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Seeing the trees for the wood: ensuring 
carbon sinks work for climate and biodiversity

There are some subjects 
in EU environmental 
policy whose mention 

is greeted by wise nodding, 
and not much else. LULUCF 
is one of these.

To start with, there’s the name. 
It stands for Land Use, Land Use 
Change, and Forestry; it looks at car-
bon sinks and losses from forestry 
and other land use activities, and 
it is a key part of the way in which 
greenhouse gases are reported 
under international climate agree-
ments. For a lot of people, just 
demonstrating how to pronounce it 
in the approved manner (Loo-Loo-
See-Eff) is a useful addition to the 
wise nodding technique. 

Then there’s the fact that it has 
been relatively untouched by EU 
policy on climate change. The EU 
was sceptical at Kyoto about argu-
ments from the US and others 
that generous flexibility should 
be allowed for delivering targets 
through LULUCF sinks (i.e. the 
carbon sequestered in above and 
below ground biomass). Europe 
has not allowed use of these sinks 
in delivery of its own climate tar-
gets, thus far. 

But LULUCF matters. The Euro-
pean Council agreed last October 
that rules on how – not whether 
– LULUCF could form part of the 
framework for EU GHG targets 
should be agreed by 2020. A recent 
Commission consultation sparked 
concern in green groups, who 
have argued that allowing carbon 
sinks to count towards the targets 
for emissions reductions in trans-
port, waste and other sectors in 
the EU’s “Effort Sharing Decision” 
would reduce mitigation ambition 
in those sectors, and create risks of 
inappropriate monoculture affores-
tation projects. A paper by the Öko-
Institut published by the forestry 
NGO FERN showed that there was 
a serious risk that this apparently 
innocent technical change could 
radically weaken European policy 
on decarbonisation. 

IEEP is now carrying out work for 
FERN on the design of a suitable 
policy for including the LULUCF sec-
tor in the EU’s 2030 targets, looking 
at how options could be designed 
which genuinely help reduce the 
GHG concentrations in the atmo-
sphere, without reducing ambi-
tion in other areas of the economy. 
We want to ensure that action on 

LULUCF creates incentives for biodi-
versity protection, ecosystem resto-
ration, and forest conservation, not 
for poorly-conceived monoculture 
afforestation projects. The hope is 
that in future the wise nodding will 
be accompanied by wise action.

For more information on our work 
in this area, please contact Martin 
Nesbit.
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