ADAPTATION: Cap-and-trade bill would fund protections of wildlife, natural resources (05/15/2009)




Noelle Straub and Lauren Morello, E&E reporters

A small percentage of the valuable greenhouse gas emission allowances under the cap-and-trade system unveiled by House Democrats today would go to wildlife and natural resource protection and to prevent tropical deforestation.

The provisions mean H.R. 2454 would provide a dedicated source of funding for ecosystems and wildlife climate change adaptation, which conservation groups and key House Democrats have strongly supported. It remains to be seen whether the amounts survive next week's committee markup of the bill, but supporters expressed confidence, given the backing of key lawmakers such as former Energy and Commerce Chairman John Dingell (D-Mich.).

The funds to protect landscapes and wildlife affected by climate change would gradually increase over the coming decades. From 2012 through 2021, 1 percent of allowances would be allocated for those domestic adaptation purposes, increasing to 2 percent from 2022 through 2026 and finally to 4 percent from 2027 to 2050. The same percentages would go to other domestic adaptation purposes, including public health, and to international adaptation efforts.

For the domestic wildlife and natural resources adaptation piece only, the emissions allowances would be auctioned, with the proceeds from the sale deposited in the Natural Resources Climate Change Adaptation Account, which would be available to spend without further appropriation.

The credits aimed at gaining emissions cuts by avoiding tropical deforestation would slowly decrease over time. From 2012 through 2025, 5 percent of allowances would pay for efforts to prevent tropical deforestation and establish an international system of deforestation offsets. House Democrats said that by 2020, the program would achieve additional emission reductions equivalent to 10 percent of U.S. emissions in 2005. From 2026 through 2030, 3 percent of allowances will be allocated to the program, reduced to 2 percent from 2031 to 2050.

The provisions won praise from conservation groups, but some vowed to continue pushing for more funding.

"Fortunately, this bill includes critically important dedicated funding for projects and programs that reduce the impacts of global warming on wildlife and natural resources," said Defenders of Wildlife President Rodger Schlickeisen in a statement. "Although we believe it will require greater dedicated funding to significantly reduce the harm that global warming already has, and will continue to cause our natural resources, this is an important start."

John Kostyack of the National Wildlife Federation provided rough dollar estimates of what the domestic wildlife and natural resources allocations would be worth based on an analysis of the initial cap-and-trade draft legislation along with numbers from the recently unveiled compromise. He said the allocations would roughly equal $1.9 billion in average annual funding through 2030, the first 19 years of the bill. "This is real money, outside the appropriations process," he said.

Kostyack acknowledged that lawmakers will still need to provide funding in order to fully meet adaptation needs. But he added, "We cannot rely [solely] on the appropriations process. The needs are vast, and [adaptation] needs to happen in multi-year stages."

Eric Haxthausen of the Nature Conservancy said the allowances would be worth roughly $4 billion in 2027. Conservation groups were looking for a $7 billion annual average, Kostyack noted.

The question remains whether the natural resource and wildlife allocations will survive next week's markup. But environmentalists expressed confidence that they will, especially given the support from Dingell. "There's a lot of competition for this allowance value, and a lot of those other interests were very strong in this process," Haxthausen said. "It's a multi-stage process. ... Dingell has been a steadfast champion of this issue."

House Interior Appropriations Subcommittee Chairman Norm Dicks (D-Wash.) also strongly backs funding for climate change adaptation. He has said repeatedly that he would like 5 percent of revenues generated by a cap-and-trade system to be devoted to the protection of wildlife and land management agencies. At a hearing this week on the Interior Department budget, he noted Dingell's support and asked Interior Secretary Ken Salazar about the administration's position on the issue.

"You are looking at something that I think has great possibility and great hope," Salazar said. "And frankly, I think that when you look at the amount of money that we need to invest in our lands and water conservation and all the initiatives that this committee has so much supported, I think one of the ways of getting there is to look at what we've done in the past and what the needs are ... and I frankly think that we need to figure out ways of getting revenue into that agenda, and an appropriate source would be revenue that ultimately comes from cap and trade."

The cap-and-trade bill also contains funds to gain emissions cuts by avoiding tropical deforestation. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change estimates that emissions produced from forest clearing now contribute about a fifth of global emissions. The numbers unveiled today are similar to a draft version of the bill released earlier this year, said Annie Petsonk, international counsel at the Environmental Defense Fund.

"These provisions are aimed directly at some of the top emitters," said Petsonk. Indonesia and Brazil are the third- and fourth-largest emitters today because of deforestation, she added. Establishing a credible offset system would go a long way toward reducing the costs of a cap-and-trade system, since the monitoring technologies are available today and are relatively low-cost, she said.

 
