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1 Background
This document summarises the outcomes of a carbon offset strategy workshop held at the BirdLife International Secretariat in Cambridge on Monday, 23 April 2007. The workshop was preceded by a carbon market assessment and strategy report, prepared by EcoSecurities. The aim of the meeting was to prepare the decision making process of whether – and under which conditions – BirdLife should engage in generating and selling carbon offsets through its projects.
The workshop began with an overview presentation of the report and a general discussion of its findings. An indicative assessment of the current and potential project portfolio of the network was then carried out. The main part of the day focussed on strategic discussion regarding possible approaches of BirdLife regarding the development of offsets and a broader offset strategy. The workshop ended with a session attempting to summarise those views which were generally shared among participants. On the other hand, there clearly were a number of issues for which it was too difficult to reach a common opinion at this early stage and which need to be explored and discussed further. There was also a general sense of fairly concrete next steps to be taken in the near future. These are presented in turn.
2 Tentative Conclusions

The strategic discussions included a fundamental debate about whether or not to engage in carbon offsetting at all. Although there were definite reservations about some forms of engagement, it emerged that the potential opportunities for conservation finance through generating and selling were considered to be too large to ignore and. BirdLife should consider engaging in carbon offsetting, albeit within clearly (and often narrowly) defined limits and only if a number of strict prerequisites were met.

2.1. Standards and quality criteria

There was unanimous agreement among workshop participants that BirdLife should only become involved in offsetting if very stringent quality criteria and quality controls were applied. Nothing but the best would be acceptable, and, in practical terms, this would mean working very close to the general benchmark set by the CDM. Participants were well aware of criticisms raised against existing offsets (and offsetting as a concept) and were concerned about (1) working against BirdLife’s own mandate and philosophy, as well as (2) putting the reputation of the organisation at risk. In addition, some participants were concerned of undermining the climate policy lobbying efforts of some Partners by not applying great scrutiny to BirdLife’s own efforts. Any compromise between quality and “workability” was not accepted.
Participants accepted that this approach has direct implications for the interpretation of additionality applied to potential offset projects. It was generally accepted that only those project activities which are entirely financed through carbon offset sales would qualify as additional. A less strict (but possibly widespread) interpretation which allows carbon finance to only form part of a project’s income stream while considering and selling the entire project as additional seemed not to be acceptable. This directly affects the pricing strategy for offsets as carbon credits would need to be sold at a price that covers all costs of project development and implementation.
In the absence of established standards and methodologies for carbon accounting of forest conservation and voluntary market standards in general, participants voiced a clear preference for collaborating with other conservation NGOs. The aim would be to aim at consistent approaches and enhance the credibility of applied standards. This should not, however, lead to lengthy delays because of complicated coordination needs.

2.2. Target market and commercialisation strategy

The overarching consideration regarding potential buyers of carbon offsets and the approach taken to commercialisation was that neither individuals nor corporate buyers should be encouraged to offset instead of reducing their emissions. This implies the necessity to be able to assess potential buyers before offering them carbon offsets to ensure that they have taken preceding steps to reduce emissions. 

This precludes the possibility to engage in retail sales of offsets to individuals for BirdLife as a whole because of the limited opportunities to engage and communicate with them. On the other hand, some Partners held less strict views and might want to explore retailing possibilities (see below). There was, however, a sense among many participants that the potential for fundraising among individuals, especially members, should not be neglected. It could potentially be captured through a “carbon rescue fund” which would not offer quantified offsets but rather an opportunity to support carbon project development through direct and specific donations (see below).
Selling carbon offsets to companies was acceptable to all participants as long as there was a possibility to evaluate buyers beforehand. Throughout, the highest quality insurances for offsets would need to be used. It was suggested to begin by approaching existing corporate partners of BirdLife.
2.3. Commercialisation model

There were no conclusions drawn as to whether a direct sales model would be preferred over selling to intermediaries. It was rather suggested that both models should be tried out. However, it was remarked that the desire to have some form of control over the end-user of the offset (see above) would favour the direct sales model, as such control would most likely be lost when selling to an intermediary. On the other hand,  considering the need for professional help in the design, certification and verification process of the projects the intermediary model could be attractive, as such help could be included in the sales package (provided an intermediary can be found willing to engage in such a way with voluntary market projects). The more expensive alternative would be to contract consultants to provide such professional assistance

2.4. Potential project types

The decision for a very high standard for quality insurance entails significant transaction costs. It was accepted that this would preclude developing many small projects and project types as offset projects. The projects that would have a potential to be developed as carbon offsetting projects in this setting would be the larger ones, and this would reduce the project types to mainly forest conservation (and possibly peatland conservation). 

It was suggested that certain kinds of smaller projects might have the potential to be bundled into a size large enough to be feasible for carbon offsetting. The main project type discussed in this context was the avoidance of the use of non-renewable biomass through improved cooking stoves (either with a higher efficiency or entailing a switch to other (renewable) fuel sources). This would have to be further investigated with regards to the applicability of quality standards across the range of potential sub-projects. 
2.5. Developing small projects under a separate funding line
Smaller projects in the BirdLife project portfolio will probably not be able to access carbon offsetting finance. The carbon revenues that these projects can obtain do not justify the high transaction costs that are a consequence of the choice of using high quality standards. The option was coined to nevertheless market these projects as additional activities through setting up a “carbon rescue fund” which would essentially be a BirdLife fund raising campaign to its members. The fund would specifically focus on these small projects and their climate change mitigation benefits would be highlighted in the marketing material. The members would not be buying offsets, but be giving donations. 
A drawback of such a strategy could be that people that would have otherwise have wanted to offset their emissions now donate less than they would have spent on offsets, and leave it at that. In other words, people could regard the donation as a similar ‘conscience easer’ as buying offsets. They could of course also donate more than they would have paid for offsets, but this depends on their willingness to pay. It was suggested that the projects in the “carbon rescue fund” would be subjected to some kind of internal monitoring, but that they would not be subjected to the strict standards of offsetting projects.

2.6. Post-2012 avoided deforestation discussion
Considering that the development of a potential Birdlife strategy will mainly be based mainly on avoided deforestation activities it is of great importance that the approach chosen is linked as closely as possible to the policy discussions within the UNFCCC on a future (most likely post-2012) avoided deforestation carbon trading scheme. This is important for two main reasons: firstly, to avoid becoming part of a regulated future market that requires a different approach than the one chosen by BirdLife, thus rendering the BirdLife approach obsolete (including the investments into internal capacity, a client base, etc.); and secondly because the BirdLife projects could provide the funcion of pilot projects to the international policy framework, which would increase BirdLife’s lobbying power towards influencing this future framework. Implementing such pilot projects is also important considering the funding that has been pledged for such activities, e.g. by the UK government, which could also contribute to financing BirdLife’s projects. In this respect it was mentioned that partnering up with other large conservation NGOs active in this field could both increase lobbying power as well as access to donor funding.

Though the link with the post-2012 policy discussions on avoided deforestation is important, it was acknowledged that it should not be a conditional to developing a BirdLife voluntary offsetting scheme if this would considerably delay its implementation.

3 Outstanding Issues 

The following list of outstanding issues is by far not exhaustive but captures some exemplary open questions.
3.1. Commercialisation model

Is BirdLife willing to take on the overhead costs involved in marketing and selling carbon offsets directly to corporate end customers? If an indirect sales route through an intermediary was chosen in order to reduce these costs, even during an initial learning phase, would this entail an unacceptable loss of influence over who these offsets are sold to? Conversely, it remains to be seen whether it is feasible to find an intermediary willing to only sell offsets to certain kinds of buyer.
3.2. Retail sales

Some Partners may want to engage in retail selling of offsets to individuals, even in the absence of a unified BirdLife approach. This creates a potential problem for other Partners opposing such an approach because they may become associated with this practice through their common affiliation to BirdLife.
3.3. “Carbon rescue fund”

The idea of creating a dedicated carbon-project fund not intended to generate quantified offsets still needs a much clearer definition. How would emission reductions through such a project portfolio be estimated and do they even need to be quantified? Are any “standards” going to be applied to these projects, and if so, which?

3.4. Costs of strategy development and first steps

Which funds can be used to cover the costs of developing a broader carbon offsetting strategy, plan and implement first next steps, assess pilot projects, etc.? This is linked to the question of the level of engagement BirdLife wants to pursue until a clear mandate for offsetting has been developed within the network.

3.5. Centralised and decentralised activities
It needs to be further discussed which activities would be carried out centrally by the BirdLife Secretariat, by Partners, or jointly. It was apparent that the Secretariat should have the lead in certain preparatory evaluations and probably in technical support etc. at a later stage. However, questions related to marketing and branding of offsets, fundraising for a “carbon rescue fund”, etc. could not be discussed in depth.
3.6. Approach for standard development
It will need to be assessed whether or not BirdLife will need to develop its own approaches for developing stringent standards and measurement methods, particularly in the case of forest conservation. There may be opportunities for joint-ventures with other NGOs or progress in approaches developed by other organisations. Many technical questions will have to be resolved in this regard (e.g. regarding deforestation baselines, leakage, etc.) and the process may not be a short one.
4 Next Steps
4.1. Identify promising pilots 

It was agreed that it would be beneficial to identify a number of project ideas with a good potential to function as pilot projects for BirdLife’s learning-by-doing experience. Selection criteria would have to be drawn up to do this. These criteria could include capacity and local presence of the partner organisation, data availability, potential to present the project also as a pilot in the context of the post-2012 policy developments, etc. 
4.2. Assess potential of pilots and implications for marketability of offsets

A first assessment of the potential of the above potential pilot projects would have to be carried out, including an analysis of the costs of project development. This would have to be compared to the volume of potential carbon offsets generated from these projects. Since the general opinion during the workshop was to only sell offsets at prices covering the entire costs of project development, this exercise would give a first indication of the prices that would need to be asked from buyers. It could then be assessed which potential for sales at these prices might exist.
4.3. Carry out an inventory of potential project ideas
Such an inventory should be carried out across the BirdLife partnership, and should focus, among other criteria, on the size of projects. The aim of the inventory would be to get an idea on the long term potential of an offsetting scheme and whether there is a base for developing a broader strategy for the carbon market.

4.4. Discuss collaboration with other NGOs 
This concerns standards, policy lobbying efforts for avoided deforestation, and accessing pilot funding for avoided deforestation. Such NGOs would include CI, TNC, WWF, among others.
4.5. Assess willingness to pay / acceptability of individuals to give money for “climate rescue fund” 
This refers to a fund for small projects without generating offsets. Would members or individuals give as much to a fund without receiving a product (an offset) in return? In addition, it could be researched if individuals would nevertheless consider a donation to this fund as a surrogate offset which would undermine BirdLife’s intentions in this regard.
4.6. Keep Offset strategy as an agenda item 
For regional council meetings and other discussion within BirdLife.
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