
FORESTRY AND TIMBER YEARBOOK 2022

Now that we have clarification on the carbon ownership issue, 
you may ask how a voluntary carbon trading scheme may affect 
the economics of your forest. Be under no illusion, carbon is a 
commodity and like other products it must adhere to standards 
that insure its creditability.  Like timber certification, this comes 
at a high cost and administrative burden. The three main trading 
scheme standard considerations are eligibility, accountability and 
risk management to ensure that there is no reversal of CO2 
removals (permanence).  
 
Current standards such as the voluntary carbon standard (VCS) 
and the UK woodland carbon code (WCC) deal with these 
issues by adhering to some basic principles (see panel). 
 
Let’s assume all of principles will be dealt with in a national 
trading scheme which adopts an international best practice 
standard, such as ISO 41065. One may then ask how atypical 
scheme may work? 
 
The schematic overleaf outlines a typical afforestation project 
cycle from project initiation and implementation through to 
certified credit issuance and retirement.  
 
The adherence to the standards outlined and the potential 
amount of carbon offsets produced by the project are 
submitted in a project design document, which is then validated 
by the trading scheme standard appointed agents. 
 
In order to verify that real removals of CO2 have been achieved, 
project developers typically need to certify their offsets under 
the rigorous trading standard. Project developers must prove 
that they have achieved the CO2 removals they claim, by 
periodic inventories and by submitting their project monitoring 
data for review by third-party auditors. Development of a 
project from conception to final issuance of accredited offsets 
can take years.  There offsets are only verified after removals 
have taken place, typically over a period of 15 to 100 years after 
project validation, referred to as certified issuance units (CIUs).

How would a national 
afforestation voluntary carbon 
trading scheme work?
Kevin Black 

•  Eligibility: eligible projects  
   must adhere to national law  
   and regulations, and they must  
   be additional- i.e. the CO2  
   removals by an afforestation  
   project are considered addi- 
   tional if they exceed those  
   which would have occurred in 
   the absence of the project. For  
   example, existing forest land  
   are not eligible under an  
   afforestation scheme because  
   they are not additional. 
•  Permanence: Removals must  
   be permanent and potential  
   emissions due to activities  
   beyond the project term must  
   be accounted for or the risk of  
   sequestered carbon being  
   emitted back to the atmos- 
   phere must be minimised. 
•  Accountability: removals must  
   be real, verifiable and gener- 
   ated credits cannot be resold  
   or accounted under other  
   schemes or markets. 

BASIC PRINCIPLES IN 
ADHERING TO CARBON 
STANDARDS
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The WCC also allows issuance of pending units upfront, i.e. 
potential removals before they take place, but this is a high risk, 
and a contractual burden on the project owner, should offsets 
not be achieved. 
 
Once accredited offsets are issued, agents or owners can sell 
the carbon on the voluntary market and list offset transactions 
on a registry.  The registry also retires CIUs once the transaction 
is complete to ensure that double accounting does not take 
place. Some (10-20%) of the certified offsets are withheld as 
insurance against potential loss of the forest carbon stocks due 
to disturbances or deforestation. This is done to ensure the 
offsets are permanent.  
 
The economic returns from registration of a carbon project 
depends on how compliance principles set out in the trading 
standard, what the CO2 price is, and what the project 
registration and verification costs are. The revenues generated 
depend on the scale of the project, species, productivity and 
adopted management. CO2 revenues would typically decrease 
as harvest intensity increases, so there is a trade-off between 
timber and CO2 revenues. Under the WCC, a typical Sitka 
spruce yield class 16 m3 ha-1 yr-1 under a marginal thinning 
intensity and a clear fell age at commercial rotation could 
potentially generate 400 t CO2 per ha over a project lifetime 
(now set at 100 years). 
 
Assuming a CO2 price of €7 per tCO2, this would equate to a 
gross value of €2800 per ha before project registration, 
monitoring and verification, and registry fees are deducted. 
Registration, monitoring, verification and registry fees may vary 
from 10 to 40% of the CIU value. However, a national code, 
similar to the WCC may reduce these costs substantially. Bear 
in mind that these credits are generated every 5 to 10 years 
over the project period so discounted revenues are considerably 
lower. Clearly, potential revenues from afforestation carbon 
offsetting projects are quite small, but creation of such a scheme 
may provide additional incentive for land owners to invest in 
forestry. 
 
If you have an existing forest, the only potential to generate 
carbon offset credits is to register a project under an improved 
forest management scheme, such as those developed by the  
VSC. This would involve a change in management which results 
in higher removals or reduced emissions when compared to the 
currently implemented management plan for your forest. 
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