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Methodological issues under the Kyoto Protocol: Land use, land-use change 
and forestry under Article 3, paragraphs 3 and 4 of the Kyoto Protocol and 
under the clean development mechanism 

Issues related to modalities and procedures for alternative approaches to addressing 
the risk of non-permanence under the clean development mechanism, in accordance 
with decision 2/CMP.7, paragraph 7 (FCCC/SBSTA/2012/L.3, paragraph 2) 

 

The Gaia Foundation is a UK-based NGO that works closely with organisations and 
networks from the global South, and in particular Africa, on issues of agriculture, 
biodiversity, climate change and indigenous rights.   The Gaia Foundation’s position 
on UNFCCC negotiations has been developed in close collaboration with the African 
Biodiversity Network1, and reflects many African organisations’ concerns relating to 
agriculture, food security, farmers’ & indigenous rights and climate change.  
 
The Gaia Foundation finds that the proposal to include non-permanent carbon 
credits into the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) should be rejected for 
the following reasons: 
 

1) The issue of “non-permanence” in certain carbon sequestration 
methodologies is a scientific reality, which cannot and should not be 
“addressed” (i.e. denied) through creative accounting strategies.  The 
purpose of the CDM, and indeed the UNFCCC, is to address global climate 
change.  Africa urgently needs serious commitments and serious action on 
climate change.  By including non-permanent carbon credits in the CDM, the 
UNFCCC sends a dubious signal to Africa and the world that the CDM 
prioritises profit-making opportunities over real and permanent solutions to 
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climate change.  If the CDM is to be a valid mechanism for addressing climate 
change, then sequestration credits must remain permanent. 
 

2) The global carbon market is currently in a state of crisis.  From a peak of €31 
per ton, the global price of carbon has plummeted to €5.5 and is projected by 
many experts to go as low as €3 per ton.  Adding non-permanent carbon 
credits into this unstable and unreliable scenario is likely to further 
undermine the price of carbon2, and thus threatens the CDM and carbon 
offset projects currently underway. 

 
3) The inclusion of non-permanent sequestration methodologies will largely 

include agricultural and soil carbon sequestration methodologies.  These are 
likely to bring negative socio-economic and environmental impacts for 
Africa.  Africa is already suffering from an aggressive large-scale land grab 
that has escalated in recent years.  Soil carbon sequestration projects are 
only likely to prove economically viable if carried out on a large-scale.  
Biochar, for example, is promoted as a technique to sequester carbon in soil3, 
however the International Biochar Initiative has openly talked of the need for 
500 million to 1 billion hectares of land in Africa for plantations to grow 
biomass to burn for biochar4.  There is therefore a significant threat of 
“carbon land grabs” that could further exacerbate African’s already fragile 
land rights, livelihoods and access to food5.  Furthermore, the use of 
Genetically Modified crops for “no-till” farming and the harvesting of carbon 
credits has also been proposed.  Africa has widely rejected GMOs, due to the 
fact that, with few exceptions, such seeds are patented and threaten seed 
saving which is the basis of farming and food security for 80% of African 
small-scale farmers.  African small-scale farmers have been highly vocal in 
rejecting GM crops, and the need to protect the continent’s seed diversity 
from irreversible GM contamination and propriatory patent law.  GM “no-till” 
agriculture has thus been rejected in Africa.  The CDM and UNFCCC must not 
undermine African sovereignty, nor the UN Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety 
Protocol by providing inappropriate support or subsidies to this technology.  

 
4) The World Bank’s pilot project on soil carbon sequestration in Kenya shows 

that there are huge and numerous challenges in using agriculture in carbon 
credits. It is significant to note that although the Kenya project was originally 
developed with the aim that it would join the CDM, it now no is longer 
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in carbon offset schemes.  April 2011 
3 African Biodiversity Network, Biofuelwatch & Gaia Foundation.: Biochar Land Grabbing: 
the impacts on Africa.  2010 
4  Read, P.: Biosphere carbon stock management: addressing the threat of abrupt 
climate change in the next few decades: an editorial essay, Climatic Change, 87, 305–320, 
2008. 
5 African Biodiversity Network, Biofuelwatch, Carbon Trade Watch, the Gaia Foundation & 
the Timberwatch Coalition.: The CDM in Africa: marketing a new land grab. February 
2011 



pursuing that aim, and the reasons for this are of relevance here.   A recent 
study6 indicates problems including:  

 
i) Farmers are apparently unaware that they will earn just $1 a year for 

their carbon sequestration work.  
ii) The pilot project has benefited from over $1 million in investment 

costs, which has largely gone towards the high cost of carbon 
consultants and MRV7.  This is because MRV for soil carbon is 
particularly complex and costly.  Other projects are unlikely to benefit 
from this kind of special investment and are thus unlikely to be viable.   

iii) The projected revenues from selling carbon credits may never fully 
repay the initial investment and running costs.   

iv) The methodology used by the project to count carbon sequestered is 
of doubtful reliability, as it is based on questionable assumptions 
about uniform soil types and largely-unscrutinised farmer reporting.  
The methodology also ignores critical issues of leakage, such as 
farmers using timber, fuel or manure from outside the project 
boundary in order to implement the project, with negative climate 
impacts that are not accounted for.  

v) “Climate Smart Agriculture” is supposed to bring a “triple win” of 
adaptation, mitigation and food security.  However the Kenya project 
shows that the focus is clearly on mitigation for soil carbon trading.  
Critical adaptation activities such as disaster risk management and 
revival of seed diversity for resilience are ignored by the project.  

 
5) The implementation and experience of the CDM so far has achieved, at best, 

mixed results for climate change, communities and developing countries.  
Many theoretical assumptions made about how the CDM would function have 
not been borne out in practice.  Just one example is the issue of 
“additionality”, and the fact that there is now widespread acknowledgement 
that few CDM projects are, in reality Additional8.  Many projects have also 
been criticised for their social and environmental impacts9.   The impact of 
the CDM has therefore had questionable benefits for climate change, 
communities and the environment.  Therefore before considering alternative 
approaches to addressing non-permanence for inclusion in the CDM, the 
UNFCCC should first ask whether the experience of the CDM has thus far 
been satisfactory, and whether or not it will address  - or more likely 

                                                        
6 Institute of Agriculture and Trade Policy: An Update on the World Bank’s 
Experimentation with Soil Carbon: Promise of Kenya Agricultural Carbon Project 
Remains Elusive. 2012 
7 The Gaia Foundation.: Clear as Mud: why agriculture and soils should not be included 
in carbon offset schemes.  April 2011 
8 Harbara Haya, Payal Parekh, University of California: Hydropower in the CDM: 
Examining Additionality and Criteria for Sustainability, , 25 November 2011 
9 African Biodiversity Network, Biofuelwatch, Carbon Trade Watch, the Gaia Foundation 
and Timberwatch Coalition.: The CDM in Africa: marketing a new land grab. February 
2011 



exacerbate - the current problems faced by the CDM and the climate 
objective that it is intended to serve.  

 
 
For further reading, we strongly recommend a report jointly produced in February 
2011 by the African Biodiversity Network, Biofuelwatch, Carbon Trade Watch, the 
Gaia Foundation and Timberwatch Coalition, which focuses on precisely this 
question of non-permanence and soil carbon sequestration methodologies in the 
CDM:  
 
The CDM in Africa: marketing a new land grab 
http://www.africanbiodiversity.org/system/files/PDFs/CDM%20Report_Feb2011_
lowres.pdf 
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