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Decisions made on reference levels will play a large part in determining whether REDD – 
Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation - will strengthen or weaken  
the global effort to avert catastrophic climate change. National reference levels that provide 
incentives for real, permanent emission reductions from historic levels could help close the 
gigatonne gap that remains following the 2009 Copenhagen climate summit, while projected 
reference levels could take parties even further away from their commitment to keep global 
temperature rise below 2oC. Furthermore, the use of sub-national reference levels in the 
absence of a national reference level could actively undermine ongoing actions to reduce 
emissions from deforestation.   

National Historic Reference Levels 
In Cancun in 2010, Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCC) decided that, while REDD must be based upon national reference levels, sub-national 
reference levels could be used ‘as an interim measure’. While neither ‘sub-national’ nor ‘interim’ 
have been formally defined by the UNFCCC, most parties have stated that national reference 
levels are necessary for results-based actions. This understanding is consistent with the 
requirement for national monitoring systems for results-based actions. 
    
Reference levels must be national in scope, either as a simple, single national reference level  
or as a national reference level made up from a combination of sub-national reference levels 
that cover the entire nation (eg for countries with many islands). A decade’s worth of efforts 
have yet to show that sub-national reference levels and accounting measures can provide real 
Measurement, Reporting and Verification (MRV) emission reductions.  Sub-national offset 
credits could in fact worsen climate change by providing fake reductions in exchange for 
continued pollution in developed countries.   
 
Greenpeace supports the use of historic reference levels for the purpose of REDD. 
Such levels should be used whether referring to a country’s unilateral REDD actions or to 
actions funded by the international community (and whether or not REDD is ultimately included 
as a NAMA – ‘Nationally Appropriate Mitigation Action’). Reference levels should be based 
upon an historic 5 to 10 year period of time in order to level out periodic variances.  
 
The focus should be on each country’s gross - not net - deforestation rate to ensure that  
REDD contributes to both mitigation and adaptation objectives in the best possible way, and  
to avoid perverse incentives and the conversion of forests to plantations. Given the need for 
transparency and accountability, all reference levels and their underlying data should be made 
freely and publicly available and verified by an independent third party review system.  
 
Greenpeace opposes the use of projected or forward-looking reference levels,  
based on business-as-usual (BAU) scenarios, for the purpose of REDD. Such reference 
levels may not only fail to provide reductions in real emissions, they could also potentially 
increase global emissions if used in the context of a market offset mechanism.  Forest 
protection and the promotion of non-destructive alternatives should be geographically 
prioritised according to carbon and biodiversity values, as well as the rights and needs of 
indigenous peoples and forest communities.  

 

 

 



 
 

 
Zero Deforestation: Every country does its fair share  
Ending deforestation is a global imperative. Within the context of REDD, this requires that countries commit to a 
process and timeline that will end gross deforestation by a pre-determined date. Incentives should be provided for 
incremental progress towards that goal in a manner that protects biodiversity and fully respects the rights of 
indigenous peoples and local communities. Small-scale culturally and historically significant practices of indigenous 
peoples could be protected through a pre-determined percentage exclusion to such goals (which seems consistent 
with the concept of IFLs1 and the Amazon Pact for Zero Deforestation). All countries should ensure that their 
financial and demand-side contribution to deforestation is zero.  
 
Countries interested in receiving REDD funds should identify their own unilateral commitments to protecting their 
tropical forests. Each country should, relative to its economic and other national circumstances, make a fair effort  
to reduce its deforestation and degradation emissions relative to its historic (not BAU) levels. Countries without 
significant historic deforestation emissions should identify the anticipated results of specific policies and measures 
in their National REDD Plans relative to their historic reference level. Such plans should result from transparent 
multi-stakeholder processes that enable the full and effective participation of civil society members.  

 

Conclusion  
Perhaps the most critical decision for REDD in terms of its ability to deliver real emission reductions is the decision 
to establish a credible national reference level based on historic emissions. National historic reference levels and 
funding approaches are needed that recognise both the mitigation and adaptation benefits provided by the world’s 
remaining tropical forests and provide incentives to countries for keeping these forests intact.   
 
A concerted global effort on REDD could potentially end deforestation prior to the use of costly and 
uncertain full carbon accounting methodologies that would be needed for certain Phase 3 proposals. 
Such an effort would be most consistent with the objective to keep global temperature rise below 2oC given the 
gigatonne gap that remains after Copenhagen. Two of the greatest threats that remain to such an effort are the use 
of sub-national reference levels and projected (ie inflated) reference levels, both of which are likely to deliver non-
additional or ‘fake’ emission reductions. The risks of such approaches are especially egregious when combined 
within a market offset mechanism.  
 
In addition to the use of national historic reference levels, Greenpeace has outlined a simple and effective 
pathway that collectively could ensure that deforestation and other destructive forest practices are 
ended in our lifetime. In short, Greenpeace believes that different types of reference levels could be utilised 
throughout the phased implementation of REDD by linking performance appraisal to the implementation of specific 
policies and measures, proxy-based progress on emission reductions, as well as verified emission reductions.  
More information on this approach can be found in the Greenpeace Briefing on Reference Levels (April 2011).  
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1  IFL – Intact Forest Landscapes - http://www.intactforests.org/ 


