related impacts. Finally, we know that wildfires and other disasters can strike forests and cut off these benefits, pending regeneration through natural or assisted means.  

However, what we do not know with confidence is how much and for how long pursuing climate-smart forestry practices will remove additional carbon from the atmosphere and sequester it in trees and in wood products. But this information is knowable. Current forestry data sets — including the Forest Service’s valuable FIA (Forest Inventory & Analysis) data system — are poised to sync up with powerful new remote sensing capabilities, machine learning and sophisticated modeling and data management tools to generate solid estimates of how much additional carbon is being captured through climate-smart forestry practices. 

The opportunity.  Significant new federal funding and authority that is now available provides an unprecedented opportunity for the U.S. government to work with experts from government and the private sector to develop a suite of measurement, monitoring, reporting and verification (abbreviated herein as “MRV” or “measurement and monitoring”) tools that can convert knowable climate-smart forestry benefits into confirmed, known benefits. With the backing of solid measurement and monitoring, governmental authorities and private parties can more confidently incentivize climate-smart forestry practices through a variety of potential mechanisms such as conservation grants, procurement preferences, premium pricing for climate-smart forestry products and better functioning carbon markets. 

More specifically, with modern measurement and monitoring tools, baseline conditions and “additional” carbon captured and stored through deployment of climate-smart forestry practices can be identified. Likewise, improved monitoring can address so-called “permanence” issues by confirming that atmospheric removals of carbon are remaining stored in forests over defined time periods that can extend for decades, and potentially longer. And, regardless of whether those removals remain in place a hundred years from now, there may be compelling climate reasons to incentivize additional carbon removals from the atmosphere over the critically important transition period, when legacy fossil fuel use is continuing to pump excess carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas (“GHG”) pollutants into the atmosphere. 

As with other nature-based solutions, however, climate-smart forestry practices need not be incentivized based on carbon benefits alone. Climate-smart practices’ co-benefits like clean water, biodiversity, and increased resilience to heat, drought, floods and other impacts can and should provide additional support for incentivizing climate-smart forestry practices. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the U.S. Forest Service (Forest Service) should make a strong push to significantly improve the measurement and monitoring of carbon sequestration in U.S. forests by:

· Enhancing and expanding the Forest Service’s FIA program through: (1) the cost-effective application of new technologies that will increase the scope and frequency of the program’s field plot measurements; and (2) the deployment of remote sensing and machine learning capabilities to generate evidence-based, verifiable estimates of carbon sequestration in U.S. forests. These tools should be used to measure and monitor the carbon benefits of climate-smart forestry practices that are known to accumulate carbon, such as those reviewed in this report. As a corollary, the NRCS should adopt MRV-calibrated models to quantify the carbon benefits for specific climate-smart forestry practices, drawing on expertise developed by others, including the Canadian Carbon Budget Model. 
· Coordinating with the White House, the U.S. Digital Service, and outside experts to make its data on climate-smart forestry practices broadly available in anonymized, interoperable “data commons”-type formats to interested parties, and to encourage private, academic, and other forestry data gatherers to do the same. 

The report also identifies related recommendations pertaining to specific climate-smart forestry practices:

· For agroforestry, use MRV to confirm the substantial carbon and other co-benefits associated with silvopasture, wind breaks and other agroforestry practices. Establish a strong EarthShot-type goal to expand agroforestry in the U.S. and bring coordinated and significantly expanded USDA funding and other resources to the table, including by NRCS. 
· For reforestation, apply enhanced MRV tools to confirm carbon removals and continue to aggressively implement reforestation efforts throughout the U.S. in coordination with states, tribes, private foresters, and NGO partners. 
· For urban forestry, utilize newly available funding to partner with local jurisdictions, NGOs, and grantees to improve MRV for carbon and other co-benefits of urban tree planting that include relief from extreme heat — with an emphasis on disadvantaged neighborhoods that have limited tree cover, energy savings and urban hydrology benefits. 
· For improved forest management (“IFM”) practices such as extended harvest cycles, wildfire mitigation and forest carbon soil-related practices, develop practice-specific MRV for carbon and other co-benefits. Support the development of federal procurement standards, private certifications, and financial tools to incentivize IFM practices. 
· For long-lived wood products, commission a definitive report that addresses the relative carbon benefits of wood products as compared with other building materials. Leverage the federal “Buy Clean” procurement initiative and other mechanisms to incentivize the responsible expansion of supply and adoption of mass timber. Push certification organizations to condition their support for long-lived wood products on the confirmed deployment of climate-smart forestry practices. Support private landowners’ efforts to monetize additional carbon benefits from wood produced on their land, particularly for small, family and minority landowners. 
· For bioenergy with carbon capture and storage (BECCS), track the potential use of forest-based feedstocks in BECCS projects for potential increases in demand for timber production to meet other needs (leakage). Consider linking the use of forestry-based feedstocks with upstream climate-smart forestry practices.
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