HD    CO2 emissions depend on two letters

BY    Fahmuddin Agus and Meine van Noordwijk , Jakarta

PD    15 November 2007

SN    The Jakarta Post

The estimated 2,000 million tons of CO2 emissions from its peatlands account for two-thirds of Indonesia's total emissions. Details of the numbers and calculations are uncertain and some would say controversial, but it is clear that Indonesia's status as a major emitter has something to do with these peatland emissions.

The current discussion on mechanisms to deal with forests include the "forested peatlands". However, addressing emissions requires mechanisms that deal with forest and peatland. Changing two letters is all that we ask from the Conference of Parties in the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) we will host in Bali in December.

Prior to the conference, there has been a lot of attention paid to strategies to reduce emissions from deforestation and degradation (REDD). In the current version the second "D" will refer to "forest degradation", instead of degradation of other carbon stocks. By not including peatland, half the emissions will continue unchecked and outside of mechanisms for international carbon payments. This will undermine the credibility of the mechanism and let large and avoidable emissions continue.

Almost all tropical peat has become forest at some point in time. Burning the upper ground biomass of peatland forest may release as much as 734 tons of CO2 per hectares, from the carbon stock of 200 tons in biomass. During the fire, part of the peat will burn as well. If a 10 cm layer of peat is burnt, this will emit about 220 tons of CO2 per hectare, as the peat contains about 6 tons of C per hectare per cm. Thus the clearing of one hectare of peatland may emit about 950 tons of CO2.

After the burning, the land will be likely used for plantations (mostly palm oil or industrial timber estates) or annual crop agriculture. The management systems, especially the depth of drainage and soil fertility management, will determine the emissions from subsequent land uses.

Under the 80 cm drainage depth of oil palm plantation, Wetland International (2006) estimated CO2 emissions at about 73 t/ha/year. In one cycle of 25 years of oil palm, the emissions will reach 1,820 t/ha; almost double the amount lost during peatland forest clearing.

Under rice (such as the slash and burn "sonor" system in South Sumatra), maize and vegetable cultivation on peatland, farmers slash and burn to increase the peatland soil fertility. Our most conservative estimate is that on average 2.5 cm of peat is burnt per year under these systems, and this translate to emissions of about 55 t CO2/ha/year. The drainage depth of about 30 cm for most annual crops also cause emissions around 27 t CO2/ha/year. Thus about 82 t CO2/ha/year or 2050 t CO2/ha/25 year can easily be emitted from annual crop systems.

Our recent estimate of the opportunity costs of reducing emissions from several agricultural practices ranged from less than US$0.1/t CO2 for traditional slash and burn "sonor" system to about $4.1/ t CO2 for well developed oil palm plantations. Both are below the $5/t CO2 that is used as a ballpark figure for the REDD carbon emission reduction market.

For the land currently under sonor, emissions reductions could be based on a wide range of alternative livelihood options. On existing palm oil land, a reduction of drain depth and intensity could be a cost effective way of reducing emissions. Reducing the drainage depth by 20 cm would translate to reducing emissions of about 18 t CO2/ha/year.

The direct emissions upon clearance or exposure to fires of peat forests will be about one third of the emissions we can expect during the initial 25 years. If the rate of peatland forest clearance would have been constant over the past 25 years, we would see about one third of the emissions on the "forest margin", and two thirds in the already cleared lands.

Given the increase in peatland conversion, it may currently be more like a 50:50 split. REDD as currently understood will only deal with preventing "new" clearance, not with reducing emissions from peatland that has already lost its forest cover.

It is not too late to act. A simple declaration that REDD will include emissions reduction from the degradation of peatlands will require only two letters to be changed. It may get Indonesia out of the number three position and assist in slowing down climate change.
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