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REDD- PLUS INFORMATION-22
National Forest Reference Emission Level and / or
Forest Reference Level (FREL/FRL)

By

U Sein Thet, Project Coordinator, ITTO- REDD-PLUS Project.

The 19th Conference of Parties (COP 19) in Warsaw
was part of a process toward achieving a new global
agreement on climate change at COP 21 in 2015,
which will be held in Paris. A key outcome of COP
19 was a roadmap toward 2015, which sets out the
steps for countries to prepare their contributions to
a future agreement. The meeting was generally
considered successful in moving the process forward,
although the degree of perceived success varies with
the diverse national perspectives.The *Warsaw
Framework for REDD+" makes the process of
REDD+ readiness, implementation and assessment
of performance clear and predictable, which will
enable key decision-makers in governments of
developing countries to create a supportive domestic
policy infrastructure. There is increasing awareness
that REDD+ can support efforts to promote
sustainable management of forests, but the benefits
of REDD+ must be clearly foreseeable in order to
secure the commitment of participating countries.
Apart from the UNFCCC, some countries have
pledged funds for REDD+ through bilateral
agreements, which has kept the momentum going,
But pledging of funds to the Green Climate Fund
(GCF), under the UNFCCC itself, can help to
generate more confidence among countries in the
Asia-Pacific region and other developing countries,

Foresters and other experts could help by simplifying
and communicating the technical information in an
attractive and reader- friendly manner to capture
interest and evoke public and policy responses. The
influence of media coverage would further be
improved by incorporating the economic and social
reasons for limiting emissions alongside the
environmental reasons. At the same time, success
stores that feature the positive outcomes of mitigation
actions could stimulate more private sector
imvolvement and attract more funding.

As agreed at Warsaw, technical assessments of draft
RELS and verifications of national reports will be
carried out by teams compnsing individuals from both
Amnex [ and developing countries. This represents
an opportunity for developing countries to gain

experience and skills in auditing and review process.
However, because of the current concentration of
expertise in a few countries such as Brazil and India,
there is a risk that participation in these teams will
be limited to few countries, instead of being spread
equitably.

In addition to the external verification process,
REDD+ countries will also need to acquire
experience in the process of internal assessment of
national reports. Sound mternal assessment will
highlight concemns ahead of the external review by
UNFCCC-appointed experts, allowing remedial
measures to be taken and responses to be prepared
s0 that countries are able to interact diligently and
effectively with the review team.

The national focal points do not necessarily need to
be the same individuals or govemment bodies as
those comprising the countries’ official UNFCCC
negotiating teams. The focal points must be those
who are best placed to provide accurate information
on the forest sector and to coordinate REDD+
readiness and implementation activities at the
national-level. The national focal points would in tum
be expected to work with similar sub-national focal
points to coordinate REDD+ planning and
implementation, and to develop the capacities and
efficiency of the resulting national REDD+
institutional networks. Depending on national
contexts, these networks may subsequently create
new mechanisms or relationships among existing
institutions, or stimulating the creation of new
institutions. The national focal points will designate
the entity/entities to coordinate the results-based
finance (RBF) system, which would then channel
funds to the appropriate actors and claimants. The
entities at the sub-national level would similarly link
with the district and village level institutions connected
with forestry and land management using government
mechanisms where they exist, and creating such
mechanisms where they do not.

The role of forests in national climate change
adaptation strategies is now widely acknowledged
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and, since the Durban COP in 2011, REDD+
discussions have also reflected the understanding that
REDDH has both mitigation and adaptation benefits.
The demarcation between the two tracks of
negotiation (on mitigation and adaption) has become
blurred, particularly within the forestry context.
Activities with amitigation objective usually (though
not always) have adaptation benefits. Although
progress on REDD+ has helped to bring a unified
climate change agreement achievable, this agreement
is not guaranteed. Coverage of all land use sectors
in a new global agreement will be one of the main
issues that negotiating parties will face in the coming
years. Ifthey are successful, it will ensure that forests
are comprehensively addressed under the
UNFCCC.

Past forestry data, including forest coverage, carbon
stocks of forest soils, branches, leaves, dead wood,
and underground biomass necessary to set reference
levels, is not sufficiently available in many developing
countries. For this reason, one major challenge is to
ensure credibility and accuracy to the reference levels
in the absence of relevant data. Calculation of actual
emissions requires regular monitoring of deforestation
and degradation (changes in forest area and forest
carbon stocks). It is widely acknowledged that
combining remote sensing with ground-based
surveys is an effective means of monitoring these
variables, Further studies are nevertheless necessary,
1o establish a system that can be applied to different
monitoring techniques by type of forests and by
couniry, yet sophisticated enough 1o be applied also
toregional/sub-regional level monitoring. An efficient
and consistent “Monitoring”, “Reporting”, and
“Verification” (MRV) system is also required.

In order to promote REDD-plus, developing
countries need not only to putin place the relevant
policies and institutional reforms, but are also required
to work towards improving governance. In addition,
a large population in developing countries depends
on forests for livelihoods. Concerns have been
raised that introducing REDD-plus and reducing
deforestation and forest degradation would impose
restriction upon the used of forest resources, and
may have negative implications to the traditional
cultures of the local communities as well as to their
livelihoods.

In December 2012 Myanmar launched the project
titled “Capacity building for developing REDD+
activities in the context of sustainable forest
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management” with the support of ITTO. Itincludes
a sub-national REDD+ demonstration initiative in
about a million ha of the country famous natural and
planted teak forests in Taungoo District in Bago Yoma
region. A critical part of this demonstration relates
to assessment of baseline carbon stocks and setting
up of forest reference emission level (FREL) and
forest reference level (FRL) as constituents of the
overall monitoring, reporting and verification of
REDD+ activities in Myanmar in accordance with
the relevant decisions of the UNFCCC.

A prime requirement in the construction of FREL/
FRL for REDD+ is the pursuit of environmental
integrity and avoidance of perverse incentives in
mitigation achievements while accommodating
national circumstances and capabilities which isa
key aspect of all mitigation activities under the
UNFCCC in general and of REDD+ in particular,
Countries could adopt a step-wise approach to
national FREL/FRL development that enables
improvement by incorporating better data, additional
pools and improved methodologies. Countries are
encouraged to improve the data and methodologies
over time while maintaining consistency with the
established FREL/FRL. It would enable adoption
of new technologies for MRV as they develop and
come within reach while ensuring comparability with
the earlier measurements. Also the countries are
encouraged to develop their National Forest
Monitoring Systems (NFMS) building upon the
existing forest monitoring systems with the objective
of reducing costs and delays and reflect the phased
approach to REDD+

The project covers approximately 1,064,939 ha
located in Taungoo District in Bago Yoma region of
the country famous for its natural and planted teak
forests. The project is part of the Phase | of REDD+
in the country centered on capacity building of all
stakeholders within and outside the government
which was earlier identified as a national priority by
the UN-REDD Program and the ITTO. Some of
the most critical part of the capacity building relates
to assessment of baseline carbon stocks and setting
up of forest reference emission level(FREL) and
forest reference level (FRL) as constituents of the
averall monitoring, reporting and verification of
REDD+ activities in Myanmar in accordance with
the relevant decisions of the UNFCCC. Inaddition,
the project also seeks to build capacity in setting
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FREL/FRL taking into account the Jurisdictional and
Nested REDD+ Requirements of the Verified
Carbon Standard (VCS-JNR) and the Nested
REDD+ Standard of the American Carbon Registry.

While the detailed meaning of results-based finance
for REDD+ is still not clear it appears a kind of
compromise between the fund and the market-based
approaches for rewarding stakeholders who address
the drivers of deforestation and forest degradation
through changes in their behavior or by undertaking
appropriate activities. And results need not
necessarily be actual reductions in emissions. Proxy
indicators that clearly indicate progress on a
predetermined path would also be acceptable for
disbursement of finance. This would ensure shorter
gestation payments designed to encourage
participation of individual or community stakeholders
in the implementation of REDDH activities on the
ground. Early flow of rewards will also mean a better
spread of risks inherent in any forest based climate
change mitigation approach among the implementing
stakeholders and those providing finances for it.
Countries could adopt a step-wise approach to
national FREL/FRL development that enables
improvement by incorporating better data, additional
pools and improved methodologies. As an interim
approach countries could also begin with sub-national
FREL/FRL for geographically smaller areas than
their entire national territory while transitioning toa
national FREL/FRL.

But, since it is only an interim measure, the
development of sub-national reference levels should
be done so as to facilitate scaling up to a national
level at an appropriate time in future.

REDD+ includes five distinct activities, namely,
reducing emissions from deforestation, reducing
emissions from forest degradation, conservation of
forests, sustainable management of forests, and
enhancement of forest carbon stock, These activities
relate to the IPCC land classification, and the activity
*enhancement of forest carbon stock” could occur
both in the forest lands remaining forests as in assisted
natural regeneration and gap planting in partially
degraded forests, and in other lands converted to
forests as in afforestation. However, in order to
simplify we would consider assisted natural
regeneration and gap planting in partially degraded
forests as part of activities to reduce emissions from
degradation and only afforestation of non-forest
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lands would be placed under the category
‘Enhancement of forest carbon stock”.

Any method of estimation of emissions and removals
of greenhouse gases would entail uncertainties and
reference levels would make sense only if the range
and nature of these uncertainties are well understood.
This is important always but becomes crucial when
the uncertainties are required to be discounted in
order to enhance the integrity of the related mitigation
results traded in a carbon market. The IPCC 2006
Guidance suggests the manner in which these
uncertainties can be quantified and reported,
Uncertainties for Tier 1 default values are available
from GPG2003 and those for Tier 2 and 3 methods
measures of uncertainties

should be generated as part of the statistical sampling
process. These uncertainty estimates need to be
combined into an overall uncertainty estimate
associated with REDD+ activities.

For the assessment of national circumstances there
are no set guidelines but UNFCCC Guidelines for
the Preparation of National Communications fornon-
Annex | Parties does suggest the outlines of a
possible approach for this purpose. Paragraph 3 of
this Guideline states that “Non-Annex | Parties
should provide a description of their national and
regional development priorities, objectives and
circumstances, on the basis of which they will
address climate change and its adverse impacts. This
description may include information on features of
their geography, climate and economy which may
affect their ability to deal with mitigating and adapting
to change, as well as information regarding their
specific needs and concerns arising from the adverse
effects of climate change and/or the impact of the
implementation of response measures, as contained
in Article 4, paragraph 8 and, as appropriate, in
Article 4, paragraph, 9 and 10, of the Convention™.
Myanmar forests have faced both deforestation and
forest degradation in several parts of the country.
The country has also done commendable work in
the field of reforestation and afforestation across most
parts of the country and has also invested itself deeply
in conservation of its forest assets, often at
considerable economic cost to itself. These are
driven by a varied mix of local, national and
international factors that differ greatly in their impacts
across the country. The actors, the socio-economic
costs and the bearer of these costs, the benefits and
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the beneficiaries, are also similarly varied.
REDDH m this country would succeed only when
the compensations match the costs not merely at
the national level but also for the individuals and
communities. The reference levels must therefore
help in the estimation of both emissions from
forests due to anthropogenic reasons, and
reductions due to sequestration and the long
storage of the sequestered carbon as also their
distribution among the communities across the
country.

In the Taungoo district the main causes of
deforestation so far have been agriculture
expansion, increase in shifting cultivation, road
construction, minimg and tounsm infrastructure.
Increasing investments in agriculture sector,
particularly in horticulture and floriculture, would
place increasing demand for land. Combined with
the high degree of rural landlessness in Myanmar
this could potentially become a serious threat to
forests in the coming years. However, the
availability of cultivable wastelands of most 14
million acres owned by the state and distnibuted
across the country, offer a degree of protection
against forced deforestation on this account. This
is particularly so in view of the determination of
the Government in recent vears to discourage
diversion of forests lands for agriculture.

The baseline has been expressed in area rather
than carbon tonnage as is the norm in chmate
change projects. The reason lies in the results
based finance of REDD+ agreed to under the
Warsaw Framework under which the finance for
REDD+ is to be provided based on the planned
measurable, reportable and verifiable interim
achievements on the path towards reduced
emissions from deforestation and forest
degradation. The forest department has been
conducting a prolonged field estimate, beginning
2010 and not vet completed, of the biomass of
trees and bamboo in predefined sample plots in
the district that number several hundreds. But
the data generated can not be used for the
construction of baselines because there is no
similar data from preceding decades that could
lead us to a trend. Its utility 1s also limited by the
fact that it 1s not appropnately organized in
homogenous strata and sample plots are not
randomly selected and are permanent, Also for

almost three fourth of the sample plots for which the
data has been collected prior to 2012, it does not
give a correct picture of the status of forest
degradation in 2014. It is for this reason that all
activities for which baselines have been proposed in
their report, namely reducing deforestation and forest
degradation and undertaking afforestation, have
been expressed in terms of area which 1s easily
measurable, reportable and verifiable and can also
be effortlessly converted to carbon once the average
carbon storage in various parts of the forests is
known, Itneeds to be emphasized that their attempt
at REDD+ baseline construction for Taungoo district
is just a beginning of this very important and highly
complex task and it would require continuous
improvements to make it more accurate.

Reference:-

* Forests and climate change after Warsaw,
FAOLRECOFTC, April 2014,

* Dr. Promode Kant, Dr. Thaung Naing Oo and Dr. Ma
Hwan-ok; Construction of Forest Emission Reference
Level / Forest Reference Level in Taungoo District. Bago
Yoma, Myanmar. ITTO-REDD+ Project, Julv.2014.
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