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10 Incorporating forest and tree GHG fluxes into climate action goals
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Folding CO. removals into an existing climate action goal may change, and potentially complicate,
the way communities set climate action goals. On the one hand, including an existing sink in the
inventory and related mitigation goals could result in the perverse outcome that communities
perceive less need to reduce emissions in other sectors. On the other hand, excluding an existing



sink from the inventory and related mitigation goals paints an incomplete picture of a community’s
GHG fluxes. Excluding removals could also lead to perverse outcomes of communities failing to
consider the climate benefits that standing forests and trees provide and disregarding significant and
viable land-related mitigation solutions.
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Communities face two main challenges when including removals by forests and trees in climate goals.
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First, communities may have already set their target on the basis of gross emissions, and therefore may be unsure
about whether this target should be revised to be based instead on net emissions (i.e., including the land sink). This
is particularly relevant for communities that set a “net-zero” target without considering how Scope 1 removals factor
into this goal.
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Second, when introducing removals by forests and trees in climate targets, communities have very different starting
points regarding the absolute and relative magnitude of their existing sink, depending on how much forest and tree
cover is present within their geographic boundaries. Therefore, the way communities incorporate the “Land” sub-
sector into their climate targets may differ depending on the size of the sink relative to emissions from other sectors
(Figure 12). Communities exist along a continuum of the size of the land sink relative to gross emissions:
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Figure 12 Different communities have different starting points with respect to the size of their existing carbon sink
from forests and trees
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Notes: GHG = greenhouse gas.
100% represents the emissions from the Stationary Energy, Transportation, and Waste sectors combined during an inventory cycle. All other bars are relative to that.
Source: Authors.

« Minimal land sink: For highly urbanized communities with intensive emissions and very little forest and open space,
almost the entire GHG inventory is likely to be emissions from the Stationary Energy, Transportation, and Waste
sectors (community 1 in Figure 12). While Scope 1 CO, removals by forests and trees may be present and
significant in an absolute sense, they may be relatively insignificant when compared to high emissions across other
sectors. In these cases, the inventory’s net emissions (including the land sink) will be nearly identical to gross
emissions.
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* Large land sink: In contrast, heavily forested communities may have significant Scope 1 CO, removals in their
“Land” sub-sector relative to emissions from other sectors, particularly if the community does not have high
emissions from other sectors, including AFOLU sub-sectors (e.g., Livestock) (community 3 in Figure 12).  Inthese
cases, after the land sink is included in the inventory, net emissions (including land sink) may be significantly lower

than gross emissions. Net emissions may even approach zero, or there may be a net sink.
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* Intermediate land sink: Most communities will fall somewhere in between these two extremes, where the
community boundary includes emissions-intensive cities but also significant areas of Forest Land and trees on Non-
Forest Land that remove carbon from the atmosphere (community 2 in Figure 12).
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Both the type of GHG target that has been set by the community (Box 11) and the community’s starting point in
terms of removals by forests and trees relative to emissions from all other sectors (Figure 12) should be considered
when determining how GHG fluxes from forests and trees are incorporated into a community’s target. While
removals are always reported separately in the inventory, the way carbon sinks associated with forests and trees
are incorporated into a climate target will be different for each community depending on its starting point, especially
if a target has already been set based only on gross emissions from the Stationary Energy, Transportation, and
Waste sectors.
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The GPC states that communities “must set a carbon neutrality target separately and along with a GHG emission
reduction target and the two must be viewed as complementary since not specifying a GHG reduction target could
lead to reliance on high rates of GHG removals, or offsets if used, to balance high rates of emissions” (GPC, Section
11.1). Setting separate targets for emissions and removals increases clarity and enables communities to develop
parallel mitigation strategies for reducing emissions and increasing removals. This, in turn, should increase
opportunities and ambition for mitigation as compared to focusing solely on one or the other.
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However, for communities with large populations and intensive emissions from the Stationary Energy,
Transportation, and Waste sectors (community 1 in Figure 12), it may be most straightforward and pragmatic to
include a sink associated with forests and trees alongside other sectors when developing and communicating a
climate target. In these cases, net emissions (with land sink) will be almost identical to gross emissions. Getting
to net zero—or to a relative target—will already be very difficult for these types of communities, so the sink
associated with their forests and trees can help cities travel the “last mile” of climate neutrality or reach other
ambitious targets. To neutralize their hardest-to-reduce emissions, these communities may also consider the
purchase of limited amounts of high-quality carbon offsets as part of reaching a carbon-neutral target.
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For communities with larger forest areas and/or low populations (communities 2 and 3 in Figure 12) with a current
land sink that counterbalances 5 percent or more of current gross emissions, communities should have a separate
mitigation goal (or goals) for AFOLU and/or related specifically to the “Land” sub-sector. These targets may involve
increasing the sink and/or reducing emissions from deforestation and/or loss of tree canopy on Non-Forest Land.
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Communities that set separate land sink targets may develop targets that account for all lands collectively as well
as for individual land-use classes separately to focus on specific categories or interventions. For example,
communities may design a base-year target for the “Land” sub-sector of increasing the sink by 10 percent by 2030
relative to 2005, while also designing additional mitigation goals that can be tracked and accounted within specific
land-use classes, such as increasing net carbon sequestration within the Settlements remaining Settlements class
by increasing urban tree canopy from x percent in 2005 to y percent by 2030, or reducing emissions from
deforestation (Forest Land converted to Non-Forest Land) by z percent by 2030 relative to a 2015-20 baseline.

Communities may also wish to separate their GHG targets into GHG fluxes occurring within lands that the



community has direct management control over versus those occurring within areas of federal or state lands,
protected areas, or other lands where the community has little management control. This will avoid perceptions
that the community is claiming credit for a sink it does not manage.
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The ways a land sink is incorporated into a climate target can be characterized however makes most sense for the
community.  Regardless, when incorporating carbon removals by forests and trees into a climate goal, the
mitigation effort should be transparent so that the degree of ambition in the target is clear to all stakeholders. A
monitoring, evaluation, reporting, and learning framework helps communities track and review results of the
inventory over time and assess progress against their targets. A well-functioning framework improves the
accountability and transparency of GHG reporting and embraces learning and reflection, so that progress toward
goals can be iterative and based on experience of what does and does not work, allowing ambition to increase over
time.
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Box 11 Types of climate goals
Box11 SEBEENIESE

Just as different countries set their nationally determined contribution targets under the Paris Agreement in

various ways, communities can set their climate goals and/or mitigation goals in multiple ways.  In general,
there are four types of goals: base-year emissions goals, base-year intensity goals, baseline scenario goals, and
fixed-level goals. Chapter 11 of the Global Protocol for Community-Scale Greenhouse Gas Inventories (WRI et
al. 2021) and Chapter 6 of the GHG Protocol’s “Mitigation Goal Standard” (WRI 2014) describe these goal types




in detail and offer guidance for designing subnational mitigation goals. We summarize them as follows for
reference:
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 Base-year emissions goals aim to achieve a specified percentage of reduction in emissions from a base year
by a target year. For example, a community may set a target of reducing economy-wide emissions by 30 percent
below 2005 levels by 2030. Base-year emissions targets are a common way that countries express their
nationally determined contributions under the Paris Agreement.
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* Base-year intensity goals are similar to base-year emissions goals, except that they correspond to an absolute
reduction in emissions intensity (i.e., emissions per unit output) rather than an absolute reduction in total
emissions.
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» Baseline scenario goals involve tracking emission reductions not in absolute terms but relative to a forward-
looking baseline scenario, or a prediction of emissions that are most likely to occur in the future in the absence
of activities taken by a community to meet a mitigation goal.
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* Fixed-level goals are an increasingly common type of target set by communities to reach carbon (or climate)
neutrality by a certain date. Fixed-level goals have been set by many cities in response to the Paris Agreement,
which suggested that the world needs to be carbon neutral by the second half of the century. Increasingly, more
and more cities and other subnational actors are taking on this “net zero” goal. At present, 11,000 cities around
the world have pledged to become carbon neutral by 2050 (Steer and Hanson 2021). In contrast to other types

of targets, a fixed-level goal does not require a reference to a historical base-year or baseline scenario. Rather,




it states that emissions and removals together will be an absolute emissions level, often zero, by a certain date.
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