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_______________________________________

1) Strength of non-prescriptive protocol

Stakeholder Comments:
In various ways, stakeholder feedback reflected different aspects of a common concern, which revolved around the question of whether or not the language in the protocol was clear and direct enough to really provide a robust set of standards for institutions investing in offsets. 

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:

There are two main reasons the Protocol takes a non-prescriptive approach.  First, the ACUPCC itself is a voluntary initiative, and ACUPCC institutions joined the initiative with a certain understanding of what was required.  To introduce parameters that are mandatory for remaining in good standing with the ACUPCC after the fact would be unfair and counter-productive.  Second, the offset markets are new and evolving.  Therefore attempts to set specific, prescriptive standards on issues such as which project types are acceptable, which companies, standards, and organizations pass the test, etc. are likely to quickly become outdated.  Other organizations are constantly working to establish and keep up-to-date such standards while monitoring the changing markets, and the WG will reference those resources in the Guidance Document. In the Protocol, however, the decision was made to stick to non-prescriptive principles for what constitutes a high-quality offset to help ACUPCC institutions and others to avoid risks and ensure credibility in their emissions reductions activities. 

_______________________________________

2) Introduction
Stakeholder Comments:

Recognizing the fact that a significant portion of the audience for this Protocol would be people that are relatively unfamiliar with carbon offsets, it was recommended that a definition of carbon offsets be added to the preamble in Section I.

Agreeing with this sentiment, and also recognizing this as an opportunity to include in that definition the unique perspective brought to the concept of carbon offsetting by the higher education sector, the Working Group (WG) developed new language for this section that included how offsetting activities can help the higher education sector fulfill its missions of education, research, and service.  This also provided the opportunity to address the concept of “cascading benefits,” which had previously been addressed in Section II of the Protocol. 

_______________________________________

3) Climate neutral vs. GHG neutral
Stakeholder Comments:

Concerns were raised around the use of the phrase “climate neutral” in the Protocol to mean “no net GHG emissions.”  And the suggestion was made that using the phrase “GHG neutral” would provide more clarity. 

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:

The WG acknowledges that much of the terminology around addressing the climate challenge is new, and can often have different meanings for different people.  The ACUPCC defines climate neutrality as “having no net GHG emissions,” but the Commitment also includes educational components and does not relate solely to campus operations, and the ACUPCC recognizes that claims of climate neutrality are claims of climate leadership, and stretch beyond the relatively straight-forward business of eliminating GHG emissions.  Further, some feel that the term “climate neutral” is misleading in that it suggests an institution’s impact on the climate is neutral – including any non-GHG emissions related activities (such as painting rooftops white to increase albedo effect).  Therefore, for the purposes of this Protocol, the WG decided to use the term “GHG neutral” to emphasize the point that the purpose of offsetting is to neutralize GHG emissions.

_______________________________________

4) Prioritizing reductions over offsets

Stakeholder Comments:

There were comments requesting an emphasis on the concept that reducing internal GHG emissions – through conservation, efficiency, renewable energy, and the like – should be a higher priority than investing in offsets. 

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:

The WG shares this sentiment, and revised the language in points 4 and 5 of Section I to further emphasize this point by stating that offsets should supplement but not supplant reduction activities, and that such activities should be planned, funded, and initiated (though not necessarily completed) before investing in offsets. 

_______________________________________

5) Developing projects vs. purchasing credits
Stakeholder Comments:

There were comments raised around point 6 in Section I that the statement (Signatories may determine investing in offsets, by developing offset projects themselves, investing directly in offset projects, or purchasing credits generated from offset projects, to be an effective way of achieving interim targets and climate neutrality and/or creating a financial incentive for reducing internal emissions) should more clearly articulate the distinction between locally generated offsets and non-local as well as the associated benefits. Also there were comments suggesting complexity around institution-generated offsets and that a separate guidance document or protocol would be required to address such complexities.

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:

The WG decided to keep the current language for this item as co-benefits are addressed in Section II of the Protocol and local vs. non-local as well as institution-generated offset complexities can be further addressed in the guidance document.  While additional guidance on developing offset projects may be beneficial in the future, the principles in this protocol are relevant to any kind of offset investment. 

_______________________________________

6) Absolute reductions

Stakeholder Comments:

There was a comment on point 7 in Section I that the word, “real” could be misleading in describing the reductions in greenhouse gas emissions provided by investment in offsets. Offsets provide a balance of inputs and outputs, but do not necessarily result in a net reduction.

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
The WG replaced the word “real” with “absolute” to more clearly articulate that investment in offsets results in an absolute reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, and to better reflect the intent that offset activities actually happen, result in a net GHG emissions reduction, and are irreversible.

_______________________________________

7) Standards employed

Stakeholder Comments:
There was a comment that in point 1 of Section II stating, Project details (including project type, location, developer, duration, etc.) are known to the institution and communicated to stakeholders in a transparent way, that “standards employed” be added to the list of project details.

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
The WG agreed that standards are an important detail of offset projects and has revised the statement to include it.

_______________________________________

8) Real and additional

Stakeholder Comments:
Points 2 and 3 of Section II included statements that offsets should be both real and additional. Comments suggested that, if clearly articulated, these two points are really getting at the same issue. It was suggested that the phrasing of the statement on additionality be rephrased to state that “projects result in actual reductions of GHG emissions,” and also that the two points be merged.

There was also a significant comment stressing that additionality should not be an element of the Protocol because determining additionality relies on subjective judgments regarding an unknowable future (i.e. it is impossible to know for sure if some projects may or may not have occurred without the existence of the offset markets), and can represent an unnecessary, costly, and cumbersome burden. 

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
The WG agreed that these points are interconnected and should be emphasized as the first point in section II. Therefore, the language was revised to combine points 2 and 3 into point 1 stating: Projects are real and emissions reductions are additional: Projects result in actual reductions of GHG emissions and would not have otherwise occurred under to a reasonable and realistic business-as-usual scenario. (An additional comment was made at the PCC Summit that the word “net” should be added to the above statement to help resolve the issue of not being able to replace offsets with gains).

The WG acknowledges the problems inherent in the concept of additionality, and determining with certainty a “reasonable and realistic business-as-usual scenario,” however it was determined that it is valuable and necessary to call for best-efforts to ensure that the financial incentive represented by the sale of offset credits drives real emissions reductions that would not have otherwise occurred.  

_______________________________________

9) Transparency and validity

Stakeholder Comments:
Suggestion made during the PCC Summit meeting that the phrase “to help ensure validity and to” in the point on transparency so that it would now read, “Project details…are known to the institution and communicated to stakeholders in a transparent way to help ensure validity and further the goal of education on climate disruption and sustainability.”

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
As transparency is typically stressed as a way to ensure validity of the project activity, the WG decided to incorporate this language.  In the context of the ACUPCC, however, the educational value of a transparent process is extremely important.

_______________________________________

10) Financial additionality
Stakeholder Comments:
The original point 4 of Section II stated that projects would be financially additional. This point raised a significant amount of feedback and questions. Is a separate test of financial additionality necessary if the project is already meeting robust additionality standards? It was suggested that financial additionality is complicated and difficult to prove and may not be of particular importance with regards to the goals of the ACUPCC.  Furthermore, it was pointed out that financial additionality is just one of many tests used in determining additionality, and need not stand alone as its own point.

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
After some discussion, it was decided that the point on financial additionality will be removed from the protocol and addressed under the topic of additionality within the guidance document.

_______________________________________
11) Remove repetition of BAU language

Stakeholder Comments:
It was argued that the qualifying statement “compared to a reasonable and realistic business as usual scenario” did not need to be repeated throughout all of the points. 
ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
The WG agreed and has removed it from the language of most of the points since it is sufficiently implied by the initial points and statements of the protocol that offsets result in reductions as compared to a baseline.

_______________________________________
12) Permanence and sequestration 

Stakeholder Comments:

The permanence of projects raised multiple comments and questions regarding terrestrial sequestration projects (afforestation, reforestation, forest management, geological sequestration). There is much debate among experts as to whether such projects should be considered legitimate offsets. Much of the debate is related to this issue of permanence. The idea of insured emissions reductions or the perpetual management of forest projects to ensure their permanence was also raised.

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
While there are no definitive answers to the permanence question with regard to sequestration, the WG decided not to make any definitive statements that would rule out sequestration projects, but would leave the principle of permanence in the Protocol.  The Protocol takes a non-prescriptive approach.  It will therefore ultimately be up to institutions interested in investing in sequestration projects to make the case to their stakeholders that such projects result in permanent GHG reductions.  The Guidance Document will explore these issues in more depth, and acknowledge the opportunity for further research in this area. 

_______________________________________
13) Verification

Stakeholder Comments:
Comments regarding verification centered on whether more than one verifier would be needed for various stages in the project cycle, and whether or not having third party verification ensured validity (i.e. who is to say the verifiers are more trustworthy than the project developer or aggregator?)

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
The WG acknowledges the difficulty in ensuring robust verification at every stage in the project cycle and establishing the credibility of participants in this young and emerging market.  As the Protocol takes a non-prescriptive approach, it will ultimately be up to each institution to make the case to their stakeholders that verification of offsetting activities is sufficient.  However, to clarify and strengthen the language in the Protocol, the WG decided to include characteristics of appropriate third party verifiers in the Guidance Document, and reference that information in the Protocol by including an asterisk in this section and a footnote directing readers to the Guidance Document. 

_______________________________________
14) Project / Emissions reductions

Stakeholder Comments:
There was a suggestion made that for the permanence and verification points, the word “project” be replaced with “emissions reductions” as it is the reductions that need to be permanent and verified, not necessarily the projects themselves. 

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
The WG adopted the suggestion, because while it was felt that the intent was understandable with the original language, the recommendation brought more clarity to the point.

_______________________________________
15) Synchronous

Stakeholder Comments:
The point about projects being synchronous raised several comments that demonstrated that this concept needs more clarity. The idea is that we should encourage offsetting current emissions and securing offsets that are produced as close as possible to when those current emissions are produced. However, verification and certification take some time, and therefore, not all offsets can be purchased from the same year as the emissions being offset. 

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
While there is no standard about what is a reasonable time frame for offsets to be considered synchronous, the WG agreed that the language should be clarified in both the protocol and the Guidance Document. WG participants will continue researching current standards and practices around acceptable vintages and accounting measures, and will incorporate guidance that makes the most sense within the context of the ACUPCC.
_______________________________________

16) Cascading benefits

Stakeholder Comments:
The point on cascading benefits in this draft received many comments, all running in a similar vein. The two main and interrelated points were that it may not be feasible to account for social impacts from the project, particularly whether they are beneficial, harmful, or neutral. Additionally, it is unclear, if it is possible to account for such impacts, how those will be measured and whether there are standards in existence, which measure and verify such benefits. 

During the meeting at the ACUPCC Summit, additional questions were raised around this point about defining the boundaries of a project in order to determine the reach of any social and environmental impacts. Some participants suggested that there are some standards out there dealing with this.

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
The WG initially decided to keep the principle of cascading benefits in the protocol because it is important to the underlying goals of the ACUPCC, but re-worked the language, again de-emphasizing any prescriptive approach, to suggest that projects are at the very least taking into account the direct and indirect impacts of any projects and that, wherever reasonable, take steps to demonstrate that a project produces net positive impacts, i.e. if there are negative impacts that the social and environmental benefits outweigh the detriments. 

The WG, acknowledging that this is a complex principle to articulate and to implement, then decided to remove it as a distinct point, and instead capture the concept in the preamble of Section I, while defining offsets in the context of the higher education sector, and articulating its education, research, and service missions. It was decided that the concept of cascading benefits could be captured in that unifying point of agreement around the missions of higher education.  Members of the WG will continue to research standards that exist around cascading benefits and will refer to them in the guidance document.

_______________________________________

17) Registering

Stakeholder Comments:
Comments and questions were raised around registering credits. There are a number of registries developing within the voluntary offset market and stakeholders asked how it would be clear which registries are “well-regarded”. There was an additional comment that “full ownership” may be a separate issue and worthy of a separate criterion of its own.  The issue of costs associated with different registries was also raised as a concern.

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
As the Protocol takes a non-prescriptive approach, it will ultimately be up to each institution to make the case to their stakeholders that offsets are registered with a well-regarded registry, using the best information available at the time.  However, to clarify and strengthen the language in the Protocol, the WG decided to include characteristics of well-regarded registries that are likely to be part of a standardized international system in the Guidance Document, and reference that information in the Protocol by including an asterisk in this section and a footnote directing readers to the Guidance Document.  This allowed for the removal of the characteristics of a registry from the text of the Protocol, as they will be described in more detail in the Guidance Document. The WG is also investigating options for partnerships around registries and “accepted projects” lists that meet the principles of this offsets protocol. The ACUPCC, however, remains a voluntary initiative and will not require membership in any particular registry.

_______________________________________

18) Double-counting 

Stakeholder Comments:

Comments around double-counting involved concerns about how the Protocol and accompanying documentation might give guidance to ensure that emissions reductions are not double-counted and that ownership of offset credits is clear. There were also questions about whether there are particular registries that will be able to ensure this and how so.

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
The WG is currently researching a number of registries and GHG accounting protocols to further examine this issue of double counting and ownership. The Protocol will retain the original language stating that credits will not be double-counted or claimed by any other party, but also now directs readers to the guidance document, which will more fully elaborate on the issues of ownership, double-counting and strategies for ensuring against it.

_______________________________________

19) Selling credits

Stakeholder Comments:
The original draft included a final principle that credits are not sold by the institution. There were several comments raised by institutional representatives that plan to make investments in renewable energy and may pursue future sale of RECs or offsets. Some think that it is a potentially harmful and unnecessary policy to only allow institutions to buy and retire offsets, and not to sell them if they have the option and it can help them achieve their sustainability goals more quickly and cost-effectively. 

ACUPCC Offsets Working Group Recommendations:
Based on the feedback, the WG removed this final point.  Also, the WG acknowledged that the remaining principles are sufficient for ensuring a high-quality carbon offsetting plan.

