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Negotiations about carbon sinks in the
Clean Development Mechanism

(CDM) have been a slow race to the
bottom: From at least some governments
cautioning about their inclusion because
of a long list of scientific and other
uncertainties, through the inclusion of
sinks projects into the CDM despite these
uncertainties, to the continued evap-
oration of proposals that might have
prevented some of the most devastating
social and environmental side-effects of
carbon sinks projects. COP 9 will show
how low the bar will be fixed in the end.

While governments
haggle over the final
details of the rules, the
tree plantation industry
has been quick to grasp
the looming oppor-
tunity. In Brazil, Plantar
S.A. has already begun
expanding its vast
eucalyptus tree plan-
tations by another
23,000ha. Local small
peasant communities
have been opposed to
the expansion of
Plantar’s eucalyptus
tree plantations for
many years. They have
witnessed their lands
slowly but surely dry up
as new plantations
encroach, followed by a
slow process of seeing
their wells drying out
and their lands
dessicated to a point
where it does not
support a meagre
subsistence livelihood
anymore. The environ-
mental impacts of these
plantations are readily
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Council dates 

20 Nov Transport & Energy
4-5 Dec Transport & Energy
15 Dec Transport & Energy
22 Dec Environment

Events

1-12 Dec  COP9, Milan, Italy

1-2 Dec Towards a New Euromed
Partnership on investment promotion,
infrastructure financing and energy supply
security, Rome 

2-3 Dec  Euro-Med Foreign Ministers,
Naples 

The only global agreement to save
climate, ratified by around 120

countries, remains suspended. The Moscow
World Climate Change Conference
generated powerfully negative media
coverage – “Russia is going to reject…”
Then, on 19 October we got a more
positive reply from the Asia-Pacific
Economic Summit when Vladimir Putin
suggested: “...it is not an easy task for us to
convince the Duma to ratify... we want to
do so and we will go forward in this
direction.” Is there a plan or was that reply
spontaneous? Is the main incentive
economic or political? Only a sober-
minded analysis of insiders’ opinions can
provide an adequate picture. Also, to
Russia, a few specific points apply:
• The President is powerful and the Kyoto
Protocol has his personal attention.
• Economic issues are not his main concern
when the general situation (oil prices,
external debt, investment rating, GDP)
offers cause for optimism. Economic
arguments can be a good mask for political
tasks or to win time if such tasks are
unclear.
• Investors, business, right wing groups,
and students support ratification but rural
and poor people, the communists and the
military do not. Many people also just hear
key words in the media such as ‘trade
abroad’ and ‘natural resources’ and link
Kyoto to issues of illicit trade. With
upcoming State Duma and presidential
elections the President and his Unity Party
must avoid any clear position.
• The President uses a system of ‘balances’
– where one politician should balance his
opponent. One viewpoint suggests that the
President asked economic advisor Andrew
Illarionov to fight the Kyoto Protocol in
order to curb the political weight of the
Union of Right Forces and Anatoly
Chubais (CEO of Russian energy
monopoly RAO UES).
Latest observations also help convey a more
accurate current picture.
• The arguments against ratification that
became visible at the Moscow World
Climate Change Conference were not new,
they were simply made visible abroad.
• So called ‘friendly diplomacy’ – to say
what the audience or host country leader
wants to hear – is a common tactic. At the
Moscow Conference, Putin expressed a
rather sceptical view, while in Bangkok he

Hot Gossip

There are few more hotly contested
titles than that of “Most Awful EU
Presidency”. However, the Italians
are putting in a performance that few
could hope to match. They have
shown total indifference to playing
the presidency’s traditional role as a
deal-broker; rather they have pushed
their national agenda at every stage.
EU negotiators have despaired when
they think they’ve had an agreement
only to see the Italians refuse it at the
last moment. Most farcically, Italy
has been arguing that a 2005 start
for the CDM/JI link is vital for
persuading Russia to ratify the Kyoto
Protocol, and has been blocking EU
agreement on that basis. Given that JI
will not even exist before 2008,
nothing could be more irrelevant to
the Russians. Are the Italians hiding
something, or have they not even read
the documents? Answers on a
postcard please.
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visible. The local communities and former
workers from the company testify that the
management of these plantations –
including the significant application of
herbicides – has been everything else but
clean and that any expansion of these
plantations will bring continued devast-
ation rather than clean development. 

Similar stories about the impacts of
industrial monoculture tree plantations on
indigenous peoples and rural communities
are plentiful and well documented in
many different regions. Judging from
proposed CDM sinks projects, there is no
indication that CDM registration for any
project will prevent these negative social
and environmental impacts.

It will be a sad outcome of the sinks
negotiations at COP9 if the Clean
Development Mechanism ends up
structured to provide a new subsidy for the
industrial tree plantation industry.
Indigenous peoples and rural communities
already struggling against the
encroachment of these ‘green deserts’
onto their lands will be hit twice by
climate change. They are likely to bear the
brunt of the impacts caused by global
warming in general while the CDM also
stands to finance environmentally
damaging tree plantations they have been
struggling to halt for decades. 

There is still time to change course. CDM
carbon sink projects require buyers for the
credits they generate. Governments
serious about addressing climate change
or promoting truly sustainable
development must refrain from buying
carbon credits originating from CDM sinks
projects, especially those from industrial
tree plantations. 

Fail to do this, and the Clean Development
Mechanism will become a Mechanism for
Continued Devastation.
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Why won’t Russia ratify Kyoto?

seemed quite positive, and so on.
• Russian foreign policy often seeks to
balance US and EU positions. The anti-
americanism common to the Soviet era has
also been tempered by closer co-operation
between intelligence services, especially in
the fight against terrorism. Russia wants a
solution to the Kyoto Protocol that won’t
undermine their relations with America.  
• Putin is unclear on how he might win
maximum global political kudos from
ratification. He may need more time to
think or a high-status political occasion.
Any immediate decision on ratification
would destroy his options for playing a
more sophisticated game, making an
announcement in the coming months
unlikely.
Kyoto is a 100% political problem for
Putin masked by economic concerns in the
run up to a major election. Any efforts to
buy ratification directly won’t help –
indeed payment of 1-2-3 billion Euro to
Russia would have a negative effect. Kyoto
should not be made an economic choice
between the EU or the US but remain a
decision to choose or reject a UN
framework. Equally, to secure ratification,
global leaders need to help provide a ‘great
political occasion’. Meanwhile, Kyoto
should be kept at the top of the agenda
using strong public pressure from Europe,
other countries and within Russia to the
extent that is possible. 
Russia is nowhere near a decision to ratify
yet but it is also further away from non-
ratification and must remain so.

Raising public awareness in Italy
Serena Calvi, Legambiente, Coordinator COP9 Campaign

In the run up to the 9th Conference of Parties to be
hosted in Milan next month, many Italian

environmental NGOs have been working hard to
co-ordinate their climate campaigning. They now have
high hopes that events and activities planned to take place
beyond the confines of the UNFCCC’s negotiating halls
will help to greatly improve public awareness and
participation in Italy’s climate agenda. 

With a government largely disinterested in public
debate, information concerning climate change and its
impacts remains scarce to non-existent in much of Italy.

For this reason alone, Italy’s environmentalists regard
the Milan climate talks as a major opportunity to fight
both institutional silence and public disinformation in
order to persuade civil society it must pay urgent attention
to domestic policies (and to a common international
strategy) for responding to climate change. 

To that end, several public debates have been scheduled
around COP9 at which leading political commentators,
scientists and jurists will talk about the causes and likely
impacts of climate change, the importance of the Kyoto
Protocol and the need to continue the development of an
effective multilateral framework of environmental law for
collective action to limit the dangers arising from human
induced climate change. 

Italian environmental groups have also come together
to produce The White Book on Climate continued overleaf

The sinking bottom line
Plantations will turn the CDM into a mechanism for continued
devastation says Jutta Kill of SinksWatch
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