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Welcome to the www.businessassurance.com  climate change podcast series. My name is Neville Hobson.

This episode is the second in a series of Voluntary Carbon Standard podcasts. The Voluntary Carbon Standard (VCS) was launched on November 19th 2007 at the London Stock Exchange. The founding members of the VCS Association Board, as well as UK Member of Parliament Tim Yeo and Dr Anne-Marie Warris of LRQA, the author of the standard, were on the panel that presented the new global standard to the media.
www.businessassurance.com  was on hand for the event and we caught up with some of the key people in the development and implementation of the VCS.

Andre Marcu is the CEO of the International Emissions Trading Association, IETA. He works closely with the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, the UNFCCC, on the European Union Emissions Trading Scheme, EU ETS, as well as being the driving force behind the Carbon Expo and Carbon Forum global series of events.
NEVILLE HOBSON: Mr. Marcu talked to us about the role of verifiers in the VCS, a key difference between the Voluntary Carbon Standard and the existing regulatory standards, the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) and Joint Implementation (JI).
ANDRE MARCU, IETA:
Well, the regulated market, the CDM/JI markets are extremely credible, they have all the elements in there, but they are going to be running into problems, or bottlenecks. It’s a defensive depth with many checks and balances and being able to recall projects and have them turned back at the very last moment. We believe in here that we should not duplicate the role that the verifiers have. The CDM has created additional checks that basically redo the work of the verifiers.

In my own view, if verifiers have been accredited, if  they are doing the job, then they should be trusted, they are liable for their work, if they are not up to the standard that they should be, then they should be disqualified, it’s as simple as that. I mean, this is what business is all about. This is why people should trust them. 
So, this is one of the very fundamental things we see. We refused, as you will see in reading through the VCS, to have the VCS Board as an appeal board. We did not feel this should be the case. We will have a second opinion from a second verifier if need be, but will not go further than that.

NEVILLE HOBSON: Doctor Anne-Marie Warris, Technical Director, Climate Change for Lloyd’s Register Quality Assurance (LRQA) was instrumental in getting the International Standards Organisation (ISO) to allow elements of ISO 14064 and ISO 14065 to be integrated into the VCS and its reference documents. She believes the VCS is most relevant to those corporations at the forefront of innovation and corporate social responsibility.

ANNE MARIE WARRIS: Well, if you’re talking big companies who have committed to climate change reduction, either through part of their CSR programme or part of a non regulatory market, they are saying they want to do better. Then the voluntary carbon standard allows them to develop projects either within the organisation perhaps in the country where they are located, or elsewhere in the world. And basically use the carbon credits they generate from that to demonstrate that they are reducing the carbon footprint of their organisation. And that sort of voluntary carbon standard can do for them. It can actually help them demonstrate that they are doing their best to meeting their own climate commitments. 

It can also help innovation in the company in terms of encouraging people to find projects that will allow them to get voluntary carbon standard, that the organisation could then use to help improve further either the life in the communities where the project is generated, or use the money somewhere else.

NEVILLE HOBSON: She also talked about how small businesses can benefit from the credibility of the VCS.

ANNE MARIE WARRIS: I think for small businesses, the VCS is less a driver to develop projects and much more a facility to allow them to buy reliable and assured carbon offsets to help them manage the carbon footprint of their organisation.

So they are much more likely to be the buyers, the people who want to buy some voluntary carbon unit to help them manage their carbon portfolio.
NEVILLE HOBSON: The Climate Group is a founding member of the VCS and the organisers of the VCS launch. Steve Howard, CEO of the Climate Group, talked to us about the bigger picture and how the VCS can deliver tangible results in the global fight against climate change.
STEVE HOWARD, THE CLIMATE GROUP: If you look at corporations around the world, as one audience for this, a lot of people are now looking at how can they go carbon neutral, how can they for their own emissions, for their products and services, and people have been stepping back from doing that, because the market was lacking a real credible standard. They want to act, but they’re worried about buying into projects that just turn out to be poor projects with no real additional carbon offset. So, the VCS will actually clear the way for a lot of the corporations who have been waiting to act, so I think we will see that lots of innovative products and services, consumer offerings, coming forward over the next 12 months or so as a result of the VCS. So it’s got to be a good thing.
The other in terms of the retail offers that have been going out to people in terms of how they can go carbon neutral, with some exceptions, there’s been a lot of Mom and Pop organisations, very well intentioned, some of them well run, but largely small scale initiatives. Where, you have to say that most of the carbon involved has been credible, but enough of it hasn’t been that really it has undermined the marketplace. I think we will start to see that reduced. The answer to the criticism that this company wasn’t providing good carbon will be “look for the VCS.”
Previously there were good standards, like the gold standards out there, but there wasn’t the scale in the market place to have that as the default answer. Whereas now we’ve got something that’s inheritently scaleable, so there will not be a shortage of carbon availability for people. So if we get this right, what I’d like to see is that, we see everyone wanting to offset everything in their lives, and that goes from me as an individual through to large companies. And that doesn’t mean that it oh we can go and drive my car for a Sunday drive and not worry whether it’s a Hummer. People won’t approach it like that, people will do what they were going to do, they will think more about how to manage carbon in their businesses or their lives, but they will credibly offset what they are going to do anyway.
NEVILLE HOBSON: Steve also talked about the maths of reducing and offsetting carbon emissions

STEVE HOWARD, THE CLIMATE GROUP: Somebody asked me the question, well you know, there’s not the scope, you can’t have offsetting for everything, because there’s not enough reductions out there and it doesn’t add up. Well actually if you start to do the maths, and if you could work it this way, we need to reduce emissions by 50-60% by the middle of the century globally, big challenge, well that actually means that we will have 40-50% of emissions remaining. So if you just look at those two things starting to balance each other out broadly well there are huge scope for offsetting for people still retaining emissions, and unavoidably paying those emissions. And that’s the way this needs to move ahead, so VCS will drive innovation, it will fast track a lot of corporate action which will then be rolled out to the consumer. And the acid test is if we look two or three years down the line, are we starting to look at a huge diversity where everybody is aware that they have offset products and services and there is a default action if where if you are going to fly, if you have your car insurance it is offset.
NEVILLE HOBSON: Adam Kirkman is the Program Manager for the World Business Council of Sustainable Development, also a founding member of the VCS. Adam stressed the role and importance of verification in assuring the credibility of the VCS.

ADAM KIRKMAN, WBCSD: Well I think that, you know that the ISO introduced a standard for verifiers in terms of greenhouse gas emissions and there’s a whole range of things that a verifier has to do to demonstrate that they’ve got that level of confidence. Its like anything, when a new market starts to grow, there are certain people kind of think, oh yes it sounds like a good business opportunity and they just jump in.

Whereas what we really need here is people that are ticking off on these projects really do have the tools and the experience and the confidence to actually know that what it means whether or not a projects additional or not and what a high level of assurance really means from a verifiers point of view in this area. I think that it’s not just as simple as walking in there and doing a bit of a calculation check and signing off on it, it’s actually the process, the methodology, the confidence, the experience of having looked at these types of projects before. 
NEVILLE HOBSON: Adam sees the voluntary carbon market as needing to meet the same high standards as the regulated market. 

ADAM KIRKMAN, WBCSD: Kind of look at where the regulatory markets are, in different parts of the world, there is quite a degree of fragmentation and things like that. We kind of figured that if the voluntary market was going to continue to develop, it was important that it developed in a way where there was a high degree of integrity and quality attached to it. So that you don’t end up with people becoming frustrated and annoyed with the voluntary market, and then that can actually rub off adversely on the compliance markets as well, just by association you know.

People even though ones a voluntary market and ones a compliance market, in their own minds, they don’t make that distinction, so we thought this was important to have voluntary market that also has the same levels of integrity that a lot of the compliance markets are trying to bring along.
So that was one of the main reasons for trying to put that principal into, that’s the floor in terms of where you operate. 
NEVILLE HOBSON: Adam talked about the possible importance of the VCS to WBCSD members, including BP.

ADAM KIRKMAN, WBCSD: I think there are certainly member companies of the WBCSD that have already embarked on programmes around carbon neutrality for a proportion of their businesses or things like that. And I know companies like BP and others that will be very early adopters of this standard because they’ve been doing these types of things and now there’s a standard in place, where they can say well look, we done it in accordance to this standard, there you go, here it is. So I would expect that, I think there will be a fairly divided degree of take up of this standard within the business environment.

NEVILLE HOBSON: Gary Gero is the Executive Vice-President for the California Climate Action Registry. The Registry is one of the first to be approved by the VCS. Gary provided us some background information on the Registry and their role in the voluntary carbon market in the United States.
GARY GERO, CALIFORNIA CLIMATE ACTION REGISTRY: We were created by the state of California as an independent non profit organisation, to provide a standardised set of accounting rules for greenhouse gases for our members. And we have some 300 members now, and they agree to conduct inventories of their operations using our standardised rules, have those independently verified and then registered with us.

The point of that was really to recognise that companies are taking early action to reduce their emissions. This establishes a baseline for them going back to the first year that they’ve conducted the inventory. So we’ve been doing that for some five years since 2001.

We’ve also developed a sort of protocols around the generation of voluntary emission reduction offsets. So far, we are working in three sectors; forestry, landfill gas management, and livestock waste management although that’s going to expand. And in that regard, we have set a standard for quality integrity, we are an environmental non-profit, an NGO, and the purpose of that is to say, we recognise that our members and others, the offsets that will certifier are available broadly to the public but it really is with our members in mind, that our members have conducted inventories for many years, they have taken actions to reduce their emissions, we have encouraged them to do that, but you always have to recognise that there are going to unavoidable emissions, and you want to offset them.
So we are actually certifying and registering offsets that can then be available to our members, and to others, to help reduce their carbon footprint.
NEVILLE HOBSON: Gary explained what the VCS accreditation brings to his organisation.
GARY GERO, CALIFORNIA CLIMATE ACTION REGISTRY:  We developed our programme; we developed the notion that it meets the highest quality standards for integrity, additionality, real permanent, all of the things that Mark and Andre talked about here today.

We believe our programme is the highest standard for the certification and registration of offsets. What we see the VCS providing is that international linkage, that broader recognition, I will be the first to say, we haven’t done a bang-up job of promoting ourselves as an organisation and promoting our offsets. We really see that the VCS provides that broad linkage both to financial markets and internationally.

We also think that the VCS is real and credible and provides that floor that will provide assurance ultimately to buyers and sellers. 

NEVILLE HOBSON: Gary shared his views on the interaction between voluntary and regulatory markets.

GARY GERO, CALIFORNIA CLIMATE ACTION REGISTRY: I think that it’s a very good point, in fact just a couple of weeks ago, I had the privilege of hearing Al Gore speak and somebody asked him this very question about the voluntary market and whether or not this was something that provided value or had a tendency to push off the regulatory scheme to the future and vice president Gore responded that no that the point of the voluntary market is to get to those places where regulation doesn’t necessarily work, to spur innovation, to drive capital into good quality projects and that it works side-by-side with the regulatory arena.

And I think that’s absolutely right, and I think to the point of your question, the fact that people can see that under a well crafted scheme with good rules, good protocols, good verification, that the market can drive emission reductions rather than strict regulation.

And I think at the end of the day you are always going to have a combination of both and in California we are seeing that with AB32 implementation first being driven by early regulatory actions but then recognising that ultimately a cap and trade is going to be likely. The state of California has in fact recognised our programme, our forestry protocols were adopted by them recognising that these were good quality voluntary offsets. So I think that helps that certainly helped in California, the policy makers see that regulation, that a voluntary market could drive a regulatory scheme, I think that lesson can be applied more broadly. 

NEVILLE HOBSON: You have been listening to a Business Assurance dot com climate change podcast. To listen to or download any of the episodes from this series, please visit www.businessassurance.com/climatechange.

We have created a special section on Business Assurance dot com dedicated to the Voluntary Carbon Standard, the VCS. Please visit www.businessassurance.com/vcs for a comprehensive look, including blogs, news, podcasts and interviews.

This podcast has been brought to you by Lloyd’s Register Quality Assurance, LRQA. For more information on lrqa, visit www.lrqa.com.

For more information on the VCS, please visit the official VCS site at www.v-c-s.org.

The climate change section of Business Assurance dot com also features a climate change blog, news on relevant topics, an extensive resources section, and a standards section as well as a global events calendar.

We welcome your input and feedback on this podcast or any other relevant topic. To share your views, simply add your comment on any page at www.businessassurance.com.
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