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COMMENTS ON JNR SCENARIO 1 TSHOPO PROVINCE DRC 
JNR Baseline Description 

Document prepared by South Pole, dated March 9, 2020 
Commenter requested to remain anonymous 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS 

1. The document suggests that DRC’s FREL was “UNFCCC-validated”, but the technical review of a FREL 
submitted to the UNFCCC is not a validation. 

2. The document does not include a demonstration that DRC’s FREL satisfies VCS-JNR minimum quality 
requirements. Considering that DRC’s FREL and the proposed Tshopo’s province FREL are both 
associated with very large numbers of emissions, and that VERRA is undertaking a review of its VCS-
JNR requirements, withholding approval of this proposal until the new VCS-JNR requirements are 
published would be a prudent decision to make. 

3. The long historical reference period of DRC’s FREL (2000-2014 = 15 years) was segmented in two sub-
periods (2000-2010 and 2010-2014) of different duration to calculate average historical emissions for 
each of the two sub-periods. The two averages were used to linearly project a trend of increasing 
emissions into the period 2014-2019.  
Two datapoints are insufficient to determine a trend. Furthermore, the long historical period and 
asymmetrical segmentation in subperiods raises questions of whether the two periods may create a 
bias in developing a projected trend in emissions. Accepting this approach would create a precedent 
for others to potentially cherry-pick periods that create FRELs, and project baselines, that are not 
conservative. 

4. The baseline period (2014-2019) already expired. Allowing project developers to validate 
jurisdictional FRELs and project baselines for periods that have already expired sets another 
dangerous precedent, as it would create the opportunity to locate projects in areas where emission 
reductions have already occurred (according to a counter-factual and ex post constructed baseline) 
and claim VCUs without having to invest in any real action to reduce emissions. 

5. In the context of deciding whether VERRA should continue to accept jurisdictional FRELs and project 
baselines that are above historical average emissions, the cases of DRC’s FREL and of the Tshopo’s 
province FREL are eye-opening examples of potentially non-conservative FRELs and baselines that 
jurisdictional and project proponents may come-up with in absence of precise and strict 
requirements. DRC’s case also signals the need to define requirements for the duration of the 
historical reference period and its segmentation in sub-periods. 

6. It is said, in the JNR baseline description document, that the linear trend DRC used to construct its 
FREL is not used in the construction of the FREL of the Tshopo province, but the equation that 
calculates the FREL of the province on top of page 17 includes the national FREL as a multiplier. 

7. The uncertainty associated to DRC’s FREL is not discussed and is not taken into consideration in the 
construction of the FREL of the Tshopo province. 

8. Considering that historical activity data for the province of Tshopo and a national carbon stock map 
are both available, what is the justification for not using these data to construct the provincial FREL 
using standard IPCC methods (activity data x emission factors)? 
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9. At least, the proponent should demonstrate that the FREL of the Tshopo province, as calculated with 
the proposed method, is more conservative than the FREL calculated using GHG estimates that follow 
IPCC methods. But even in such eventuality, VERRA should carefully evaluate the implications and 
risks of allowing proponents to be too creative in the approaches they use to construct jurisdictional 
FRELs and project baselines. 

10. Some paragraphs suggest that net emission factors were used, other that gross emission factors were 
used. No comment is made in the document of whether activity data are gross or net. 

11. No explanation is given of why high carbon stocks are associated to a higher risk of emissions from 
deforestation. The contrary is, intuitively, true. Intact forests, i.e. those located at distances where 
humans were not yet able to generate impacts, are usually those with higher carbon stocks and at 
lower risk of deforestation and forest degradation. 

12. The proposal allocates an emission factor of 1 ton of CO2-e per hectare and year to very low risk zones. 
No table is given showing the area of risk classes and the Tshopo FREL maps presented in the 
document suggest there is no forested area with zero risk. This implies that potentially very large 
areas with no risk of deforestation were included in the class “lower risk”. This is unacceptable 
because projects located in areas with zero risk would be able to generate 5 VCUs per hectare during 
the period 2015-2019. 

13. In general, the method used to construct the FREL of the Tshopo province raises several questions 
and concerns.  

 

DETAILED COMMENTS 

In the following, paragraphs of the document will be cited in italics and commented. 

“Tshopo’s emissions can thus be comprehended as a share of the national emission, obtained by 
applying a proportional relationship whose variables are deforestation rate and total forest 
biomass. Hence, the GHG quantification process does not involve activity data measurement and 
emission factor determination” (Page 3). 

Why is this unusual approach to construct Tshopo’s FREL used if activity data and emission factors are 
available to do the exact same thing? 

“Then, the GHG emission results of the province were made spatially explicit, meaning each 
location of the province was attributed a defined amount of emissions based on the risk of 
emission. This risk of emission comes from the aggregation of the vulnerability of lands, 
understood as its density of forest carbon, and the exposition of lands, understood as the 
deforestation threat.” (Page 3). 

Why is density if forest carbon a risk factor? Isn’t it that forests that are less accessible and exposed 
to human intervention are more intact and therefore with higher carbon stock? 

“CEMCO is the organization in charge of the design and registration of Tshopo’s forest reference 
emission level and has been duly approved (see approval in Annex 1) by the jurisdictional authority, 
the Tshopo Government.” (Page 4). 

Registration with whom? Is the Tshopo Government the competent authority? Does Annex 1 provide 
sufficient evidence of Government-endorsement of the proposed provincial FREL? 
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“The Democratic Republic of the Congo has already built a national FREL, which was evaluated 
and registered by the UNFCCC. The assessment team determined that the data and information 
used by the Democratic Republic of the Congo in constructing its FREL were transparent, complete, 
and in overall accordance with the guidelines of the UNFCCC for submission of information on 
reference levels (see Annex to Decision 12/CP.17)” (Page 7). 

This does not imply that the FREL satisfies VCS-JNR quality requirements. The UNFCCC technical 
review is not equivalent to a validation. 

“The emission factors used to construct the FREL were obtained by taking into account the biomass 
carbon density of different vegetation types after the land-use conversion national FREL data 
source.” (Page 8). 

It is not clear what “taking into account” really means; it seems to suggest that net emission factors were 
calculated, but the first paragraph of section 2.3 suggests exactly the contrary. 

“The sample points that were used for land-use classification from Landsat images were not made 
publicly available, which means that the exact forest no-forest classification used by the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo FREL is not reproducible.” (Page 8). 

The previous statement appears in contradiction to the claim made in section 2.2 that reads: 

“The (UNFCCC) assessment team determined that the data and information used by the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo in constructing its FREL were transparent, complete, and in 
overall accordance with the guidelines of the UNFCCC for submission of information on reference 
levels (see Annex to Decision 12/CP.17).” (Page 7). 

“The Tshopo government has not yet set any subnational climate mitigation objective for the 
province of Tshopo (…) However, the document is outdated and was in a too early stage to 
formulate commitments on enhancing carbon stocks that are not intended to be financed via 
market mechanisms. Based on this, the current jurisdictional baseline will allow independent 
projects to claim verified carbon units aligned with the province and country framework by 
proceeding to nesting.” (Page 8). 

The conclusion “Based on this…” seems to suggest that there is a legal right for independent projects to 
claim VCUs in the Tshopo province. This conclusion cannot be derived from the explanations given in the 
cited and other paragraphs of the document. Also, the paragraph has nothing to do with “Emission 
Factors”, which is the topic of the section. It is alarming that a project developer riches this type of 
conclusions without any further proof, particularly in a case like this one, where the baseline is of 
hundreds of millions of tons of emissions.  

“The national FREL includes only the gross emissions from deforestation related to clear cuts, and 
excludes any subsequent emissions and removals from regrowth in the deforested areas or forest 
degradation.” (Page 8). 

Have net or gross emission factor be calculated? 

“Two historical periods, 2000–2010 and 2010-2014, totalling a reference period of 15 years, have 
been used to estimate the emissions. The national FREL applied a linear growth trend based on 
the two historical periods, creating a projection of deforestation based on two data points: the 
average growth rate for 2000–2010 and the average growth rate for 2010-2014. Emissions for 
2015–2019 were then obtained by following the linear growth described by those two points.” 
(Page 9). 
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An increasing trend of baseline emissions extrapolated with just two points should not be accepted.  

The historical period of 15 years (very long) was divided in two apparently arbitrarily defined subperiods 
of different duration to generate the two datapoints. The approach taken to estimate an increasing trend 
in emissions with two data points on such a long historical period opens the door for cherry-picking the 
duration and the segmentation of the historical reference period that results in the highest possible 
projected trend of increasing emissions. This should not be accepted as a baseline against which VCUs will 
be issued. The approach taken to construct the baseline of the Tshopo province is particularly worrisome 
considering the very large volume of emissions that results from this approach. 

The document subsequently tries to justify the baseline of increasing trend in emissions by offering 
hypothesis such as the following one. 

“The Democratic Republic of the Congo believes that the deforestation rate would continue to 
grow based on the nature of deforestation drivers. Indeed, deforestation is linked to subsistence 
agriculture, which is expected to increase at a similar rhythm as the population. High demographic 
growth has been proved to be an undirect deforestation driver in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, meaning deforestation follows a growth trend”. (Page 9). 

In absence of a quantitative analysis to test hypotheses like the one cited above the justification remains 
what it is; a belief. In any case, a quantitative analysis would require more datapoints. 

“Emissions from soil-carbon and non-CO2 emissions from hydromorphic organic soils were also 
excluded. This exclusion was validated by the UNFCCC.” (Page 12). 

Stating that the UNFCCC validated something is misleading. 

“Activity data at the national level was gathered, province by province, and then aggregated at 
the national level. (…).   
The Tshopo baseline derived its emissions from the national FREL; activity data were therefore not 
collected at the province level.” (Page 12-13). 

If activity data at the national level was gathered province by province, why were these data ignored in 
the construction of the Tshopo province baseline? No justification is provided, and it is hard to think on 
one that could be accepted. 

“Land-cover classification and stratification was performed at the country level. The FREL 
submission provides a description of the applied method, although access to intermediary raster 
files is not provided.” (Page 13). 

Non-disclosure of important data used in the construction of a jurisdictional baseline should not be 
accepted. Full disclosure of data should be a requirement for allocation. 

“The Democratic Republic of the Congo did not release data for emissions desegregated per 
province, as it had done for historical deforestation data. Therefore, the FREL was derived for 
Tshopo according to the proportion of forest carbon included in the province and the deforestation 
rate of Tshopo compared with the national deforestation rate. Deforestation rates were compared 
for the period 2010–2014 in order to represent the latest deforestation trend. The average 
emission for Tshopo is 163,928,824 tCO2e/year for the period 2015–2019, as extracted from the 
Excel spreadsheet (found in Annex 6). The calculation follows Equation 1 (below).” (Page 16). 

Considering that historical deforestation data for the province were available for the Tshopo province as 
well as a map of forest carbon density (See Figure 3) it is hard to understand why these data were not 
used to construct the provincial baseline. 
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“The Tshopo FREL considers emissions more likely to arise where (1) carbon stock is high, according 
to the WWF carbon map; and (2) where deforestation is more likely to occur, according to 
projected deforestation from Dinamica EGO”. (Page 17). 

Why are emissions more likely to arise where carbon stock is high? No justification is given and intuitively 
one would expect the contrary, as stated earlier. 

Our experience with Dinamica EGO is that this is indeed a powerful tool for modeling deforestation, but 
the modeled output can easily be biased toward project specific interests by cherry picking factor maps 
and many other tricks. Such a model as a base for allocation should only be accepted if transparently 
explained and if developed by an independent entity with no vested interests in projects.  

“Risk (GHG emission) = Vulnerability (Forest carbon) x Exposure (Activity)” (Page 17). 

The equation seems to calculate emissions rather than risk. Rik should be what in the equation is called 
“Exposure (Activity)”. 

Explanations in the rest of the sections are, in my opinion, confusing, particularly the use of the carbon 
stock map as a risk factor and then again in the equation reproduced above. 

“In order to make an REDD+project in high risk zones feasible and rewarding, the very high risk 
class is associated with the highest emission factor. Nonetheless, it is in the interest of Tshopo to 
make REDD+ projects feasible in relatively well-preserved zones of its forest. Therefore, very low-
risk zones were associated with an emissions factor of 1tCO2e/ha, meaning a 100,000 ha project 
located in a 100% very low-risk zone will obtain a baseline emission of 100,000 tCO2e/year.” 
(Page 20-21). 

When looking at the maps that follow on pages 23-25 it looks like that 100% of the forest has at least 
an annual emission factor of 1 tCO2-e per hectare and year, meaning that at least 5 VCUs would be 
issued for each hectare of a project in no-threat areas over the baseline period 2015-2019. This 
should not be accepted. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

This proposal should not be accepted. It raises serious questions and concerns. The volume of VCUs that 
could potentially be generated by approving the proposed provincial FREL calls for great prudence. 

As VERRA is currently undertaking a review of its VCS-JNR requirements and considering a standardized 
allocation tool and related requirements, it is advisable to let the proponent wait until the revised VCS-
JNR requirements are published and VERRA will have defined its allocation requirements. 
 


