
  
 
 
To: California Air Resources Board  
 
Date: March 14, 2011 
 
Subject: Inclusion of rangeland offset projects in the California cap and trade system  
  
Mary Nichols  
Chair 
California Air Resources Board 
1001 I Street 
Sacramento, CA 95812 
 
Dear Ms. Nichols, 
 
The undersigned partners of the California Rangeland Conservation Coalition (Coalition) are 
writing to strongly encourage the California Air Resources Board (“ARB”) to consider, and 
eventually implement, offset protocols that help to incentivize rangeland owners and managers to 
participate in the carbon market.  We believe that rangeland-related project types are 
critical to California’s effort to reduce statewide greenhouse gas emissions to 1990 
levels, and even more critical to the ranching community which may be adversely 
affected by both rising production costs and increasing developmental pressure that 
threatens irreversible changes to the California rural landscape. 
 
California’s rangelands are critically important ecosystems that support a variety of plant and animal 
species.  Moreover, rangelands represent the bedrock of the ranching industry and the rural 
communities they surround.  The ranching industry employs thousands of California citizens and 
plays a key role in U.S. food security.  However, rangeland owners and managers face constant 
challenges from rising input costs, and rangeland itself is often located in California’s fastest-
growing counties and thus faces development pressure.  These represent serious threats to ranching 
stability, and natural ecosystem function.  We believe that the California cap and trade system 
presents a tremendous opportunity to help protect these fragile systems.   
 
Carbon offset projects on rangeland produce a number of positive environmental outcomes, or co-
benefits, in addition to reducing greenhouse gas emissions.  Carbon is a critical macronutrient in 
soil, and increased levels of carbon improves aeration and soil tilth, and plays an important role in 
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determining pH levels, nutrient availability and cycling, cation exchange capability and buffer 
capacity.1,2  Water quality and quantity benefits can also be generated by carbon offset projects by 
improving water infiltration and water holding capacity,1,3 by reducing soil erosion and 
sedimentation4,5, and by increasing groundwater recharge and drought resistance in arid areas.6  
The benefits to soil and water quality are vital to supporting rangeland ecosystems as well as the 
State’s water supply; 85% of California’s drinking water supply is generated and stored annually 
within rangeland watersheds.7  Improvements can also lead to increased biodiversity of both fauna 
and flora.8,9 Carbon market incentives that protect existing carbon sinks and lead to increased 
carbon sequestration can lead directly to these environmental co-benefits. 
 
We welcome and applaud ARB’s efforts to-date that have generated offset protocols for the 
management and protection of forestlands, and for methane-capture projects for the dairy and 
swine farm industries.  We also applaud the Climate Action Reserve (“CAR”) for recently 
announcing that it has begun developing offset protocols for crop farmers and rice growers.  We 
believe that the success of the California cap and trade system will hinge upon successful 
engagement with the agricultural sector, so these recent efforts are encouraging.   
 
However, we are disappointed and concerned with the exclusion of rangeland-related projects 
from these early efforts.  This is despite the enormous potential of the rangeland category to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions through increased carbon sequestration and through avoidance of 
emissions resulting from rangeland conversion to commercial and residential developments.    
 
California has approximately 38 million acres of rangelands, but tens of thousands of acres are being 
converted annually to other uses10. Through preventing development and/or improving the grazing 
management on these lands, millions of tons of carbon dioxide equivalent emissions can be 
reduced.  This could mean millions of carbon offsets available for California emitters to purchase.  
We believe this point is extremely important when considering the possibility of an offset shortfall 
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in 2012 and beyond, which could lead to spiraling compliance costs if additional offset supply is not 
introduced into the market.  Moreover, carbon offset finance represents a new funding source to 
achieve agricultural conservation goals.  
 
While early protocol development efforts in California have not focused on rangeland, there are 
several efforts outside of the state that we encourage ARB to consider.  Specifically, we urge 
ARB to review and adopt two types of rangeland offset protocols in particular: 
 

1) Avoided Conversion of Rangeland & Grassland - Similar to the ARB forestry protocol, this 
type of protocol awards carbon offsets when land is conserved where it otherwise might be 
developed into alternate land uses, such as residential or commercial property.   

 
2) Rangeland Management –This type of protocol would recognize carbon offsets for changes 

in rangeland management techniques or changes in carbon stocks.  The protocol should be 
flexible to account for the various types of land management techniques that can lead to 
increased soil sequestration. 

 
In conclusion, rangeland offset projects present several beneficial opportunities for California:   
§ The environment benefits because offset-based incentives can help unlock the tremendous 

greenhouse gas mitigation potential of rangelands.  Moreover, carbon finance incentives for 
sustainable land management practices can help produce better habitats for wildlife, protect 
open spaces, lead to improved water quality and quantity, reduce sprawl, and other 
significant environmental co-benefits. 

§ Cap and trade market participants gain a source of additional offsets, which will reduce the 
risk of spiraling compliance costs due to lack of carbon offset supply.   

§ The agricultural community and society in general benefits because carbon offset revenue   
provides a new source of non-public funding to sustain ranching economies and conserve 
rangelands.   

 
The Rangeland Coalition is an unprecedented group of California ranchers, environmental 
organizations, researchers and government agencies. Together, these partners are working to 
preserve private working landscapes, support the long-term viability of the ranching industry, and 
protect and enhance California rangeland for both legally protected and still-common species.  

 
The undersigned partners of the Coalition are supportive of ARB considering the inclusion of 
rangeland offset projects in California’s cap and trade system, and we look forward to 
working with ARB in the future to adopt a protocol that is mutually agreeable and scientifically 
justified. Once again we thank you for the opportunity to share our strong beliefs with you, and we 
are happy to provide additional information.  Should you have any questions regarding our support 
please contact Pelayo Alvarez, Program Director, California Rangeland Conservation Coalition at 
916-313-5800 x107 or palvarez@defenders.org.   

mailto:palvarez@defenders.org
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Sincerely, 
                    Partners of the California Rangeland Conservation Coalition 
 

 
Justin Oldfield  
Director of Regulatory Affairs 
California Cattlemen’s Association 

 
Ashley Boren 
Executive Director 
Sustainable Conservation 

 

 

  
  

 
John Gamper 
Director, Taxation and Land Use 
California Farm Bureau Federation 

  
Larry Lloyd 
District Manager 
Sutter County Resource Conservation 
District 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
Wade Belew  
President  
California Native Grasslands Association 
 

 
 Nita Vail  
Executive Director  
California Rangeland Trust 
 

 

 

 
 
Steve Troester 
Manager 
Butte County Resource Conservation District 

 
Ernest White 
President 
Tehama County Resource 
Conservation District 
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Kim Delfino 
California Director 
Defenders of Wildlife  
 

  
 
Belinda Morris 
Regional Director, Center for 
Conservation Incentives 
Environmental Defense Fund 

 
 

 

  
 
Lesa Carlton 
Executive Director 
California Wool Growers Association 

 
Matt Rogers 
President  
California Deer Association 

  
 
 

 

  
 
Robert Berner 
Executive Director 
Marin Agricultural Land Trust 
 
 
 
 
Nancy Scolari 
Executive Director 
Marin Resource Conservation District 
 
 

 

 
 
Dan Taylor 
Director of Policy 
Audubon California  
 
 
 
Truman Young, PhD  
Professor 
Department of Plant Sciences 
University of California, Davis 

 
CC: James N. Goldstene, Executive Officer,ARB 

Linda Murchison, Chief, Planning & Technical Support Division,ARB 
Richard Bode, Chief, Emissions Inventory, ARB 
Shelby Livingston, Manager, Environmental Justice & Special Projects Section, ARB  
Brieanne Aguila, Branch Air Pollution Specialist, Office of Climate Change, ARB  

 
 


