March 8, 2013

Chairman Mary Nichols

California Air Resources Board

1001 "I" Street 
Sacramento, CA 95814
Dear Chairman Nichols,

Sustainable agricultural practices implemented in California can play a significant role in helping the State meet its goals and GHG targets under AB32.  While emissions reductions and mitigation is a critical step in solving the climate change problem, emissions reductions alone are not sufficient to reverse climate change. Even if we reduce our emissions, we are still likely to be increasing the atmospheric burden of these gases. We need to explore other strategies that remove greenhouse gases from the atmosphere, including soil carbon sequestration.  

The Agriculture Climate Action Team (AgCAT) and the Economic Technology Advancement Advisory Committee (ETAAC) estimated that agriculture in California can reduce GHG emissions by 9.1 to 16.7 MMTCO2E, accounting for between 31 to 57 percent of the industry’s total emissions.  We believe agriculture can dramatically exceed this reduction, especially with the addition of soil carbon sequestration activities such as those being advanced by the Marin Carbon Project and its partners.  AB 1532 recognizes this opportunity by authorizing use of allowance auction fees “…to reduce greenhouse gas emissions associated with water use and supply, land and natural resource conservation and management, forestry, and sustainable agriculture.” 

When funded with cap-and-trade revenues, the recommendations offered below can:

•
Fund on-the-ground projects in agriculture that can reduce GHG emissions and sequester carbon;

•
Generate new jobs in some of our most economically depressed rural communities, especially in the Central Valley 

•
Provide additional environmental and health benefits such as cleaner water, increased soil water holding capacity, wildlife habitat, pollinator services and open space protection

•
Produce transformative projects, making the benefits of AB 32 tangible to our rural and peri-urban communities 

•
Assure the on-going food production capacity of the state and increase the resilience of our agricultural ecosystems and economy.

1.  Invest in Agricultural/Climate Research to Advance Mitigation and Soil Carbon Sequestration Opportunities

As members of a successful collaborative (the Marin Carbon Project) that was formed to undertake rigorous research on the question "can rangeland management enhance soil carbon sequestration," we feel it is important that the state support agricultural research that advances our understanding of farming systems and practices that offer GHG emission reduction opportunities and environmental and health co-benefits, as outlined in AB 1532.  

RECOMMENDATION:  We recommend a competitive grants research program, modeled on the climate change and agriculture funding that was formerly provided by the California Energy Commission’s PIER program. The grants program should put an emphasis on research projects on farming systems and agricultural management practices that reduce GHG emissions and enhance ecosystem –particularly soil- carbon sequestration while providing additional environmental and health benefits, such as improved air and water quality. We have some specific recommendations for priority research areas that the State should focus on that we could share.  
2.  Invest in Technical Assistance and Farm Project Implementation to Achieve GHG Reductions and Co-Benefits

California farmers and ranchers can reduce GHG emissions by adopting on-farm conservation practices that reduce fossil inputs, sequester atmospheric carbon in soils and vegetation and manage land and livestock resources in ways that limit the emissions of potent GHGs.  Resource Conservation Districts are special districts established in California to work with landowners on land stewardship and natural resource conservation activities.  We believe that RCD's (working alongside their partners at UC Cooperative Extension, County Agricultural Commissioners Offices, NRCS, land trusts, and other agricultural partners) are the primary institutional infrastructure to deliver climate beneficial practices with farmers and ranchers in the State.  The Department of Conservation has a RCD assistance program that offers technical and financial assistance to RCDs to support their work with local landowners. 

RECOMMENDATION: Allocate at least $1 million annually for state technical assistance for RCD districts to deliver conservation projects focused on climate change mitigation and soil carbon sequestration.  Also, allocate cap-and-trade revenue to the Watershed Program to fund watershed coordinators to work with agricultural producers to implement land-based conservation projects that focus on achieving GHG emission reductions and carbon sequestration. 

3.  Invest in On-the-Ground Projects that Demonstrate and Implement Conservation Practices on Farms and Ranches that Achieve GHG Reductions and Sequester Carbon

Over the last few years, we have seen the development of several promising and scientifically validated conservation practices that when implemented on-farm can provide significant GHG reductions, sequester carbon, and provide a multiplicity of co-benefits.  We expect to see a proliferation of additional climate-beneficial agricultural practices in the next 3-5 years, especially with investments of the State of California leveraging those already being provided by USDA and philanthropic sources.  As these validated practices move from research into demonstration and broader scale implementation, it is critical that there be funding and incentives available for farmers and ranchers to successfully develop and implement actual projects on-the-ground, so that the State can reach its climate goals while supporting increased resilience and productivity for California agriculture.  The Marin Carbon Project is a good example of the type of opportunity that the State can expect from agriculture, where the critical research and early development of conservation practices that reduce GHGs/sequester carbon have been completed and now requires funding support to scale adoption.  

RECOMMENDATION:  We recommend an agricultural climate grants (possibly modeled after the USDA/NRCS Conservation Innovation Grants), and/or incentives program that would provide needed funding support to develop and implement the next generation of agricultural practices and projects that reduce GHGs and sequester carbon.  The grants program should put an emphasis on: projects on farming systems and agricultural management practices that are proven to reduce GHG emissions and sequester carbon and that would benefit from early investment to demonstrate their potential to scale and refine methods for outreach/adoption by producers; models for aggregation and transaction cost reduction, and protocols for verification and reporting.  The NRCS's Conservation Innovation Grants have been very successful in catalyzing high-impact, rigorous projects that address climate through agriculture.  We would welcome a further discussion on how best to structure a grants and/or incentives program and the allocation required to support promising projects in California.  

Sincerely,

Torri Estrada  and Jeffrey Creque, Ph.D.

On behalf of the Carbon Cycle Institute

622 Liberty Street

Petaluma, CA  94952

Phone:  707-992-5009

