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Summary
The Impact Assessment Act (IAA) requires federal authorities to consider whether projects
hinder or contribute to Canada’s Paris commitment to limit global warming to 1.5 degrees
Celsius. To ensure consistency, the federal government has published a draft guidance
document titled: Technical Guide Related to the Strategic Assessment of Climate Change.1 In
Greenpeace’s view, a key premise of this guidance - that so-called offsets can be used to avoid
reducing emissions - will undermine our progress towards our Paris commitment. It should
therefore be rejected.
Limiting warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius will require rapidly phasing out fossil fuels2, so that the
limited carbon we can successfully sequester in forests and other ecosystems3 can be used to
address the most difficult-to-reduce emissions and to remove some of the atmospheric CO2
added over the last century of burning fossil fuels. There is no room in such a scenario for
“offsets” that allow the continued burning of fossil fuels.
Rather, it is imperative that the focus in an impact assessment process be on enabling projects
that have low or zero carbon and not enabling high emitting projects that simply don’t fit in a
zero carbon world. In short, we are arguing that projects that don’t reduce GHG emissions (both
project and land use emissions) hinder our progress towards our Paris commitments. However,
projects contributing to our commitments would 1) reduce direct emissions 2) reduce emissions
from land use and 3) increase forest carbon sinks.
Specifically, we are recommending against the use of offsets from forest carbon dioxide
removals because:
●

●

The worsening state of our nation’s forests as mismanagement combined with climate
change’s impacts have negatively affected their ecological integrity and turned them into
net emitters.
We cannot offset our way to zero emissions as achieving the necessary emission
reductions will require rapid and deep decarbonization to near zero across all projects,
sectors, and economies. We need the limited additional carbon we can sequester in
forest ecosystems to offset our past fossil fuel emissions, not tomorrow’s pollution.
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●

Significant challenges with forest offsets make them unreliable for tracking and
achieving reductions, including permanence, geologic vs biologic timeframes, natural
limits to additional sequestration,
leakage, and additionality.

Introduction
We appreciate the opportunity to contribute
our comments on the draft Technical Guide
Related to the Strategic Assessment of
Climate Change. As we continue to make
efforts to reverse global climate change and
achieve our 1.5°C goals, it is critical that in
decision-making processes such as the
federal impact assessment we enable low
and zero carbon projects. The impact
assessment process must avoid approving
high carbon, business-as-usual, projects that we attempt to “mitigate” with imperfect solutions.
It is imperative that the focus in the climate test focus on enabling projects that have low or zero
carbon, as opposed to projects using offsets to enable high emitting projects that simply don’t fit
in a zero-carbon world. As many in Canada
have noted,4 the exclusion of a climate test
from the Strategic Assessment of Climate
Change (SACC) is a major failing. This
creates a significant gap in the process as
such a test would help to ensure that we
have strong guideposts to ensure we stay
within our climate budgets and commitments
and are approving resilient and low/zero
carbon projects.
Offsets are a good example of an imperfect
solution enabling high-emitting
business-as-usual projects. We cannot offset
our way to zero emissions as achieving our
necessary emission reductions will require
rapid and deep decarbonization to near zero
across all projects, sectors, and economies.
The net-zero approach currently assumes
that there are no limits to compensating one’s own emissions with reductions or increased
carbon removal elsewhere. In fact, all activities compete for limited ways in which carbon uptake
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can be increased, like land for forest conservation and restoration. They also compete with the
reality that we need the limited additional carbon we can sequester in ecosystems to offset our
past fossil fuel emissions, not tomorrow’s emissions.
It is particularly challenging to believe that forest carbon dioxide removal (CDR) should be
considered in any net-zero approach. In Canada, there are no vast sources of unused forest
CDR to be used to offset our way out of limiting fossil fuel development and the sector’s gigantic
ghg emissions5. The opposite is true as the mismanagement of our country’s forests combined
with the worsening impacts of climate change (droughts, fires, pine beetles, etc) have turned our
forests into net emitters6. Any efforts to create offsets from forest CDR will furthermore come up
against significant challenges including permanence, geologic vs biologic timeframes, natural
limits to additional sequestration, leakage, and additionality.
Forest Carbon Dioxide Removal and Offsets
There is immense beauty and inherent value in the forests and ecosystems found in Canada.
These forests are also Indigenous Cultural Landscapes, shaped by Indigenous knowledge and
practices since time immemorial and continuing today. We must make efforts to restore the
ecological integrity and CDR potential of our forests through a rights-based approach while
respecting that nature is not just a solution for carbon removal and storage.7 This requires much
swifter progress on meeting Canada’s target of 30% protection of the land by 2030 at a
minimum8 and empowering Indigenous leadership through Indigenous Protected and
Conserved Areas (IPCAs). 9
Forest CDR can be an added benefit to stronger, more resilient, and ecological diverse forest
that provides a needed contribution to achieving our 1.5C goals. Yet we must understand that
there are ecological limits to the potential of forest CDR and that they cannot be an offset to our
large industrial emissions10. The critical focus should be on getting our own emissions under
control by taking immediate and comprehensive action. We need this action to control our own
emissions, so that the limited carbon we can sequester in ecosystems can be used to offset the
emissions from the last 100 years of burning fossil fuel.
The expansion of offset usage for the purpose of “efficiently” enabling big polluters to continue
to emit while nature sequesters this emitted carbon dangerously undermines our pathway to
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1.5°C. That approach is entrenched if we allow forest CDR offsets into the impact assessment
process as that would enable emissions that should be avoided in the project’s design or result
in projects that simply don’t fit in a zero-carbon world. The science is clear: to prevent this global
crisis from getting worse, we need to cut greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions immediately, while
simultaneously protecting and restoring vast natural ecosystems.
Not only does enabling offsets from forest CDR steal from the reduction we need from natural
ecosystems, but there are also significant problems with these types of offsets:
●

●

●

●

Impermanence: Any benefits from offsetting carbon with forests are only as certain as
the future of the forests themselves — which is to say, not at all, given climate change’s
impact on forest and increased natural or man-made dangers 11(fires, logging, droughts,
pests), in addition to offset programme failures12. The benefits of phasing out fossil fuels
and keeping all that carbon in the ground instead of burning it are, by contrast,
permanent.
Timing: Fossil fuel emissions happen immediately, while nature-based CDR takes much
longer as tree growth takes decades and other processes may take thousands or even
millions of years. If we continue our current fossil fuel use we create a time lag that fuels
higher temperature increases and larger climate impacts before atmospheric CO2 can be
reduced. The carbon cycle in our biosphere is not the place to store hundreds of
thousands of years’ worth of extracted and burned geological fossil carbon 13.
Leakage: at a global level, protecting forests in one location can be undermined if it only
serves to cause logging or deforestation elsewhere14. This leakage risk seriously
undermines the climate benefits that are claimed in forest related offsets.
Additionality: Carbon offset proponents assume that forests would be destroyed or kept
unproductive (leading to less carbon uptake) without their intervention. Considering our
need restore and nurture our forest ecosystems such that their limited capacity to absorb
carbon can be maximized, how can we know be sure that a ‘carbon offset’ forest wasn’t
going to be conserved or restored anyway15?

Net Emissions from Canada’s Forests
In Canada, the mismanagement (e.g. logging) of our country’s forests combined with the
worsening impacts of climate change (droughts, fires, pine beetles, etc) have turned them into
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net emitters.16 That carbon deficit worsens when we consider the GHG emissions from burning
the wood we harvest from our forests.17
Achieving the necessary changes in the carbon budget for Canadian forests is a huge task.
There is a critical need for action in Canada’s forests to reverse our current trend and return our
forests to being healthy and diverse ecosystems with the added benefit of improved CDR.
These CDR improvements are critically needed to manage Canada’s overall national emissions
and to get us on track to meet our 2030 and 2050 climate commitments. As a result we cannot
siphon off any forest CDRs to offset current
or future industrial emissions.
In no modelled pathway can the Paris goals
be achieved without rapidly reducing our
current emission sources18. It is our view
that CDR is not an alternative to emissions
reductions. The vast majority of emissions
reductions must be achieved by energy
efficiency, by changing fuels and phasing
out fossil fuels. More concerning is that
forest CDRs are cited in the net zero
pledges by the fossil fuel industry19 as a
solution to their own huge emissions and
achieving net zero. In reality, their reliance
on offsets promotes the scientific
impossibility that natural removals can
compensate for continued fossil emissions
into the foreseeable future and distracts
from the need for their own actions to
reduce emissions and contribute to the
global challenge of reducing our emissions
to achieve our 1.5°C goals. The fossil fuel
industry should not be allowed to use forest
CDR to continue their high-emission
operations.
We need to improve the biodiversity and ecological integrity of our forests so they can become
carbon sinks again and we need industry emission reductions and fossil fuel phase out:
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ecosystem removals must be in addition to decarbonization. There just isn’t room or the time in
our collective global effort to act on greenhouse gas emissions to rob Peter (our forests) to pay
Paul (industrial emissions).
Recommendations:
●

●

●

●

●

20

Climate Test: The Impact Assessment Act (IAA) requires federal authorities to consider
whether a project hinders or contributes to the Government of Canada’s ability to meet
its commitments in respect to climate change such as the Paris Agreement. For this
climate test to effectively drive Canada towards its Paris Commitments, Greenpeace
recommends that offsets not be permitted to justify increased or ongoing emissions.
No forest CDR offsets: It is Greenpeace’s view that any offsets that enable companies
to avoid decreasing their emissions will “hinder” the government’s ability to reach our
Paris Agreement objectives. As a result of Canada’s forest becoming net emitters, there
is no room in project carbon accounting for the use of forest CDRs. We need the limited
additional carbon we can sequester in ecosystems to offset our past fossil fuel
emissions, not tomorrow’s emissions.
Emission Reductions first: We cannot offset our way to zero emissions as achieving
our necessary emission reductions will require rapid and deep decarbonization to near
zero across all projects, sectors, and economies. It is critical that in decision-making
processes such as the federal impact assessment process we enable low and zero
carbon projects and avoid approving high carbon, business-as-usual, projects that we
attempt to “mitigate” with imperfect solutions like forest CDR offsets.
A National Forest Carbon Renewal Action Plan: Canada needs to create an action
plan for reversing the current carbon trend in our forests and return our forests to being
healthy and diverse ecosystems with an added benefit of improved CDR. In fact, this
action is clearly necessary as part of Canada having a credible plan to meet its 2050
climate commitments. Such a plan would be rights-based in its approach and also
advance the achievement of Canada’s national target of protecting 30%20 of the land by
2030 - forest protection being best for climate and biodiversity.
Projects should be evaluated through a rights-based lense and how they advance the
implementation of the United Nations Declaration on the Right of indigenous
Peoples in Canada.

https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/conservation/nature-legacy.html

