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29 April 2013

Dear Governor Brown:
As a longtime environmental researcher, I am writing to offer some timely cautions
against the state of California's becoming involved in REDD and REDD+ offsets.
REDD is complex and very poorly understood, even – or should I say especially? – by
specialists, proponents and practitioners. So let me break the issues down as simply as
possible, drawing on my and colleagues' 30 years' experience and research on forest
issues, public policy, cap and trade, carbon accounting, and offsets.
(1) REDD is bad for the climate. It punches holes in the cap (the only vaguely
operative part of a cap-and-trade system, climatically speaking) by replacing
emissions targets with fanciful new commodities whose climate impact, when not
strongly negative in itself, will necessarily always be less positive than the emissions
reductions with which, through various feats of counterfactual hocus-pocus, they are
made “exchangeable”. i One of the reasons that REDD does damage to the climate
even before it punches holes in caps is that it undermines existing systems of forest
protection in the regions where it would be rolled out most extensively, in indigenous
territories in Latin America, Africa and Asia. ii Bottom line: To continue to
contemplate incorporating REDD or REDD+ offsets, in any form, in California's
carbon trading system is a reputational disaster in the making for California
policymakers. The toxic legacy of REDD would engrave the name “Jerry Brown”
permanently in the “enemies of the environment” roster.

(2) To incorporate REDD or REDD+ into California's trading system is to take a step
deeper into a policy quagmire at precisely the time when the state – mindful of the
lessons of the European carbon trading experience – should be working flat out to
extricate itself. REDD would make a bad job (cap and trade) doubly worse – first, by
increasing the system's dependence on offsets and second, by increasing the role of
biotic offsets in particular – at a time when when wise policymakers should be
working, first, to ensure that there are no biotic offsets contaminating the system, iii
second, to eliminate all offsets from the system (since they invalidate the cap), and
third, to drop the entire counterproductive regulatory approach of cap and trade,
through which the state creates new rent-seeking mechanisms which slow action on
climate change. iv It was partly because the EU Emissions Trading Scheme – now
acknowledged on all sides to be a train wreck v – was allowed by ill-informed
policymakers to acquire such institutional momentum in its early years that it became
so difficult to abolish later, making its inevitable demise all the more painful for
politicians who have invested in it. California is lucky in that it can learn from this
experience and avoid waiting too long. Above all, the state needs to avoid building
further institutions that lock in the rent-seeking and land-grabbing associated with
carbon markets. vi Even the EU, for all the expensive mistakes it has made, has had the
good sense to shun forestry offsets. Bottom line: California still has the chance to get
out of cap and trade while the getting is good, avoiding the decade and a half of costly
blunders that has rendered climate policy such a shambles in Europe and the rest of
the world. Steering clear of REDD and REDD+ is a logical first step in the process of
moving toward a straightforward policy of phasing out the use of fossil fuels in the
state.
(3) REDD and REDD+ are racist by their very structure. They involve stealing
from one group of underprivileged in one part of the world in order to be able to
screw communities of color in another part of the world (excuse the technical
language) – all in the service of extending the fossil fuel economy and blocking
constructive climate action. vii In the case of California, this is most obvious in the
developing agreements with the political elites of Acre and Chiapas, which would
deprive rural residents in other countries of livelihood and rights while damaging the
health of fenceline communities in California by licensing further pollution.
Bottom line: To press ahead with REDD would be to court political scandal that
would taint California environmental policy in general, and the name “Jerry Brown” in
particular, long after the person himself left office.
I hope that California will be able to benefit from the research of the last 15 years on
this subject and avoid involvement in REDD and REDD+.
Sincerely,

Larry Lohmann

cc:
California Communities against Toxics
IEN
Los Angeles Times
Friends of the Earth
La Ronda Bowen
PSR-LA
Moore Foundation
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