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Q&A: Can ‘nature-based solutions’
help address climate change?

In recent years, the use of nature and natural ecosystems to mitigate and
adapt to climate change has come to the forefront of discussions around
meeting the goals of the Paris Agreement. 

These so-called “nature-based solutions” are key to many countries’ and
companies’ plans to achieve net-zero in the coming decades. 

Nature-based solutions also featured more prominently than before at the
UN’s COP26 climate summit in Glasgow last month. The term briefly made
an appearance in a draft of what became the Glasgow Climate Pact and,
following UK prime minister Boris Johnson’s mantra of “coal, cars, cash and
trees”, countries at the summit made several headline-grabbing pledges
aimed at halting deforestation.
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But these “nature-based solutions” are not without their critics. Some argue
that the very concept of nature as a tool reduces and obscures its inherent
value. Others reject the term and warn that its vagueness leaves it open to
deliberate misuse. 

In this explainer, Carbon Brief examines the history of the term “nature-
based solutions”, the debates surrounding their effectiveness and the place
they currently hold in global climate negotiations.

What is the origin of the term ‘nature-based solutions’?
How much CO2 could nature-based solutions save?
How could nature-based solutions benefit adaptation?
Why are some critical of the term ‘nature-based solutions’?
How do nature-based solutions fit into national and international climate
policy?
How much money is being spent on nature-based solutions?
Case study: How are nature-based solutions being used in Australia?

What is the origin of the term ‘nature-based
solutions’?

The term “nature-based solutions” was coined by the World Bank in 2008
and adopted that same year by the International Union for the Conservation
of Nature (IUCN). The IUCN defines nature-based solutions as:

“Actions to protect, sustainably manage and restore natural and modified
ecosystems in ways that address societal challenges effectively and
adaptively, to provide both human well-being and biodiversity benefits.
They are underpinned by benefits that flow from healthy ecosystems and
target major challenges like climate change, disaster risk reduction, food
and water security, health and are critical to economic development.”

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/6216/467260WP0REPLA1sity1Sept020081final.pdf
https://www.iucn.org/
https://www.iucn.org/theme/nature-based-solutions/about
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In its original usage, the term predominantly referred to ways of working with
nature for the purposes of climate change adaptation and biodiversity
conservation. It is only “quite recently” that the discussion around nature-
based solutions has shifted more towards using them to mitigate climate
change, says Prof Nathalie Seddon, the director of the Nature-based
Solutions Initiative at the University of Oxford. 

Another term that has been suggested is “natural climate solutions”,
although these primarily focus on the climate-based benefits of protecting
nature. 

Nature-based solutions work by either increasing carbon storage, such as by
planting more trees, or by avoiding greenhouse gas emissions, such as by
limiting deforestation. Seddon and others often separate the solutions into
three broad categories: 

Ecosystem conservation
Ecosystem restoration
Improving land management practises

Ecosystem conservation, or protection, is aimed at stopping the loss of
carbon from soils, forests or the ocean. Some examples are halting
deforestation in tropical rainforests and creating or expanding protected
areas. 

Ecosystem restoration involves the rehabilitation of already-degraded
biomes, such as rewetting peatlands and restoring coastal ecosystems
including seagrass meadows and mangroves. This category also contains
solutions that rely on the construction of entirely new ecosystems, such as
large-scale tree-planting or the creation of manufactured wetlands. 

Improved land management practises include switching away from industrial

https://www.zoo.ox.ac.uk/people/professor-nathalie-seddon
https://www.naturebasedsolutionsinitiative.org/
https://www.ox.ac.uk/
https://www.nature.org/en-us/what-we-do/our-insights/perspectives/natural-climate-solutions/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/guest-post-how-human-activity-threatens-the-worlds-carbon-rich-peatlands
https://www.carbonbrief.org/guest-post-mapping-blue-carbon-wealth-around-the-world
https://www.carbonbrief.org/amazon-mangroves-twice-as-carbon-rich-as-its-rainforests
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farming to more sustainable methods – such as agroecology or agroforestry,
increasing soil carbon content through the use of cover crops, and
promoting soil health by lessening the amount of chemical fertilisers applied
to land.

Nature-based solutions are often ways that land can be used to take up or
store more carbon, but there is a growing recognition that the ocean can
play a vital role in this, too, Seddon adds. She tells Carbon Brief:

“What happens in the ocean, what happens along our coast, is critically
important in the context of climate change. And so we don’t want to
overlook that.”

How much CO2 could nature-based solutions
save?

Using integrated assessment models, researchers can estimate just how
much “mitigation potential” nature-based solutions have. Several studies put
that number at around 10-12bn tonnes of CO2 equivalent (GtCO2e) per year
– enough to reduce peak warming by about 0.3C, Seddon says. 

These estimates vary, though. A 2017 study published in the Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences set the “drawdown potential” of nature-
based solutions at 23.8GtCO2e per year – although that study notes that, of
this potential, only 11.3GtCO2e per year is cost-effective. 

A recent report by the IUCN and the UN Environment Programme (pdf)
summarises the major studies into the mitigation potential of nature-based
solutions. The table below – taken from the report – shows that, by 2030,
nature-based solutions across all land-based ecosystems could result in
removals of at least 5GtCO2e per year, going up to 11.7GtCO2e. By 2050,
this could be between 10-18GtCO2e per year, the report says.

https://www.fao.org/agroecology/overview/en/
https://www.soilassociation.org/causes-campaigns/agroforestry/what-is-agroforestry/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cover_crop
https://www.carbonbrief.org/qa-how-integrated-assessment-models-are-used-to-study-climate-change
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/gcb.15873
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41558-019-0591-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-01241-2
https://www.pnas.org/content/114/44/11645
https://wedocs.unep.org/xmlui/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/37318/NBSCCM.pdf
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Table synthesising studies of nature-based solutions for climate change mitigation. Shading indicates annual

mitigation potential out to 2030 (orange) and 2050 (green), and total potential between 2020 and 2050 (blue).

Source: United Nations Environment Programme and International Union for Conservation of Nature (2021).

However, the wide range of estimates from different studies and their
different approaches make them difficult to compare directly. This means
the potential of different interventions cannot always be added up neatly if

https://wedocs.unep.org/xmlui/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/37318/NBSCCM.pdf
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calculated separately, as solutions might compete for land and other
resources.

Regardless of the true figure, a large gap remains between the amount of
CO2 being emitted – around 40GtCO2 per year from fossil fuel burning and
land-use change – and the amount of CO2 that nature-based solutions can
draw down. “It’s quite a lot, but it’s a lot less than what we need to do,” says
Seddon.

A recent Nature comment that Seddon co-authored breaks down the
mitigation potential of each of the three categories of solutions. Of an
estimated 10GtCO2e total, only 20% of the potential arises from restoring
degraded ecosystems, including by “afforestation”, or tree planting.
Protecting existing ecosystems and sustainable land management each
contribute 40%. Seddon tells Carbon Brief:

“This focus on tree-planting can distract from the primary need, first of
all, to protect what ecosystems we’ve got left.”

In 2019, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) published a
special report on climate change and land, known as the SRCCL, as part of
its sixth assessment cycle. It estimates that agriculture, forestry and land-
use change contribute to nearly a quarter of total net human-caused
emissions of greenhouse gases. 

The SRCCL assessed the land-based actions that are already being taken
that contribute to climate change adaptation, mitigation and sustainable
development. It found that “sustainable food production, improved and
sustainable forest management, soil organic carbon management,
ecosystem conservation and land restoration, reduced deforestation and
degradation, and reduced food loss and waste” are the options that best met
all these challenges, but they “require integration of biophysical,

https://www.carbonbrief.org/global-co2-emissions-have-been-flat-for-a-decade-new-data-reveals
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-01241-2
https://www.ipcc.ch/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/in-depth-qa-the-ipccs-special-report-on-climate-change-and-land
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socioeconomic and other enabling factors”.

The report also lists a range of different mitigation strategies and estimates
by each of these land management solutions. According to the report, the
actions with the largest potential for reducing land-use emissions are
reduced deforestation and forest degradation (0.4-5.8GtCO2e per year), a
shift towards plant-based diets (0.7-8.0GtCO2e per year) and reduced food
and agricultural waste (0.8-4.5GtCO2e per year). 

Meanwhile, it says, the solutions with largest potential for CO2 removal are
afforestation (0.5-10.1GtCO2e per year), sequestration of soil carbon in
croplands and grasslands (0.4-8.6GtCO2e per year) and bioenergy with
carbon capture and storage (BECCS) (0.4-11.3GtCO2e per year).

Carbon Brief has previously analysed a range of different natural climate
solutions and found that they could provide a sizable portion of the required
emissions reductions needed in pathways to below 1.5C, limiting the need for
BECCS. This is particularly when coupled with faster emissions reductions
over the next few decades.

One of the key cautions of the SRCCL is that some of these solutions could
increase the demand for land, leading to “adverse side effects for
adaptation, desertification, land degradation and food security”. 

However, solutions such as improved management of cropland and grazing
lands, improved and sustainable forest management, and increased soil
organic carbon content do not require land-use change. Preserving and
restoring high-carbon natural ecosystems and biodiversity conservation can
reduce competition for land while contributing to sustainable development
and enhance ecosystem functions while reducing poverty, if done right. 

Time-wise, the conservation of high-carbon ecosystems – such as

https://interactive.carbonbrief.org/what-is-the-climate-impact-of-eating-meat-and-dairy/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/guest-post-coronavirus-food-waste-comes-with-huge-carbon-footprint
https://www.carbonbrief.org/beccs-the-story-of-climate-changes-saviour-technology
https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-how-natural-climate-solutions-can-reduce-the-need-for-beccs
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peatlands, wetlands, rangelands, mangroves and forests – yields the
quickest results, says the IPCC report. On the other hand, afforestation,
reforestation and restoration, agroforestry and reclaiming degraded soils can
take decades to deliver. 

Carbon sequestration in soil or vegetation through afforestation, agroforestry
or storage in harvested wood is also not everlasting. Trees mature and reach
peak carbon offtake, soil carbon can reach saturation, climate change can
reduce the ability of vegetation to absorb more carbon and entire forests can
burn in climate change-induced wildfires. 

Meanwhile, peatlands can continue to sequester carbon for centuries. But
neither of these natural carbon reserves are immune from future human
influence or climate change-induced extreme weather. For example,
research has shown how tropical forests are at risk of becoming sources of
carbon in future – particularly if warming exceeds 2C.

How could nature-based solutions benefit
adaptation?

To proponents of the concept of “nature-based solutions”, the term brings
“nature” and biodiversity back into a discussion around mitigation and
adaptation techniques that has often been dominated by a discourse
centred on fossil-fuel emissions and energy choices.

These advocates point out the ability of natural landscapes to both store
carbon from the atmosphere on decade- to century-long timescales and to
help humans withstand climate impacts. 

Although the recent political focus on nature-based solutions has
concentrated on using them as a way to mitigate climate change, nature-
based solutions for adaptation remain vitally important, says Xiaoting Hou-

https://www.carbonbrief.org/tropical-forests-losing-ability-to-absorb-co2-study-says
https://www.carbonbrief.org/tropical-forests-can-still-store-high-levels-of-carbon-under-2c-of-warming
https://wwf.panda.org/discover/our_focus/climate_and_energy_practice/what_we_do/nature_based_solutions_for_climate/
https://www.iied.org/users/xiaoting-hou-jones
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Jones, a senior researcher at the International Institute for Environment and
Development. She tells Carbon Brief:

“The ecosystem services that healthy or thriving nature provides are
really fundamental for our resilience to climate change impacts. And the
degradation of nature, then fed by climate change…creates this vicious
circle we’ve seen in many of the more vulnerable regions [of the world].”

Furthermore, Hou-Jones says, solutions for mitigation must take climate
resilience into account in order to be effective. For example, if trees are
planted in a wildfire-prone area, only to burn the following year, all of that
carbon would be released back into the atmosphere.

Some nature-based solutions address mitigation and adaptation at the same
time. Mangroves store massive amounts of carbon, but they can also act as
bulwarks against storm surges. Urban trees draw down CO2 from the
atmosphere, but they also provide shade and cooling effects.

https://www.iied.org/users/xiaoting-hou-jones
https://www.iied.org/
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Mangrove rehabilitation. Credit: dia karanouh / Alamy Stock Photo

A study that Seddon and her colleagues published in Global Change Biology
analysed and mapped the effectiveness of nature-based solutions focused
on climate change mitigation. 

They found that most of the solutions involving intact or semi-natural
ecosystems “ameliorated adverse climate impacts”, but solutions that
involved creating entirely new ecosystems – such as afforestation projects –
had to take into account trade-offs, such as land and water availability.

Even though the global south is more severely impacted by climate change,
the study found that there was a bias in the literature towards nature-based
solutions for adaptation, or “interventions”, that have been implemented in
the global north. Nearly 80% of the interventions identified in the academic
literature were carried out in the global north, as compared to only 15% in

https://www.alamy.com/stock-photo-mangrove-rehabilitation-100707895.html?pv=1&stamp=2&imageid=B30D446A-2287-46AB-8DA3-B87219A64F80&p=161355&n=0&orientation=0&pn=1&searchtype=0&IsFromSearch=1&srch=foo%3Dbar%26st%3D0%26sortby%3D2%26qt%3Dmangrove%2520planting%2520FRRhXF%26qt_raw%3Dmangrove%2520planting%2520FRRhXF%26qn%3D%26lic%3D1%26edrf%3D0%26mr%3D0%26pr%3D0%26aoa%3D1%26creative%3D%26videos%3D%26nu%3D%26ccc%3D%26bespoke%3D%26apalib%3D%26ag%3D0%26hc%3D0%26et%3D0x000000000000000000000%26vp%3D0%26loc%3D0%26ot%3D0%26imgt%3D0%26dtfr%3D%26dtto%3D%26size%3D0xFF%26blackwhite%3D%26cutout%3D%26archive%3D1%26name%3D%26groupid%3D%26pseudoid%3D%26userid%3D%26id%3D%26a%3D%26xstx%3D0%26cbstore%3D1%26resultview%3DsortbyPopular%26lightbox%3D%26gname%3D%26gtype%3D%26apalic%3D%26tbar%3D1%26pc%3D%26simid%3D%26cap%3D1%26customgeoip%3DGB%26vd%3D0%26cid%3D%26pe%3D%26so%3D%26lb%3D%26pl%3D0%26plno%3D%26fi%3D0%26langcode%3Den%26upl%3D0%26cufr%3D%26cuto%3D%26howler%3D%26cvrem%3D0%26cvtype%3D0%26cvloc%3D0%26cl%3D0%26upfr%3D%26upto%3D%26primcat%3D%26seccat%3D%26cvcategory%3D*%26restriction%3D%26random%3D%26ispremium%3D1%26flip%3D0%26contributorqt%3D%26plgalleryno%3D%26plpublic%3D0%26viewaspublic%3D0%26isplcurate%3D0%26imageurl%3D%26saveQry%3D%26editorial%3D%26t%3D0%26filters%3D1
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/gcb.15310
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lower- and middle-income countries in the global south.

But, despite the bias in the formal literature, Seddon says there is an
“enormous amount of understanding” about working with nature for
adaptation in the global south. She adds:

“In fact, I would say most of the deeper understanding about how to work
with ecosystems comes from the communities that have been having to
deal with climatic variability and natural disasters for a very long time –
communities in Bangladesh, for example, that are right at the front line of
climate change.”

The fact that climate change and biodiversity loss share many of the same
root causes means that some solutions can address both at once, such as
by preserving ecosystems that both store carbon and house native species. 

Hou-Jones tells Carbon Brief: 

“Inequality and nature and climate change – all these three challenges
we see on the ground exacerbate each other. You can’t go to a place
where these three things can be easily untangled…For whatever nature-
based solution to work, you need to tackle those three challenges
together.”

However, nature-based solutions vary in their effectiveness for both
mitigation and adaptation. Although afforestation has garnered lots of
attention over the past several years, several studies have shown that large-
scale tree planting projects do little to improve tree cover, biodiversity or
peoples’ livelihoods.

Seddon makes it clear that planting trees – or any other nature-based
solution – is no “silver bullet” for climate change. She tells Carbon Brief: 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-021-00761-z
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“The primary need is to keep fossil fuels in the ground. It is very worrying
that high-emitting industries and high-emitting countries are indicating
that somehow if we grow enough trees we will be able to offset our
emissions. That’s impossible to do.”

(For more on the negative emissions potential of different nature-based
solutions, see Carbon Brief’s explainer on the topic.)

Why are some critical of the term ‘nature-based
solutions’?

The term “nature-based solutions” in itself has not been universally
welcomed. Its critics – including academics, environmental activists, non-
governmental organisations and civil society groups – argue that nature-
based solutions do not substantially address climate change and can even
be harmful to both the environment and humans. 

One issue, these critics say, is that the term “nature-based solutions” is a
vaguely defined catch-all term, with no clarity on what “nature” is or what
solutions are natural. 

All nature-based solutions involve some degree of intervention in complex
socio-ecological systems, but they differ in the degree to which they do so
and in which management approach they use or adopt.

It is unclear what degree of technological intervention or human
management allows a solution to be categorised as a nature-based solution,
says Teresa Anderson, a climate policy coordinator at the non-governmental
organisation ActionAid International. She tells Carbon Brief:

“Any rubbish can be branded as nature-based nowadays. The term can
be used to apply to tree plantations, industrial agriculture, land grabs,

https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-how-natural-climate-solutions-can-reduce-the-need-for-beccs
https://grain.org/en/article/6734-no-to-nature-based-dispossessions
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-56091-5_3
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969716325578
https://twitter.com/1teresaanderson?lang=en
https://actionaid.org/
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carbon offsets, biodiversity offsets. The term is so vague I could probably
cut down a tree, whittle it down to a stick, wave it at the moon and call it
a nature-based solution.”

Another criticism is that the emphasis on the word “solutions” – in a similar
way to the term “ecosystem services” – implies that nature is only beneficial
in its utility to humans, not necessarily for its own sake. This point was made
strenuously by the Bolivian delegation at COP26. 

nathan thanki
@n_thanki

#COP26 Bolivia slams the cover text. "This text 
assumes that nature is only in service of people’s 
needs, but nature has an intrinsic value. It is sacred. 
That must be reflected. 'Nature-based Solutions' 
was never negotiated here"
7:37 AM · Nov 10, 2021

Read the full conversation on Twitter

2K Reply Share this Tweet

Read 18 replies

The vague definition of nature-based solutions means it is also at risk from
the deliberate and non-deliberate misuse, Anderson says. This has allowed
the idea to be co-opted by actors with little interest in making structural
change, she tells Carbon Brief:

“When the term first appeared, some of us really had high hopes that
nature-based solutions were going to prove to be a really useful term to
centre biodiversity protection as a key climate strategy.”

https://twitter.com/n_thanki?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1458488897114189825%7Ctwgr%5Ehb_2_7%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.carbonbrief.org%2Fqa-can-nature-based-solutions-help-address-climate-change
https://twitter.com/n_thanki?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1458488897114189825%7Ctwgr%5Ehb_2_7%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.carbonbrief.org%2Fqa-can-nature-based-solutions-help-address-climate-change
https://twitter.com/n_thanki/status/1458488897114189825?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1458488897114189825%7Ctwgr%5Ehb_2_7%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.carbonbrief.org%2Fqa-can-nature-based-solutions-help-address-climate-change
https://twitter.com/hashtag/COP26?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/n_thanki/status/1458488897114189825?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1458488897114189825%7Ctwgr%5Ehb_2_7%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.carbonbrief.org%2Fqa-can-nature-based-solutions-help-address-climate-change
https://help.twitter.com/en/twitter-for-websites-ads-info-and-privacy
https://twitter.com/n_thanki?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1458488897114189825%7Ctwgr%5Ehb_2_7%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.carbonbrief.org%2Fqa-can-nature-based-solutions-help-address-climate-change
https://twitter.com/n_thanki/status/1458488897114189825?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1458488897114189825%7Ctwgr%5Ehb_2_7%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.carbonbrief.org%2Fqa-can-nature-based-solutions-help-address-climate-change
https://twitter.com/intent/like?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1458488897114189825%7Ctwgr%5Ehb_2_7%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.carbonbrief.org%2Fqa-can-nature-based-solutions-help-address-climate-change&tweet_id=1458488897114189825
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1458488897114189825%7Ctwgr%5Ehb_2_7%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.carbonbrief.org%2Fqa-can-nature-based-solutions-help-address-climate-change&in_reply_to=1458488897114189825
https://twitter.com/n_thanki/status/1458488897114189825?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1458488897114189825%7Ctwgr%5Ehb_2_7%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.carbonbrief.org%2Fqa-can-nature-based-solutions-help-address-climate-change
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Instead, she says, the “lack of clear definitions and principles” has meant the
term can be applied to a whole suite of potential actions that may or may not
have real benefits for the climate or biodiversity.

Anderson adds that the term is now “almost universally synonymous with
carbon offsetting”. She says:

“Most of these [net-zero pledges] have huge ‘negative emissions’
components – the assumption that something, somewhere is going to
suck the carbon out of the air after they’ve polluted it…We increasingly
see that the most prominent advocates of nature-based solutions tend to
be the polluters because they see it as a solution to their pollution.”

In some cases, the negative emissions contributions of nature in these
pledges are based on wholly unrealistic assumptions about land use and
availability, continues Anderson. This means that those making the pledges
will end up resorting to land grabs, leading to the violation of Indigenous
peoples’ rights, she says. 
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Around 100,000 demonstrators participate in the COP26 Global Day of Action for Climate Justice March in Glasgow

on 6 November 2021. Credit: Garry Cornes / Alamy Stock Photo

Anderson points out that the communities where tree plantations are
planned are “the ones who have done the least” to cause climate change.
Nor are these communities the ones calling for these strategies, she says.

The term nature-based solutions “means what the powerful actors using it to
green their images want it to mean”, writes Prof Doreen Stabinsky, professor
of global environmental politics at the College of the Atlantic in the US and
advisor to a group of developing country governments on the issue of loss
and damage.

In a recent publication, Stabinsky says that academics might “write long
peer-reviewed articles laying out criteria by which so-called [nature-based
solutions] might be evaluated whilst oil majors create new ‘nature-based

https://www.alamy.com/around-100000-demonstrators-participate-in-the-cop26-global-day-of-action-for-climate-justice-march-in-glasgow-on-6th-november-2021-image450619209.html?pv=1&stamp=2&imageid=D5298729-174A-41D9-BCE3-9C307C15B10F&p=315407&n=111&orientation=0&pn=1&searchtype=0&IsFromSearch=1&srch=foo%3Dbar%26st%3D0%26sortby%3D2%26qt%3Dnet%2520zero%2520cop26%26qt_raw%3Dnet%2520zero%2520cop26%26qn%3D%26lic%3D3%26edrf%3D0%26mr%3D0%26pr%3D0%26aoa%3D1%26creative%3D%26videos%3D%26nu%3D%26ccc%3D%26bespoke%3D%26apalib%3D%26ag%3D0%26hc%3D0%26et%3D0x000000000000000000000%26vp%3D0%26loc%3D0%26ot%3D0%26imgt%3D0%26dtfr%3D%26dtto%3D%26size%3D0xFF%26blackwhite%3D%26cutout%3D%26archive%3D1%26name%3D%26groupid%3D%26pseudoid%3D%26userid%3D%26id%3D%26a%3D%26xstx%3D0%26cbstore%3D0%26resultview%3DsortbyPopular%26lightbox%3D%26gname%3D%26gtype%3D%26apalic%3D%26tbar%3D1%26pc%3D%26simid%3D%26cap%3D1%26customgeoip%3D%26vd%3D0%26cid%3D%26pe%3D%26so%3D%26lb%3D%26pl%3D0%26plno%3D%26fi%3D0%26langcode%3Den%26upl%3D0%26cufr%3D%26cuto%3D%26howler%3D%26cvrem%3D0%26cvtype%3D0%26cvloc%3D0%26cl%3D0%26upfr%3D%26upto%3D%26primcat%3D%26seccat%3D%26cvcategory%3D*%26restriction%3D%26random%3D%26ispremium%3D1%26flip%3D0%26contributorqt%3D%26plgalleryno%3D%26plpublic%3D0%26viewaspublic%3D0%26isplcurate%3D0%26imageurl%3D%26saveQry%3D%26editorial%3D1%26t%3D0%26filters%3D0
https://www.coa.edu/live/profiles/1185-doreen-stabinsky/templates/details/faculty.php
https://www.coa.edu/
https://twn.my/title/end/pdf/end21.pdf
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solutions’”, unaligned with these criteria and units. She tells Carbon Brief:

“That term is the Wizard of Oz curtain. Jousting with the term is not the
battle to be fought. What’s behind that curtain? And who are the actors
using the term nature-based solutions? The biggest threat is nature as
offset. Its high offsetting value becomes the primary reason for nature to
exist: not because it’s nature, not because it has its own inherent value or
is valuable for people’s livelihoods.”

Oil-major Shell, for instance, defines nature-based solutions as:

“Projects which protect, transform or restore land. In this way, nature
absorbs more CO2 emissions from the atmosphere. These projects can
lead to the marketing, trading and sale of carbon credits.”

According to Shell, these “can make a big contribution to our ambition to be
a net-zero emissions energy business by 2050, or sooner” and “have a role
to play in reducing the carbon intensity of the energy products we sell”. 

https://www.shell.com/energy-and-innovation/new-energies/nature-based-solutions.html#iframe=L3dlYmFwcHMvMjAxOV9uYXR1cmVfYmFzZWRfc29sdXRpb25zL3VwZGF0ZS8
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Nature-based solutions and Shell | New Energies

Hou-Jones agrees that there are “really good, genuine concerns” about
nature-based solutions, including their use as a “greenwashing” tool and the
removal of Indigenous voices from the conversation.

She points to guidelines (pdf) published by the IUCN for the design of
successful nature-based solutions, which include that participation in the
solutions should be “based on mutual respect and equality, regardless of
gender, age or social status, and uphol[d] the right of Indigenous peoples to
free prior and informed consent”.

Rather than getting “hung up” on the specific terminology used to describe
solutions as a whole, people should critically assess nature-based solutions
on a case-by-case basis, Hou-Jones says. She explains:

“Whatever we call them, we want to make sure that they’re good for

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p-_peqYDtoA
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/2020-021-En.pdf
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nature, good for people and good for climate change…Instead of arguing
which terminology we use, we really advocate for people to look at and
really scrutinise how those nature-based solutions are implemented.”

The term also runs the risk of oversimplifying what it takes to reduce land
carbon emissions, removing people and politics from the equation. 

Prof Forrest Fleischman, a forestry expert at the University of Minnesota,
points out that while nature plays an important role in the carbon cycle,
human damage to the natural world is a major source of emissions. He says
that nature-based climate change should just be called what it is: land-use
change. He tells Carbon Brief:

“Nature-based solutions is a bad term, because it’s really about people.
It’s not about nature. It disguises who’s making the change: Oh, we’ll just
let nature do it. But if human land use is a cause of climate change, then
to change that we need to change how humans interact with our land.
We need people-centred climate solutions.”

How do nature-based solutions fit into national
and international climate policy?

Actions that fall within the broad basket of “nature-based solutions” play a
key role in many countries’ plans to adapt to and mitigate climate change.

A 2020 analysis published in the journal Global Sustainability examined the
language around nature-based solutions in the 168 original nationally
determined contributions (NDCs), or climate pledges, submitted by
countries to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
under the Paris Agreement.

The authors found that nearly two-thirds of the signatories to the Paris

https://forestry.umn.edu/people/forrest-fleischman
https://twin-cities.umn.edu/
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2020.8
https://unfccc.int/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/interactive-the-paris-agreement-on-climate-change
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Agreement included “nature-based solutions” in their climate adaptation and
mitigation plans. Of the 168 NDCs, 77 nations included “nature-based”
actions for both adaptation and mitigation, 27 nations included actions for
adaptation only and 27 nations included actions for mitigation only. 

However, the paper notes, “national intentions to deliver [nature-based
solutions] for climate change adaptation vary…and rarely translate into
measurable evidence-based actions and targets”.

Nature is widely referenced in different parts of international climate texts.
The emissions and removals of natural “sinks” and “sources” are typically
accounted for as part of land, land-use change and forestry (LULUCF)
emissions. Countries have to report on them as part of their national
greenhouse gas inventories submitted to the UNFCCC, and the IPCC lays
out guidelines for countries to measure and monitor these emissions. 

However, countries are free to set their own baselines and reference levels,
which has had problematic implications in the past and makes room for
creative carbon accounting in how they report emissions from land-use
change.

The preamble to the Paris Agreement reads, in part:

A part of the Paris Agreement’s preamble text refers to nature and biodiversity. Source: UN Climate Change

https://www.ipcc.ch/report/2019-refinement-to-the-2006-ipcc-guidelines-for-national-greenhouse-gas-inventories/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1462901199000076
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf
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In the context of the Paris Agreement, the term ”nature-based solutions” has
never been explicitly used and – as the Bolivian delegation pointed out at
COP26 (see tweet above) – was never negotiated. Nevertheless, there are
various ways that the international climate regime invokes or relates to what
some refer to as nature-based solutions.

Reducing deforestation and forest degradation under the UN scheme
REDD+ finds a home under Article 5 of the agreement. Just two paragraphs
long, Article 5 accommodates decades of environmental and climate
governance that preceded the Paris Agreement and decisions by parties
regarding how forests are measured, monitored and mechanisms to pay to
keep them standing. It states:

Article 5 of the Paris Agreement. Source: UN Climate Change 

Article 5 spells out the UNFCCC’s framework to sustainably reduce
emissions from deforestation and forest degradation (REDD+) in developing
countries. Evolving from a decision at COP19 in Warsaw, REDD+ lays out

https://redd.unfccc.int/
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf
https://www.un-redd.org/
https://unfccc.int/topics/land-use/resources/warsaw-framework-for-redd-plus
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how developing countries can receive payments from developed countries
based on successful measures to protect forests and the carbon they
contain.

Some 56 countries, accounting for more than 70% of the world’s natural
forest cover, chose to include REDD+ strategies in their first NDCs, earlier
research found. 

Article 6 of the Paris Agreement, which relates to international climate
cooperation via market and non-market approaches, could also involve
nature-based solutions. 

Broadly, Article 6 looks at international cooperation including carbon markets
as a path to raising climate ambition. It puts forward three mechanisms to do
this, whose rules were hotly debated until being finally agreed at COP26,
after four years of negotiations.

Under Article 6.2, countries that overachieve the targets in their climate
pledges – which could be a nature-based target such as forest cover – could
sell (pdf) their surplus to countries failing to meet their own climate goals.
This is through the use of “internationally transferred mitigation outcomes”
or ITMOs.

Article 6.4 creates an international carbon market, where emissions
reductions can be traded by the public or private sector. The methodologies
under which these carbon credits could be generated are yet to be agreed,
but they could potentially include certain nature-based solutions.

Finally, under Article 6.8, countries can cooperate towards achieving their
climate goals through non-market measures, such as via developmental aid.

(For more information on Article 6, see Carbon Brief’s in-depth Q&A

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1389934117305373#bb0195
https://www.carbonbrief.org/in-depth-q-and-a-how-article-6-carbon-markets-could-make-or-break-the-paris-agreement
https://unfccc.int/topics/what-are-market-and-non-market-mechanisms
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/cma3_auv_12a_PA_6.2.pdf
https://www.carbonbrief.org/in-depth-q-and-a-how-article-6-carbon-markets-could-make-or-break-the-paris-agreement
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published in 2019. To catch up on COP26 outcomes, see Carbon Brief’s
detailed round-up pieces here and here).

The Article 6.4 carbon market will be known as the Sustainable Development
Mechanism (SDM), which replaces the Clean Development Mechanism
(CDM) under the earlier Kyoto Protocol. 

The SDM both builds on and differs from its predecessor in many ways. 

For one, CDM was designed as an offsetting mechanism, which limited its
goal to shifting the location of emission reductions rather than reducing
overall emissions. For example, instead of a developed country reducing
emissions at home, this could have been offset by creating a new forest in a
developing country, which, under the Kyoto Protocol, did not have climate
targets of its own. 

Under the Paris Agreement, by contrast, all parties are expected to make
and implement climate commitments. The SDM also adds a more specific
goal to “deliver an overall mitigation in global emissions”. Its wording
suggests that all countries will be able to generate and use units towards
their climate pledges. 

The SDM still retains a number of CDM features: for instance, setting aside a
“share of proceeds” to cover administrative costs and to help finance
adaptation in developing countries.

https://www.carbonbrief.org/cop26-key-outcomes-for-food-forests-land-use-and-nature-in-glasgow
https://www.carbonbrief.org/cop26-key-outcomes-agreed-at-the-un-climate-talks-in-glasgow
https://carbonmarketwatch.org/2012/05/30/forestry-projects/
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Giant Carbon Bubble in Trafalgar Square ahead of the COP26 meeting in Glasgow on 1 November 2021. Credit: Paul

Smyth / Alamy Stock Photo

At the same time, the core tenets of carbon markets remain unchanged.
SDM credits will be generated on a “per tonne of carbon abated” basis. This
prompts players to pursue projects that offer the lowest prices for the
highest abatement to ensure efficiency, without necessarily considering co-
benefits of nature-based solutions unrelated to carbon emissions, such as
biodiversity.Moreover, while carbon pricing and metrics might make sense in
an ideal world, many biodiverse, less-developed parts of the world suffer
from a lack of data. This means there are questions over the amount of
carbon that could be sequestered by natural climate solutions in these
regions and how these sinks would be affected by climate change, as well as
agency, justice and equity questions in how data is gathered.

https://www.carbonbrief.org/endangered-african-montane-forests-could-be-a-key-carbon-store-scientists-say
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14693062.2013.861728
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0959378013001143
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Fleischman tells Carbon Brief:

“It remains expensive and difficult to do accurate carbon estimations in
natural ecosystems. It’s gotten a little cheaper: a lot of the investment
that was put into REDD+ over the last decade or so was not put into
actual carbon storage, but into what’s called monitoring, reporting and
verification, or the ability of poor countries to monitor their forests. I think
the problem with this is obvious: we’ve spent a whole bunch of money on
things that don’t store carbon, just on our ability to measure carbon
storage.

There are other ways to think about developing policies that would
enable us to store carbon that don’t incur this large monitoring cost:
giving local communities greater decision-making authority over their
land, tends to increase, on average, the quality of the forest.”

At the same time, per tonne-carbon credits do not reflect the wide range of
benefits to ecosystems or communities, says Gilles Dufrasne of the non-
governmental organisation Carbon Market Watch. He tells Carbon Brief:

“Just by shifting away from this logic of per-tonne compensation, you
just open up the universe of possible projects a lot more. And you can
finance projects with high-integrity that have more benefits for the local
communities that don’t maybe even deliver direct emissions reductions
today. Like research or like an experimental nature-based solutions
project where you’re not quite sure what the impacts are going to be.”

So, where do nature-based solutions fit within Article 6?

Some parts of the answer to this are clearer from negotiations that
concluded in Glasgow last month, although the real test will be in how
parties read the newly-finalised Paris rulebook. 

https://twitter.com/gillesdufrasne?lang=en
https://carbonmarketwatch.org/
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Nature-based solutions were not initially “the talk of the town” in Article 6
negotiations at COP26, says Dufrasne, which were still at a “higher level”,
negotiating accounting rules rather than “project types” or “solutions”.

These “fights” range from how to ensure that a tonne of CO2 is accounted
for by only one entity in their climate pledges – avoiding “double counting” –
and how to deal with credits from the past, established under the Kyoto
Protocol. Dufrasne tells Carbon Brief:

“Carbon markets for nature-based solutions, in a way, had been
surprisingly left out of the Article 6 negotiations until the end of COP26.
It’s still a bit of the elephant in the room because the voluntary market is
really booming with a focus on each of these solutions, especially
avoided deforestation credits. And there’s a whole discussion around
whether [CO2] removal should be favoured over [emissions] reductions.”

An SDM supervisory body is tasked with developing and approving
methodologies for use under Article 6.4 and it remains to be seen if and how
nature-based solutions will feature.
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Women from the Baka tribe are resting in the forest and singing songs. Dzanga-Sangha forest reserve, Central

African Republic. Credit: Sergey Uryadnikov / Alamy Stock Photo

One of the earlier drafts of Article 6 rules drew ire from Indigenous and
human rights groups, who noted the absence of references to human rights,
free prior informed consent (FPIC) and the setting up of an independent
grievance mechanism for carbon-offsetting projects. Eventually, the request
for a grievance process was met.

However, FPIC and references to human rights in the design of carbon
market activities were not included, sparking fears that this could lead to
forced evictions of already marginalised Indigenous communities, faced with
the worst impacts of warming.

At a press-conference hosted at COP26 by the Climate Vulnerable Forum,
Mapuche leader Calfin Lafkenche of Minga Indigena reiterated that FPIC had

https://www.alamy.com/stock-photo-the-women-from-baka-tribe-are-resting-in-the-forest-and-singing-songs-172106012.html?pv=1&stamp=2&imageid=D3957FB8-5418-4C13-A3BF-33B881F18446&p=91811&n=0&orientation=0&pn=1&searchtype=0&IsFromSearch=1&srch=foo%3dbar%26st%3d0%26pn%3d1%26ps%3d100%26sortby%3d2%26resultview%3dsortbyPopular%26npgs%3d0%26qt%3dWomen%2520from%2520Baka%2520tribe%2520resting%2520in%2520the%2520forest%26qt_raw%3dWomen%2520from%2520Baka%2520tribe%2520resting%2520in%2520the%2520forest%26lic%3d3%26mr%3d0%26pr%3d0%26ot%3d0%26creative%3d%26ag%3d0%26hc%3d0%26pc%3d%26blackwhite%3d%26cutout%3d%26tbar%3d1%26et%3d0x000000000000000000000%26vp%3d0%26loc%3d0%26imgt%3d0%26dtfr%3d%26dtto%3d%26size%3d0xFF%26archive%3d1%26groupid%3d%26pseudoid%3d%26a%3d%26cdid%3d%26cdsrt%3d%26name%3d%26qn%3d%26apalib%3d%26apalic%3d%26lightbox%3d%26gname%3d%26gtype%3d%26xstx%3d0%26simid%3d%26saveQry%3d%26editorial%3d%26nu%3d%26t%3d%26edoptin%3d%26customgeoip%3dGB%26cap%3d1%26cbstore%3d1%26vd%3d0%26lb%3d%26fi%3d2%26edrf%3d%26ispremium%3d1%26flip%3d0%26pl%3d
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/nov/16/indigenous-climate-activists-cop26-endangers-native-communities
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/ior40/4981/2021/en/
https://www.fao.org/indigenous-peoples/our-pillars/fpic/en/#:~:text=Free%2C%20Prior%20and%20Informed%20Consent%20(FPIC)%20is%20a%20specific,affect%20them%20or%20their%20territories.
https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/IOR4049892021ENGLISH.pdf
https://unfccc-cop26.streamworld.de/webcast/marshall-islands-cvf-civil-society-glasgow-emerg-2
https://www.mingaindigena.org/
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to be included in negotiating text specifically around carbon markets.
Countries were negotiating decisions around lands and resources without
the previous consent of Indigenous peoples who live in those territories, said
Lafkenche, who added:

“Every day, Indigenous people are murdered and it is us, with our
resistance, assisting humanity…Until today, we haven’t changed colonial
processes. We conserve 70% of the world’s biodiversity, we know not
everything can be valued. Mother Earth, the waters, the lands: this is part
of our spirituality, not something you can transact. You can’t transact the
lives of your fathers, your children or your brothers. Because you are
imprisoned in this building, you are forgetting what the kids and the
people outside are fighting for.”   

Meanwhile, REDD+ did hold up the final decision at COP26. Papua New
Guinea reportedly led an ultimately unsuccessful bid to automatically include
old REDD+ credits generated between 2015-2021 in the Article 6.2
mechanism.

Along with the Coalition for Rainforest Nations, Papua New Guinea was
pushing text contained in early drafts – but not the final decision – that
would also have fast-tracked the entry of new REDD+ credits generated
under the scheme. 

However, new REDD+ credits generated from this year onwards could still be
used, if they meet wider Article 6 rules. Their use under Article 6.2 would be
at the discretion of the countries involved and only subject to oversight some
time later.

Nature-based solutions did make a brief cameo in the draft text that became
the Glasgow Climate Pact. Language in the first draft emphasised the
“critical importance of nature-based solutions and ecosystem-based

https://www.climatechangenews.com/2021/11/18/going-get-bumpy-papua-new-guinea-sparked-final-day-panic-cop26/
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/Overarching_decision_1-CMA-3.pdf
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approaches”, but included only forests and their role in “reducing emissions,
enhancing removals and protecting biodiversity”.

In the end, the pact also recognised “other terrestrial and marine
ecosystems” and their role in adaptation, while axing “nature-based
solutions” in favour of “conserving and restoring nature and ecosystems”.  

(For a full snapshot of how language around nature-based solutions evolved
at COP26, see Carbon Brief’s explainer on key land use, food and nature
outcomes.)

How much money is being spent on nature-based
solutions?

From billionaire Jeff Bezos’ Earth Fund for the Amazon to a recent $12bn
pledge in public finance for ending deforestation announced at COP26,
finance for nature and biodiversity has recently been making headlines.
Finance for nature is a fraction of the overall sums for climate finance, but is
not insignificant.

According to the recent State of Finance for Nature report by the UN
Environment Programme (UNEP), finance for nature-based solutions “ought
to at least triple in real terms by 2030 and increase four-fold by 2050”
relative to 2020 levels, if the world is to meet its climate, biodiversity and
land degradation targets.

This would amount to a total investment of $8.1tn over 30 years, with forest-
based solutions alone needing $203bn per year, peatland restoration $7bn
per year and mangrove restoration $0.5bn. 

The report says nature-based solutions currently receive $133bn in funding
each year. This amount may seem substantial, given that developed

https://www.carbonbrief.org/cop26-key-outcomes-for-food-forests-land-use-and-nature-in-glasgow
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeff_Bezos
https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/jeff-bezos-earth-fund-amazon-b1851348.html
https://ukcop26.org/the-global-forest-finance-pledge/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-why-climate-finance-flows-are-falling-short-of-100bn-pledge
https://www.unep.org/resources/state-finance-nature
https://www.unep.org/
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countries have struggled to fulfill their annual $100bn climate finance
commitments.

However, this sum is largely accounted for by what all governments spend
domestically on afforestation, sustainable forestry and biodiversity
conservation. At $115bn, public funds counted towards 86% of finance for
nature-based solutions, including sources such as multilateral climate funds
(e.g. the Green Climate Fund), national and bilateral finance, development
finance institutions and subsidies. 

Of the public finance, national governments tended to invest around one-
third in biodiversity protection and two-thirds on restoration, regenerative
agriculture, water conservation and natural pollution control solutions, the
report says. 

Private finance includes everything from biodiversity offsets and sustainable
supply chains – for products, such as palm oil – to philanthropies,
conservation non-governmental organisations and private equity impact
investment. In all, it amounts to $18bn per year, the report estimates,
accounting for only 14% of total finance for nature-based solutions. 

In contrast, private-sector investments contribute to nearly half of the capital
flows in climate finance, according to a report by Climate Policy Initiative.
Averaged over 2019 and 2020, 49% of climate finance invested annually
came from the private sector.

Interestingly, it found that while banks and commercial financial institutions
played a bigger role in this period against 2017-18, households and
individuals provide the third largest share of annual climate finance, as
corporate funding decreased during this period.

The question of finance for nature-based solutions was the topic of a forum

https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-why-climate-finance-flows-are-falling-short-of-100bn-pledge
https://www.greenclimate.fund/results/forests-land-use
https://www.climatepolicyinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Global-Landscape-of-Climate-Finance-2021.pdf
https://unfccc.int/topics/climate-finance/events-meetings/scf-forum/the-scf-forum-on-finance-for-nature-based-solutions
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held by the Standing Committee on Finance (SCF), which is part of the UN
climate process. The forum, agreed at COP25 in Madrid, received inputs
from parties, UN agencies and civil society ahead of taking place on 15-16
October 2021.

In its submission to the forum, Brazil noted that there is not yet an “agreed
definition of nature-based solutions” and called for progress on “how to
integrate [the] private sector in the development of ecosystem-based
approaches” so as to “boost[] payments for environmental services”.

The high-level summary of the forum, published on the first day of COP26,
notes that developing countries lack capacity, access to data, inclusive
financing and face judicial challenges in developing nature-based climate
actions. To catalyse this “requires key needs to be addressed”, including
debt support with the forum suggesting “debt for nature swaps”. 

https://unfccc.int/scf/scf-meetings-and-documents
https://unfccc.int/topics/climate-finance/resources/standing-committee-on-finance-info-repository#eq-1
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/CLARA%20Submission%20to%20SCF%20re%20Nature%20Based%20Solutions%20Forum.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/Brazil.%20NBS%20submission%20to%20SCF%20forum.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/cp2021_10a04_cma2021_07a04E.pdf
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A key section of the high-level summary of UN Climate Change’s Standing Committee on Finance, which dedicated

a special forum to nature-based solutions. It points to the potential to “exponentially increase private sector

finance flows for nature”. Source: UN Climate Change.

Case study: How are nature-based solutions being
used in Australia?

An example of a government-supported carbon market that rewards avoided
deforestation as a nature-based solution is Australia’s $4.5bn Emissions
Reductions Fund.

Currently, one of the country’s only legislated climate policies under the
Carbon Credits (Carbon Farming Initiative) Act 2011, it was brought into
place in 2014 after Australia repealed its carbon tax and replaced it with
what it called “direct action”. 

The scheme pays landowners and businesses – including Australia’s large
fossil fuel sector – to cut carbon emissions below what they would have
been otherwise. Both groups can put forward how cheaply they can reduce
emissions. The government’s Clean Energy Regulator then chooses the
lowest cost of abatement and enters into contracts with promoters or issues
credits to them, which can then be sold to the voluntary market.

However, the cost of these abatements are not available apart from
cumulative totals, making them largely opaque.

Aftermath of the bushfire on Hat Hill, Blue Mountains National Park, NSW, Australia, January 2020. Credit: Nick

Gleitzman / Stockimo / Alamy Stock Photo

The fund includes methods to reduce emissions from the land, chief among
them being “avoided deforestation”, which is responsible for more than 20%
of total Australian Carbon Credit Units (ACCUs). Farmers – primarily in the

https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/cma3_auv_12a_PA_6.2.pdf
http://www.cleanenergyregulator.gov.au/ERF/About-the-Emissions-Reduction-Fund
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Series/C2011A00101
http://www.cleanenergyregulator.gov.au/
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state of New South Wales (NSW) – were awarded carbon credits for not
clearing native forest on their land using a 15-year land clearing permit that
would otherwise allow them to do so legally. 

Nearly 2m hectares of land had been approved for clearing under these
permits. But, as Polly Hemming of independent thinktank the Australia
Institute tells Carbon Brief, ”if you were going to clear that amount of land at
a historical rate of clearing, even under the most conservative scenarios, it
would take about 128 years”.

Hemming, who tested the assumptions behind the method, says that “at no
point did the government stop and say, it’s actually not possible to clear all
that land”. 

The Clean Energy Regulator appointed by the Australian government does
not just develop which methods get to generate credits. It buys these credits
on behalf of the government and also advises it, which, say critics, brings
into question its role as an independent, unbiased regulator, especially given
lobbying allegations.

Receive our free Daily Briefing for a digest of the past 24 hours of climate
and energy media coverage, or our Weekly Briefing for a round-up of our
content from the past seven days. Just enter your email below:

Australia’s method of calculating avoided deforestation has been heavily
critiqued by academics, but Hemming says it continues to sell credits even
as an inquiry into flawed methodology remains under wraps.

For Australia to use carbon credits of low integrity generated from nature-
based solutions to offset fossil fuels is particularly fraught because it is
susceptible to the impacts of climate change, says Hemming. Landholders
are likely being paid to protect vegetation that is gradually diminishing. She

https://australiainstitute.org.au/expert/polly-hemming/
https://australiainstitute.org.au/
https://australiainstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/ACF-Aust-Institute_integrity-avoided_deforestation_report_FINAL_WEB.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/oct/02/coalition-approves-plan-to-award-carbon-credits-to-ccs-fossil-fuel-projects
https://www.carbonbrief.org/daily-weekly-briefing-sign-up
https://www.carbonbrief.org/daily-weekly-briefing-sign-up
https://theconversation.com/australias-emissions-reduction-fund-is-almost-empty-it-shouldnt-be-refilled-92283
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tells Carbon Brief: 

“The Australian government is not saying offsets will be used with
integrity to help us try and meet our target, but decarbonisation is front
and foremost. It’s saying we are actively going to increase fossil-fuel
production and just buy our way out of emissions increases with offsets.
It is fast-tracking offset development not only to meet its own targets,
but so that our huge oil and gas companies can be seen to be meeting
their targets, too. So the government’s happy, industry’s happy, lobbyists
are happy, carbon aggregators are happy, project proponents are happy.
The climate isn’t happy, but that doesn’t matter because it looks nice on
paper.” 

Australia’s long-term net-zero strategy – announced just before COP26 –
assumes 10-20% of its emissions reductions will come from offsets at home
and abroad from planting trees and managing soil carbon. It is a strategy
that Dr Bill Hare, a scientist and chief executive of Climate Analytics, told the
Guardian is based on “gross manipulation” of data on just how much carbon
soil and trees can absorb.

The Emissions Reductions Fund, as described above, serves as a lesson for
a carbon market in nature-based solutions that offsets ambition and
decarbonisation in climate pledges, says Tim Baxter of Australia’s Climate
Council. While there are ways to do it that might reduce some of those risks,
he advises caution. He tells Carbon Brief:

“Certainly, preventing land clearing is good. Certainly, all these things
that come under the umbrella of nature-based solutions are good. But
when they become an ITMO [internationally transferred mitigation
outcome], or if we ever have an Article 6 saying you can buy this instead
of reducing the number of tonnes of coal you burn…we know enough

https://www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/australias-long-term-emissions-reduction-plan
https://www.carbonbrief.org/the-carbon-brief-interview-dr-bill-hare
https://climateanalytics.org/
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/oct/30/australias-2050-net-zero-emissions-plan-relies-on-gross-manipulation-of-data-experts-say
http://climatecouncil.org.au/author/tim-baxter/
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/
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about how the international market for carbon works here [to know] that
it’s going to end badly.”

At a Commonwealth side-event at COP26 on “accelerating climate finance”
for nature-based solutions, climate coordinator at the Australian prime
minister’s office James Larsen said: 

“Australia has a record we are proud of when it comes to nature-based
solutions and the three Rio conventions. We look forward to drawing on
our domestic expertise and sharing this with others.” 

When asked to comment on reported integrity issues with the Emissions
Reductions Fund and associated risks with replicating them internationally,
Larsen told Carbon Brief:

“Of course, land clearances have played a part in Australia’s record, in
the data which supports our position in relation to emissions reductions.
But the question of nature-based solutions goes far, far beyond that”.

To Baxter, nature-based solutions are a “really, really poorly-defined term”
and “just another rebadging of a bunch of stuff that we’ve been talking
about for a long time”. One of his biggest concerns is the overconfidence in
assessments of how much nature can be relied on as a safety net. He says:

“There’s the humility that is required to do this work and to recognise
that we are conducting an unprecedented experiment on the biosphere.
How much can nature mop up? We don’t know. I hope it’s a lot because
we seem to not be reducing our fossil-fuel emissions. And, if we’re not
reducing our fossil fuel emissions, then we’re going to have to start
relying on this stuff pretty heavily.”

Forestry expert Prof Forrest Fleischman cautions against assuming that

https://youtu.be/GaaayUu5oUQ?t=973
https://youtu.be/GaaayUu5oUQ?t=2924
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nature-based solutions are a cheap way to decarbonise. He cites the
influential Stern review – a 700-page report led by economist Nicholas Stern
and published in 2006 that was the first to quantify the costs of addressing
climate change. In it, forests are represented “as this low-cost alternative” to
store carbon, says Forrest:

“[Stern] was wrong because he assumed that there was a relatively
cheap and easy way to change land use, but those of us who study land
use say no, actually, this is really hard and often we fail. It is probably no
cheaper or easier than decarbonisation.”

Both Baxter and Fleischman are not opposed to carbon markets, especially
not to payments to communities involved in protecting nature. To
Fleischman, while mobilising funding for the forest sector is important, the
real answer lies in land reform. He tells Carbon Brief:

“It’s pretty clear that people do respond favourably to incentives. If we
pay people to do something, they tend to do it or do more of it. But you
run into problems with making sure you’re paying the right people: the
people who actually make the decisions are often not the ones who end
up receiving the money. And, oftentimes, the real issue is something to
do with land tenure, which isn’t really fixable by payments. It’s fixable,
through politics.”

Comments
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