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Version 2.1 

ERRATA AND CLARIFICATIONS 

The Climate Action Reserve (Reserve) published its U.S. Grassland Project Protocol Version 
2.1 (U.S. GPP V2.1) in February 2020. While the Reserve intends for the U.S. GPP V2.1 to be a 
complete, transparent document, it recognizes that correction of errors and clarifications will be 
necessary as the protocol is implemented and issues are identified. This document is an official 
record of all errata and clarifications applicable to the U.S. GPP V2.1.1 

 

Per the Reserveôs Program Manual, both errata and clarifications are considered effective on 
the date they are first posted on the Reserve website. The effective date of each erratum or 
clarification is clearly designated below. All listed and registered grassland projects must 
incorporate and adhere to these errata and clarifications when they undergo verification. The 
Reserve will incorporate both errata and clarifications into future versions of the protocol. 

 
All project developers and verification bodies must refer to this document to ensure that the 
most current guidance is adhered to in project design and verification. Verification bodies shall 
refer to this document immediately prior to uploading any Verification Statement to assure all 
issues are properly addressed and incorporated into verification activities. 

 
If you have any questions about the updates or clarifications in this document, please contact 
Policy at policy@climateactionreserve.org or (213) 891-1444 x3. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 See Section 4.3.4 of the Climate Action Reserve Program Manual for an explanation of the Reserveôs policies on 
protocol errata and clarifications. ñErrataò are issued to correct typographical errors. ñClarificationsò are issued to 
ensure consistent interpretation and application of the protocol. For document management and program 
implementation purposes, both errata and clarifications are contained in this single document. 
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Section 2 

1. Preparation of Soil for Moderate Seeding Activities 
(CLARIFICATION ð June 28, 2023) 

Section: 2.2 (Project Definition) 
 

Context: Section 2.2., page 6, currently states that ñAn AGC project may involve moderate 
levels of seeding, organic fertilizer application (i.e., manure, compost, etc.), haying, forage 
harvesting, livestock grazing and/or irrigation as part of the project activity,ò but does not 
specify whether activities that would qualify as preparation for ñmoderate seeding activitiesò 
that may break the project soil but that promote grassland health in the long-run are allowed. 

 

Clarification: This section now states that: 
 

ñAn AGC project may involve moderate levels of restorative seeding (including low-impact 
seeding preparation activities, such as disking2), organic fertilizer application (i.e., manure, 
compost, etc.), haying, forage harvesting, livestock grazing and/or irrigation as part of the 
project activity. 

 

Section 3 

2. Suitability Threshold Assessment Occurrence (ERRATUM ð June 
28, 2023) 

Section: 3.3.1.2 (Suitability Threshold) 
 

Context: Section 3.3.1.2, page 18, currently states that ñThe entire [Grassland] project area 
must be assessed using a single version of the LCC [Land Capability Classification] and a 
single suitability thresholdò to demonstrate whether a project area is suitable for conversion 
to cropland (to pass the performance standard test), but does not specify whether this 
assessment only needs to occur at the initial project verification or if suitability needs to be 
reassessed at each verification throughout the project crediting period. 

 

Correction: This section now specifies that: 
 

ñThe entire project area must be assessed using a single version of the LCC and a single 
suitability threshold at initial verificationò. 

 
 
 

2 Disking, also known as rotational or strip disking, is defined by the NRCS as ñthe light disking of strips of well- 
established grass stands that leaves much of the vegetation intact, but exposes 50% of the ground to bare soil.ò 
Once established, grassland fields need management so that the grasses do not crowd out forbs and legumes over 
time. Disking can help enhance the wildlife habitat value of the managed grassland acres by increasing the amount of 
open ground networks under the grass canopy, and by encouraging a diverse forb/legume community. Disking 
should be conducted in accordance with the most recently updated USDA CRP guidelines (for the state in which the 
project area is located if available). 

file:///C:/Users/cney/Downloads/2020-IN_CRP_MA_Strip_Disking.pdf
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Section 3 

3. Major Land Resource Area Assessment 
Occurrence (CLARIFICATION ð June 28, 2023) 

Section: 3.3.1.2 (Suitability Threshold) 
 

Context: Section 3.3.1.2, page 19, ñOption 1: Default Land Capability Classification 
Threshold Based on Major Land Resource Areaò does not specify how often project area 
MLRAs must be assessed and confirmed by verifiers. 

 

Clarification: This section now includes the following clarification: 
 

ñProject area MLRAs should be confirmed for appropriateness by verifiers upon initial 
verification. Once confirmed, the project shall continue to use the original MLRA delineation 
for the project area. Note that in cases of project area expansion, the new area must be 
assessed for eligibility against all parts of the performance standard test, meaning that 
MLRA stratification will need to be completed for the new project area and verified upon the 
first/next verification after the project expansion.ò 
 

Section 3 

4. Criteria for Qualified Conservation Easements (CLARIFICATION ð 
June 28, 2023) 

Section: 3.5.1 (Qualified Conservation Easements) 
 

Context: Section 3.5.1, page 27, lacks a clear and complete list of requirements for 
Qualified Conservation Easements (QCEs) as defined by the protocol, and is missing a key 
criterion that is required in Appendix D4 for a conservation easement to qualify as a QCE. 

 

Clarification: This section now includes the following requirement: 
 

ñIt is required that all QCEs include enforceable provisions for the ongoing monitoring of 
compliance with the terms of the easementò (as was already required by Appendix D4). 

 

This section now also includes the following table of QCE requirements for clarity: 

 
Table 3.1. Protocol Requirements for Qualified Conservation Easements (QCEs) 

Requirements 

The QCE includes a statement indicating that the easement is granted pursuant to the state 
enabling statute for conservation easements for the state in which the project is located (e.g., 
California Civil 
Code Section 815). 

The language of the QCE is sufficiently clear to reasonably prevent cultivation on the entire 
project area. 

 
I.e., the easement includes terms that prevent the conversion of the project area from 
grassland to another land use, such that avoidable reversals are sufficiently precluded as 
long as the easement is enforced. For example, whereas a basic conservation easement 
may only restrict the subdivision and/or development of the project area, a QCE would also 
restrict activities such as plowing and farming, which could release carbon stored in the soil 
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The QCE dedicates the project area to grassland cover and includes terms that prevent the 
conversion of the project area from grassland to another land use, such that avoidable 
reversals are sufficiently precluded as long as the easement is enforced (i.e, for the duration 
of the crediting period AND for at least 100 years after credit issuance). 

The QCE specifies any land within the project area where activities resulting in a land use 
other than grassland are allowed and, subsequently, excludes the affected land from the 
project area to avoid risk of a reversal due to such activities. To satisfy this requirement, the 
QCE may make reference to the carbon project and simply specify that any non-grassland 
land use must occur outside of the specified project area. 

The QCE includes enforceable provisions for the ongoing monitoring of compliance with the 
terms of the easement. 

The QCE incorporates and requires environmental best management practices for rangeland 
management (this is not required for QCEs, but is highly recommended). 

 
Note, there are additional provisions for project conservation easements that the Reserve 
strongly encourages but does not require. For enhanced transparency and legal clarity, the 
conservation easement should explicitly 1) refer to, and incorporate by reference, the terms and 
conditions of the PIA and the GHG reduction rights agreement, thereby binding both the grantor 
and grantee ï as well as their subsequent assignees ï to the terms of the agreements for the 
full duration of the grassland projectôs minimum time commitment, as defined in Section 3.5 of 
this protocol; and 2) make all future encumbrances and deeds subject to the PIA. 

Section 3 

5. Regulatory Compliance Examples (CLARIFICATION ð June 28, 
2023) 

Section: 3.6 (Regulatory Compliance) 
 

Context: Section 3.6, page 28, states that: 
 

ñAs a final eligibility requirement, Project Owners must attest that project activities do not 
cause material violations of applicable laws (e.g., air, water quality, safety, etc.). To satisfy 
this requirement, Project Owners must submit a signed Attestation of Regulatory 
Compliance form41 prior to the commencement of verification activities each time the project 
is verified. Project Owners are also required to disclose in writing to the verifier any and all 
instances of legal violations ï material or otherwise ï caused by the project activities. Where 
a temporary or emergency restriction or regulation is in force during the reporting period, it 
shall be included in the assessment of the projectôs regulatory compliance.ò 

 
This description lacks clear guidance regarding the types of regulations and documentation 
that verifiers should review to assess regulatory compliance for grassland projects, as they 
are not facility-based projects that can easily be tied to regulatory databases that monitor 
projects for compliance with local, state, and federal air quality and water quality laws, etc. 

 
Clarification: This section now provides examples of the types of regulations and relevant 
documentation verifiers should review to assess whether a grassland project passes the 
regulatory compliance test. It now states that: 

 
ñAs a final eligibility requirement, Project Owners must attest that project activities do not 
cause material violations of applicable laws (e.g., air, water quality, safety, etc.). To satisfy 
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this requirement, Project Owners must submit a signed Attestation of Regulatory 
Compliance form prior to the commencement of verification activities each time the project is 
verified. Project Owners are also required to disclose in writing to the verifier any and all 
instances of legal violations ï material or otherwise ï caused by the project activities. 
Project Owners must disclose in writing to the verifier all instances of violations of laws that 
directly protect grasslands, wildlife, water quality, or other environmental benefits, and which 
result in criminal or civil penalties. Project owners must also disclose any violations or 
activities that disrupt compliance with conservation easement requirements for the project 
area. Additionally, if applicable, project owners must be able to provide the verifier with 
grazing permit documentation upon request. Where a temporary or emergency restriction or 
regulation is in force during the reporting period, it shall be included in the assessment of the 
projectôs regulatory compliance.ò 

 

Section 5 

6. Definition of a Reversal (ERRATUMð June 28, 2023) 

Section: 5.4 (Ensuring Permanence of GHG Emission Reductions) 
 

Context: Section 5.4 Ensuring Permanence of GHG Emission Reductions, on page 52 of 
the protocol, states that: 

 
ñIdentification of a reversal is a binary decision based on area; either an area is subject to a 
reversal or not. For example, if the Grassland Owner decides to plow and cultivate a 10-acre 
portion of the project area, that entire 10-acre portion shall be considered to have 
experienced a complete and avoidable reversal. If an area is subject to a reversal, then the 
quantity of soil carbon reversed is considered to be equal to total number of CRTs issued for 
reversible emission reductions on that specific portion of the project area. For the purposes 
of this protocol, reversible emission reductions are those related to the avoided loss of 
organic carbon in soil and belowground biomass (Equation 5.3) for which CRTs were issued 
for reporting periods during the 100 years prior to the date of the reversal.ò 

 
This binary definition of a reversal fails to account for situations in which limited, discrete 
releases of SOC may occur as a result of emergency activities that break the soil on the 
project area but do not result in permanent conversion of the affected project area. For 
example, if a wildfire were to occur on a project area, a landowner may choose to 
temporarily sodbust parts of the project area to prevent any additional destruction of land 
during the wildfire event, with the intent of restoring those affected areas to grassland once 
all wildfire risk has been sufficiently averted. Due to the soil disturbance, a temporary 
release of SOC would occur during the initial sodbusting event but would eventually be re- 
sequestered during natural carbon cycling processes that would occur after restoration, 
ultimately returning the project SOC pools to near-baseline levels. In such an emergency 
case, the Reserve would not consider this temporary conversion as a reversal that needs to 
be compensated with CRTs. 

 

Correction: This section shall now read: 
 

ñIn most cases, identification of a reversal is a binary decision based on area; either an 
area is subject to a reversal or not. For example, if the Grassland Owner decides to plow 
and cultivate a 10-acre portion of the project area, that entire 10-acre portion shall be 
considered to have experienced a complete and avoidable reversal. If an area is subject to a 
reversal, then the quantity of soil carbon reversed is considered to be equal to total number 
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of CRTs issued for reversible emission reductions on that specific portion of the project area. 
For the purposes of this protocol, reversible emission reductions are those related to the 
avoided loss of organic carbon in soil and belowground biomass (Equation 5.3) for which 
CRTs were issued for reporting periods during the 100 years prior to the date of the 
reversal. However, for cases in which temporary disruption of soil carbon on minimal parts of 
the project area occurs as a response to emergency events or ñacts of natureò that do NOT 
result in SOC emissions that exceed baseline SOC emissions, such temporary conversion 
events may be excluded from project quantification. In other words, temporary conversion of 
the project area that results in discrete, limited emissions of SOC may not be considered 
reversals that must be compensated for with CRTs, so long as the affected project areas are 
excluded from project quantification until project SOC pools are demonstrated to be restored 
to baseline project conditions. Examples could include sodbusting that occurs to create 
temporary, emergency breaks during a wildfire event, but may not include instances of 
tillage or disturbance for the purposes of converting the project area to a land use other than 
grassland. The minimal and temporarily disturbed soil area does not generate credits until 
the point of verifiable restoration of the soil and grassland to its original conditions or 
improved conditions.ò 

 

Section 6 

7. Approval of Over-Grazing Prevention Mechanisms (ERRATUMð 
June 28, 2023) 

Section: 6.2 (Monitoring Grazing) 
 

Context: Section 6.2, on page 56, states that: 
 

ñGrassland projects must employ a mechanism to detect and prevent overgrazing on project 
lands, which is tailored to the specific conditions of their project and its ecosystem. It is up to 
each project developer to determine the appropriate means to safeguard the project against 
overgrazing. The project developer must obtain Reserve approval for the particular 
administrative means they will use to ensure project land is not overgrazed. Such approval 
must be obtained prior to listing of the project, and any changes to the mechanism must be 
approved by the Reserve prior to the completion of verification activities in a given reporting 
period.ò 

 

The Reserve, however, has determined that over-grazing prevention mechanisms should 
instead be approved upon confirmation of appropriateness by the verification body when the 
project goes through verification (instead of by the Reserve at project submittal). 

 

Correction: This section shall now read: 
 

ñGrassland projects must employ a mechanism to detect and prevent overgrazing on project 
lands, which is tailored to the specific conditions of their project and its ecosystem. It is up to 
each project developer to determine the appropriate means to safeguard the project against 
overgrazing. The over-grazing prevention mechanism will be approved upon confirmation of 
appropriateness by the verification body when the project goes through verification.ò 
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Section 6 

8. Ecological Site Description Link (ERRATUMð June 28, 2023) 

Section: 6.4 (6.4 Monitoring Ecosystem Health) ï Footnote 83 
 

Context: Footnote 83 currently directs readers to a broken link to determine the reference 
conditions for a project area using the USDA Ecological Site Descriptions (ESDs). 

 

Correction: Readers may now access the ESDs at the following link: 
https://edit.jornada.nmsu.edu/catalogs/esd. 

 

Section 7 

9. Interim Monitoring Report Submission Timing (ERRATUM ð June 
28, 2023) 

Section: 7.4 (Reporting Period and Verification Cycle) 
 

Context: Section 7.4, on page 69, states that: 
 

ñFor any reporting period that ends prior to the end of the verification period (i.e., years 1-5 
of a 6-year verification period), an interim monitoring report must be submitted to the 
Reserve no later than 90 days following the end of the relevant reporting period.ò 

 
Correction: To maintain consistency with the Reserveôs reporting deadline requirements for 
its other protocols, this section shall now read: 

 
ñFor any reporting period that ends prior to the end of the verification period (i.e., years 1-5 
of a 6 year verification period), an interim monitoring report must be submitted to the 
Reserve no later than 12 months following the end of the relevant reporting period.ò 

 

Section 8 

10. Project Implementation Agreement Submission Timing 
(CLARIFICATIONð June 28, 2023) 

Section: 8.6.1 Project Eligibility and CRT Issuance 
 

Context: Table 8.2. Eligibility Verification Items on page 78, lists a requirement for verifiers 
to ñConfirm that the Project Owner has executed a PIA with the Reserve.ò However, the 
Protocol lacks clarity regarding when and how execution of the PIA should be confirmed 
given that PIAs are typically drafted and signed after all verification activities have been 
completed and immediately prior to credit issuance. 

 
Clarification: Because the PIA is not executed until project verification clarifications are 
resolved, the verifier may submit the verification report and statement to the Reserve for 
review (in the registry) prior to confirming that the Project Owner has executed the PIA. The 
verification report can indicate that the PIA will be checked before the verification is finalized 
or placeholder language can be placed in the report and updated prior to project approval by 
the Reserve. 

https://edit.jornada.nmsu.edu/catalogs/esd
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Abbreviations and Acronyms 
 
 

AGC Avoided grassland conversion 

AGD Animal grazing days 

AOI Area of Interest (within the NRCS Web Soil Survey application) 

CARB California Air Resources Board 

CDL Cropland Data Layer 

CDM Clean Development Mechanism 

CFR Code of Federal Regulations 

CH4 Methane 

CO2 Carbon dioxide 

CRP Conservation Reserve Program 

CRT Climate Reserve Tonne 

CTIC Conservation Tillage Information Center 

DAYCENT Daily CENTURY Model 

EPA U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 

ERS USDA Economic Research Service 

ESA Endangered Species Act 

ESD Ecological Site Description 

FWS U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

GHG Greenhouse gas 

GRP Grassland Reserve Program 

GWP Global warming potential 

HCP Habitat Conservation Plan 

ICC Irrigated Land Capability Classification 

IDB Inventory Database (from the NRI) 

IPCC United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

IRT The Army Corps of Engineers-led Interagency Review Team 

ISO International Organization for Standardization 

lb Pound 

LCC Land Capability Classification 

MODIS Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer 

MLRA Major Land Resource Area designations 

NARR North American Regional Reanalysis Product 
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NASA National Aeronautics and Space Administration 

NASS USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service 

NICC Non-Irrigated Land Capability Classification 

NLCD National Land Cover Database 

N2O Nitrous oxide 

NRCS USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 

NRI Natural Resources Inventory 

PIA Project Implementation Agreement 

QCE Qualified Conservation Easement 

Reserve Climate Action Reserve 

SHA Safe Harbor Agreement 

SOC Soil organic carbon 

SSR Source, sink, and reservoir 

SSURGO Soil Survey Geographic database 

t Metric ton (or tonne) 

tCO2e Metric ton of carbon dioxide equivalent 

UNFCCC United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

USDA United States Department of Agriculture 

USGS United States Geological Survey 

WSS NRCS Web Soil Survey application 
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1 Introduction 
The Climate Action Reserve (Reserve) Grassland Protocol provides guidance to account for, 
report, and verify greenhouse gas (GHG) emission reductions associated with projects that 
avoid the loss of soil carbon due to conversion of grasslands to cropland, as well as other 
associated GHG emissions. This protocol is designed to ensure the complete, consistent, 
transparent, accurate, and conservative quantification and verification of GHG emission 
reductions associated with an avoided grassland conversion project.1 

 
The Reserve is an offset registry serving the California cap-and-trade program and the voluntary 
carbon market. The Reserve encourages actions to reduce GHG emissions and works to 
ensure environmental benefit, integrity, and transparency in market-based solutions to address 
global climate change. It operates the largest accredited registry for the California compliance 
market and has played an integral role in the development and administration of the stateôs cap- 
and-trade program. For the voluntary market, the Reserve establishes high quality standards for 
carbon offset projects, oversees independent third-party verification bodies, and issues and 
tracks the transaction of carbon credits (Climate Reserve Tonnes or CRTs) generated from 
such projects in a transparent, publicly-accessible system.2 The Climate Action Reserve is a 
private 501(c)(3) non-profit organization based in Los Angeles, California. 

 
Project Owners and Cooperative Developers that initiate avoided grassland conversion (AGC) 
projects use this document to quantify and register GHG reductions with the Reserve. The 
protocol provides eligibility rules, methods to calculate reductions, performance-monitoring 
instructions, and procedures for reporting project information to the Reserve. Additionally, all 
project reports receive independent verification by ISO-accredited and Reserve-approved 
verification bodies. Guidance for verification bodies to verify reductions is provided in the 
Reserve Verification Program Manual and Section 8 of this protocol. There are several 
additional resources which accompany this protocol document. Additional details for all of these 
resources can be found at the Grassland Protocol page on the Reserveôs website: 
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/. 

 

Resource 
Required or 

Optional 
Description 

 
Grassland 
Project 
Parameters 
(MS Excel 
spreadsheet) 

 
 
 

Required 

This spreadsheet file contains parameters and emission factors which 
are required for the quantification of a grassland project. This includes 
stratum-level parameters, county-level parameters, and other 
necessary reference values. The parameters contained in this 
spreadsheet may be updated when new data becomes available. 
Stakeholders will be given advanced notice and guidance before 
updated parameters become effective for projects. 

GrassTool v2.1 
(MS Excel 
spreadsheet) 

 
Optional 

The GrassTool is built upon the quantification section of this protocol, 
allowing for Project Owners to conduct project quantification without 
first developing their own tool. It is updated periodically to enhance 
usability or correct errors. 

 
 
 

 
1 See the WRI/WBCSD GHG Protocol for Project Accounting (Part I, Chapter 4) for a description of GHG reduction 
project accounting principles. 
2 The online registry may be accessed from the Reserve homepage at: www.climateactionreserve.org. 

http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/
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Resource 
Required or 

Optional 
Description 

 
Project 
Development 
Handbook (PDF) 

 
 

Optional 

This document provides additional context and description for the rules 
and requirements contained in the protocol. It is not considered to be 
official protocol language, and is not meant to be a standard of 
verification. It is informal guidance to help understand protocol 
requirements, and it is updated periodically. 
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2 The GHG Reduction Project 
This section describes the GHG reduction project in terms of defining the project site, the 
related activities, the parties involved, and the possible project structures. 

 

2.1 Background 
Grasslands have the ability to both emit and sequester carbon dioxide (CO2), the primary GHG 
responsible for human-caused climate change (1). Grasses and shrubs, through the process of 
photosynthesis, naturally absorb CO2 from the atmosphere and store the gas as carbon in their 
biomass (i.e., plant tissues). As plants die and regrow, some of this carbon is also stored in the 
soils that support the grassland. 

 

When grasslands are disturbed, such as when the land is tilled for crop cultivation, a portion of 
the stored carbon oxidizes and decays, releasing CO2 into the atmosphere. The quantity and 
rate of CO2 that is emitted may vary, depending on the particular circumstances of the land and 
the disturbance. Grasslands function as reservoirs in the global carbon cycle. Depending on 
how grasslands are managed or impacted by natural and human events, they can be a net 
source of emissions, resulting in a decrease to the reservoir, or a net sink, resulting in an 
increase of CO2 to the reservoir. In other words, grasslands may have a net negative or net 
positive impact on the climate, depending on their characteristics and management. 

 

Through sustainable management and protection, grasslands can play a positive and significant 
role to help address global climate change. This protocol is designed to take advantage of 
grasslandsô unique capacity to sequester, store, and emit CO2 and to facilitate the positive role 
that grasslands can play to address climate change. The protocol focuses on the avoided 
conversion of grasslands to cropland. Because conversion is avoided, we can never measure 
the exact GHG impacts of conversion activities on the project area, and thus cannot know 
exactly how much carbon would have been released if a particular area of land were converted. 
To avoid the cost and uncertainty related to site-specific soil sampling and ecosystem modeling, 
the Reserve has adopted a standardized, probabilistic approach to estimating baseline 
emissions for AGC projects. This approach is discussed in more detail in Section 5, as well as 
Appendix B. 

 

2.2 Project Definition 
For the purpose of this protocol, the GHG reduction project is defined as the prevention of 
emissions of GHGs to the atmosphere through conserving grassland belowground carbon 
stocks and avoiding crop cultivation activities on an eligible project area, as initiated by the 
recording of a perpetual conservation easement or an eligible transfer of ownership, as 
described in Section 3.2. The project area must be grassland, as defined below, and it must be 
suitable for conversion to crop cultivation, as defined in Section 3.3.1.2. The project area must 
have been in continuous grassland cover for at least 10 years prior to the project start date. The 
baseline scenario for all AGC projects is conversion to crop cultivation. 

 
For the purposes of this protocol, grassland is defined as an area of land dominated by native or 
introduced grass species with little to no tree canopy. Other plant species may include woody 
shrubs, legumes, forbs, and other non-woody vegetation. Tree canopy may not exceed 10% of 
the land area on a per-acre basis. Areas that exceed this threshold may be eligible to use the 
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Forest Protocol.3 For the purposes of this protocol, grassland may include managed rangeland 
and/or pastureland (as defined in Section 9). 

 
The entire project area must be protected through a single conservation easement, except in 
cases where there are multiple easements with the same grantor (Grassland Owner) and 
grantee (Easement Holder). Multiple projects may be managed together as a project 
cooperative, as described in Section 2.2.2. In addition, the project area must have been 
privately-owned prior to the project start date, except in the case of non-federal public lands, 
where: 

 
Á The project area is legally able to be converted to cropland without requiring a 

rulemaking activity; and either 
Á The public agency in charge of management of the project area must have a legal 

directive to manage the lands that include the project area for profit; or 
Á A history of such management for profit,4 including existing conversion, for similarly- 

situated lands can be documented during the 10 years prior to the start date. 
 

An AGC project may involve moderate levels of seeding, organic fertilizer application (i.e., 
manure, compost, etc.), haying, forage harvesting, livestock grazing and/or irrigation as part of 
the project activity. Projects may not employ synthetic fertilizer additions; CRTs will not be 
issued for any calendar year during which this occurs. If grazing is employed in the project 
scenario, the livestock manure must not be managed in liquid form (i.e., containing less than 
20% dry matter and subject to active management), and grazing activities must meet the criteria 
in Section 6.2. 

 

Other recreational or economic activities incidental to the project activities may also occur on 
the project area (e.g., hunting, bird-watching, light haying), but only to the extent that the 
incidental activity does not threaten the integrity of the soil carbon stocks and is otherwise 
compatible with the maintenance of grassland under conservation. The Reserve maintains the 
right to determine whether an activity is ñincidentalò to the project or whether the presence of the 
activity would cause part or all of the project area to be considered an entirely different land use 
(i.e., not grassland). In those cases, the area used for such activities may not be considered to 
be part of the project area. For example, the extensive conversion of grasslands to forage crop 
production may result in that activity no longer being considered incidental to the project, and 
the subject land no longer eligible to be part of the project area. 

 
The project lifetime for an AGC project is up to 150 years. This includes the crediting period, 
which may be up to 50 years (Section 3.4) and the permanence period, which is the 100 years 
following the crediting period (Section 3.5). 

 

2.2.1 Defining the Project Area 

An eligible project area consists of grassland that meets the criteria in Section 3 regarding the 
threat of conversion to cropland and the lack of legal barriers to such conversion. Only areas 
that are suitable for conversion to cropland, as defined in Section 3.3.1, are eligible to report 
under this protocol. The entire project area must be protected by the recording of one or more 

 

3 Information regarding the Reserveôs voluntary forest carbon program can be accessed at: 
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/forest/. Information regarding the California Compliance Offset 
Protocol for forest projects can be accessed at: http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/california-compliance- 
projects/compliance-offset-projects/. 
4 A practice of carrying out all leasing and sales based on fair market value may be considered ñmanagement for 
profit.ò 

http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/forest/
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/california-compliance-projects/compliance-offset-projects/
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/california-compliance-projects/compliance-offset-projects/
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conservation easements (see Section 3.5.1). The area bound by the conservation easement(s) 
does not need to match the project area. However, the entire project area must be included 
within the area of a conservation easement. A single project may include multiple legal parcels if 
all of these conditions can be met. The project does not need to include every parcel listed on a 
deed, and project boundaries do not necessarily need to be coincident with parcel boundaries 
(i.e., the project area may contain a portion of a parcel without necessarily including the entire 
parcel). 

 
The geographic boundaries defining the project area must be described in detail at the time a 
grassland project is listed on the Reserve (see Section 7.2 for details on project documentation). 
The boundaries must be defined using a georeferenced map, or maps, that displays legal 
property boundaries, public and private roads, major watercourses (fourth order or greater), 
topography, towns, and public land survey townships, ranges, and sections or latitude and 
longitude. The maps should be of adequate resolution to clearly identify the required features. 
The shapes delineating the project area must contain only areas that meet the eligibility 
requirements of this protocol. If the project area contains more than one legal parcel, these 
delineations must also be included. This map is not publicly accessible. 

 

A Geographical Information System file (GIS shapefile) must be submitted with project 
documentation for the initial verification (see Section 7.2 for a full list of documentation required 
for each verification). If the project area is changed during a reporting period, the shapefile must 
be updated and resubmitted for the subsequent verification. The shapefile may be submitted as 
a KML file. The acres reported for the project must be based on the acres calculated from the 
shapefile. The project area can be contiguous or separated into tracts, but must share a 
common Grassland Owner, Project Owner, Easement Holder, and project start date. See 
Section 5.1 for guidance regarding the stratification of the project area. 

 
After the project has been verified, sections of the project area may be removed (subject to the 
requirements of Section 5.4). The project area may also be expanded, so long as the new 
area(s) meets all requirements of this section. Any areas added to a project will share the same 
start date as the initial project area, but may not be eligible for crediting for the entire period (see 
Section 3.4). There are also timing requirements in relation to the date the new areas become 
bound by eligible easements, and the date the new areas are incorporated into the existing 
project area. The easements covering the new areas must have been put in place within 12 
months of the start of the first reporting period for the new or expanded areas, in order to 
include the expanded project area. Project expansions may not be allowed in cases where a 
new area would change the eligibility determination of the original project. In such cases, the 
new area may need to be submitted as a new project. New projects may always be added to a 
project cooperative (see Section 2.3.4). 

 

2.2.2 Project Cooperative 

A ñproject cooperativeò or ñcooperativeò is a collection of two or more individual grassland 
projects managed by a common entity (referred to as the ñCooperative Developer,ò Section 2.3) 
that engage in joint monitoring, reporting, and verification (Sections 6.4, 7.6, and 8.1). 

 

2.3 Project Ownership Structures and Terminology 
A grassland project can be implemented using various ownership structures. Figure 2.1 displays 
possible ownership structures for grassland projects, indicating the flow of information and 
which entities are required to hold Reserve accounts. These are simplified representations; 
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actual project and cooperative structures may be more complex, but the relationships follow the 
same approach. 

 

Figure 2.1. Grassland Project Ownership Structures and Terminology 

 
Depending on the project structure, the existence and/or status of certain legal instruments must 
be verified in order to successfully register a project. The instruments required are described in 
general below. For every project, the fee owner of the land on which the project is implemented 
must demonstrate an understanding of the potential participation in a carbon offset program, 
either through implementing a project himself, or through clear conveyance of the GHG 
reduction rights associated with the land through a recorded legal instrument as described 
below. The sections outlined in Table 2.1 should be referred to for specific requirements for 
each respective legal instrument required. Additional discussion of these legal instruments can 
be found in Appendix D. 

 
Table 2.1. Guide to Protocol Sections Related to Legal Instruments for Grassland Projects 

 

Legal Instrument Protocol Section(s) 

GHG reduction rights contract 2.3.2 

Indemnification agreement 2.3.2 

Conservation easement 2.2, 3.2 

Qualified Conservation Easement 3.5.1 

Project Implementation Agreement 3.5.2 

Reserve attestations (title, voluntary implementation, 
regulatory compliance) 

2.3.2, 3.3.2, 3.6 

Instruments associated with concurrently-joined 
conservation programs 

3.3.2.1 

 

2.3.1 Qualifications and Role of Grassland Owners 

A Grassland Owner is an individual or a corporation or other legally constituted entity, city, 
county, state agency, or a combination thereof that has fee ownership and legal control of the 
land within the project area. A lessee is not a Grassland Owner. Deeded encumbrances that 
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exist within the project area may prevent a fee owner from satisfying the definition of a 
Grassland Owner. The Grassland Owner is the entity that has the authority to execute and 
record a conservation easement on the project area. Any unencumbered soil carbon is 
presumed to be controlled by the Grassland Owner. Notwithstanding this presumption, the 
Reserve maintains the right to determine whether an individual or entity meets the definition of 
Grassland Owner. 

 

2.3.2 Qualifications and Role of Project Owners 

A Project Owner is the entity that holds legal title to the emission reductions related to the 
grassland project, and is responsible for undertaking the grassland project and registering it with 
the Reserve. The Project Owner may be a Grassland Owner, a holder of a conservation 
easement on the property, or they may be a third-party entity who has a signed contract with the 
Grassland Owner conveying title to the emission reductions. Title to the emission reductions 
may be conveyed through the conservation easement or in a separate contract, but in any case 
such rights must be legally established. If there are any Grassland Owners who are not party to 
the GHG reduction rights agreement, the Project Owner must also execute an indemnification 
stating that they will indemnify the Reserve in connection with any claims brought by other 
grassland owners or would-be grassland owners against the Reserve.5 The Project Owner shall 
execute the Project Implementation Agreement (PIA) (see Section 3.5.2). The Project Owner is 
also responsible for the accuracy and completeness of all information submitted to the Reserve, 
and for ensuring compliance with this protocol, even if the Project Owner contracts with an 
outside entity to carry out these activities. The Project Owner must have a Reserve registry 
account6 and must sign all required legal attestations (e.g., Attestation of Title, Attestation of 
Voluntary Implementation, and Attestation of Regulatory Compliance). Sample language related 
to ownership of emission reductions is included below, to be amended to fit each projectôs 
specific situation: 

 
ñTITLE TO CARBON OFFSET CREDITS. The [grantor/grantee- i.e., whichever party to 
the easement or agreement is the Project Owner] hereby retains, owns, and holds legal 
title to and all beneficial ownership rights to the following (the ñProject Reductionsò): (i) 
any removal, limitation, reduction, avoidance, sequestration or mitigation of any 
greenhouse gas associated with the Property including without limitation Climate Action 
Reserve Project No. [ ] and (ii) any right, interest, credit, entitlement, benefit or 
allowance to emit (present or future) arising from or associated with any of the foregoing, 
including without limitation the exclusive right to be issued carbon offset credits or 
Climate Reserve Tonnes (CRTs) by a third party entity such as the Climate Action 
Reserve.ò 

 
In all cases, the Project Owner must attest to the Reserve that they have exclusive claim to the 
GHG reductions resulting from the project. Each time a project is verified, the Project Owner 
must attest that no other entities are reporting or claiming (e.g., for voluntary reporting or 
regulatory compliance purposes) the GHG reductions caused by the project.7 The Reserve will 
not issue CRTs for GHG reductions that are reported or claimed by entities other than the 
Project Owner (e.g., grassland owners who are not the Project Owner). In the case of project 

 
 
 

5 A sample indemnification agreement is available at: http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/. 
6 Information regarding Reserve accounts and the process for project submittal and registration is available here: 
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/projects/register/. 
7 This is done by signing the Reserveôs Attestation of Title form, available at: 
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/documents/ 

http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/projects/register/
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/documents/
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cooperatives, each Project Owner must sign an attestation for each individual project. 
Attestations may be submitted by a third party, but must be signed by the Project Owner. 

 
A Project Owner who will be managing the submittal, reporting, and verification of the grassland 
project through their own Reserve account will open a Project Developer account. A Project 
Owner whose project will be managed as part of a cooperative, and who will not be utilizing their 
Reserve account for any action beyond outgoing transfers of CRTs, will open a Project Owner 
account. 

 
Project Owners are ultimately responsible for timely submittal of all required forms and 
complying with the terms of this protocol. Project Owners may designate a technical consultant 
or Cooperative Developer to manage the flow of documents and information to the Reserve. 
The scope of services provided by a technical consultant or Cooperative Developer should be 
determined by the Project Owner and the relevant management entity and reflected in the 
contracts between the Project Owner and the relevant management entity. 

 

2.3.3 Qualifications and Role of Cooperative Developers 

A ñCooperative Developerò is the entity that manages reporting and verification for a project 
cooperative, i.e., two or more individual grassland projects that report and verify jointly. A 
cooperative may consist of grassland projects involving multiple Project Owners. A Cooperative 
Developer must have an account on the Reserve. 

 
A Cooperative Developer must open a Project Developer account on the Reserve and must 
remain in good standing throughout the duration of the cooperative(s) it manages. Failure to 
remain in good standing will result in all account activities of the participant projects in the 
cooperative(s) managed by that Cooperative Developer being suspended until issues are 
resolved to the satisfaction of the Reserve. In order for a Cooperative Developer to remain in 
good standing, Cooperative Developers must perform as follows: 

 
Á Complete cooperative contracts with Project Owners (see following section on Joining a 

Cooperative) 
Á Engage the services of a single verification body for all grassland projects enrolled in the 

cooperative in any given verification period 
Á Coordinate the submittal, monitoring, and reporting activities required by this protocol for 

all projects in the cooperative(s), observing all cooperative deadlines 
Á Coordinate a verification schedule that maintains appropriate verification status for the 

cooperative. Document the verification work and report to the Reserve on an annual 
basis how completed verifications demonstrate compliance (see Sections 6.4, 7.6, and 
8.1) 

Á Maintain a Reserve account in good standing 
 

As discussed in Section 2.3.2, Project Owners are ultimately responsible for timely submittal of 
all required forms and complying with the terms of this protocol. 

 

2.3.4 Forming or Entering a Cooperative 

Individual grassland projects may join a cooperative by being included in the cooperativeôs 
Cooperative Submittal Form8 (if joining a cooperative at initiation) or by being added through the 

 
 
 

8 All forms referenced in this section are available at: http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/documents/. 

http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/documents/
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submission of a New Grassland Project Enrollment Form (if joining once the cooperative is 
underway). 

 
The Cooperative Developer will initiate the creation of the cooperative by submitting a 
Cooperative Submittal Form. The Cooperative Submittal Form includes the submittal 
information for all of the individual projects to be initially included in the cooperative. If the 
Cooperative Developer is not the Project Owner for one or more projects within the cooperative, 
the appropriate Project Owner account will be confirmed at the time of project submittal. All 
documentation related to the cooperative and its participant projects is submitted by the 
Cooperative Developer. After successful verification, CRTs are issued to the accounts of the 
Project Owners for each project. 

 
Individual grassland projects that have already been submitted to the Reserve may choose to 
join an existing cooperative by submitting a Cooperative Transfer Form to the Reserve. The 
Cooperative Developer must also submit a New Project Enrollment Form, listing that project 
area, if the cooperative is already underway. Emission reductions occurring on individual 
projects or new projects entering a cooperative are reported as part of the cooperative during 
the reporting period in which the transfer occurred.9 The project will begin reporting with the 
cooperative no earlier than the beginning of the cooperativeôs current verification period. If the 
project has already been registered, either as an individual project or as part of another 
cooperative, reporting under the new cooperative may not include any period of time that has 
already been reported and verified. 

 

The crediting periods of the individual projects within a cooperative are derived from their 
individual project start dates, and are not affected by the crediting periods of other projects 
within the cooperative. All projects within a cooperative must follow the same version of this 
protocol. If a project that is subject to a more recent version of the protocol wishes to enter an 
existing cooperative, the rest of the projects in that cooperative must elect to upgrade to the 
newer version of the protocol. 

 

2.3.5 Leaving a Cooperative 

Individual grassland projects must meet the requirements in this section in order to leave or 
change cooperatives and continue reporting emission reductions to the Reserve. Reporting 
must be continuous. 

 

Individual Project Owners may elect to leave a cooperative and participate as an individual 
grassland project for the duration of their crediting period, effective as of the day after the end 
date of the projectôs most recently registered reporting period. To leave a cooperative and 
become an individual grassland project, the Project Owner must submit a Project Submittal 
Form to the Reserve, noting that it is a ñtransfer projectò and identifying the cooperative from 
which it is transferring. For projects which leave a cooperative to become an individual project, 
the deadline for submittal of the subsequent monitoring or verification report (whichever is 
sooner) is extended by 12 months beyond the deadline specified in Section 7.4. The Project 
Owner must submit either a monitoring report or verification report (whichever is due) by this 
new deadline in order to keep the project active in the Reserve. If the Project Owner has a 
Project Owner account in the Reserve at the time they leave the cooperative, they must contact 
the Reserve Administrator to set up a Project Developer account. 

 
 

9 The transfer is considered to have occurred once the Reserve has approved the Cooperative Transfer Form and the 
New Project Enrollment Form. 
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To leave one cooperative and enter another cooperative, the Project Owner must submit a 
Cooperative Transfer Form to the Reserve prior to enrolling in the new cooperative. Reporting 
under the destination cooperative shall continue according to the guidance in Section 7.6.1. 

 

2.4 Environmental Best Management Practices 
The Grassland Protocol is intended to generate GHG reductions through the avoided 
conversion of grassland to cultivated cropland. The protocol also seeks to limit potential 
environmental harms caused by project activities through the requirements for regulatory 
compliance specified in Section 3.6. Environmental enhancements in addition to GHG 
reductions are beyond the scope of this document. However, the Reserve does strongly 
encourage Project Owners and Grassland Owners to adopt practices that provide additional 
benefits to the grassland ecosystem beyond the GHG reductions. Project Owners and 
Grassland Owners are encouraged to review and implement the appropriate recommendations 
for rangeland management developed by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Conservation Effects Assessment Project (2). 
It is furthermore recommended that best management practices relevant to the project area be 
included as terms of the conservation easement(s) and/or the GHG reduction rights contract. 
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3 Eligibility Rules 
Projects must fully satisfy the following eligibility rules in order to register with the Reserve. The 
criteria only apply to projects that meet the definition of a GHG reduction project (Section 2.2). 

 

Eligibility Rule I: Location Ÿ Conterminous U.S. and tribal areas 

Eligibility Rule II: Project Start Date Ÿ 
No more than 12 months prior to project 
submission 

  
Ÿ 

Record a conservation easement or eligible 
transfer of ownership 

Eligibility Rule III: Additionality Ÿ Meet performance standard 

  
Ÿ Exceed legal requirements 

  
Ÿ 

Satisfy credit and payment stacking 
requirements 

 
Eligibility Rule IV: 

 
Project Crediting Period Ÿ 

Emission reductions may only be reported 
during the crediting period, up to a 
maximum of 50 years 

Eligibility Rule V: Permanence Ÿ 
Maintain stored carbon for at least 100 
years following issuance of CRTs 

  
Ÿ 

Employ a Qualified Conservation Easement 
and Project Implementation Agreement 

Eligibility Rule VI: Regulatory Compliance Ÿ Compliance with all applicable laws 

Eligibility Rule VII: Rangeland Health Ÿ Periodic monitoring and adaptive 
management 

 

3.1 Location 
Only projects located in the conterminous United States and on U.S. tribal lands are eligible to 
register reductions with the Reserve under this protocol. All sources within the project boundary 
(Figure 4.1) must be located within the conterminous United States. Under this protocol, 
reductions from international projects are not eligible to register with the Reserve. Grassland 
projects in tribal areas must demonstrate that the land within the project area is owned by a tribe 
or private entities. Projects are not eligible on organic soils (histosols),10 including areas 
identified as wetlands or peatlands. 

 

In addition, the project area must be located on land whose particular combination(s) of Major 
Land Resource Area (MLRA), soil texture, and prior land use history would result in emissions 
of soil carbon in the baseline scenario. To be eligible, the grassland project must be able to 
generate emission reductions through project activities. This is determined by identifying the 
project strata following the guidance in Section 5.1. The project location is ineligible if there are 
no baseline emission reductions from soil organic carbon in the first 10-year emission factor 
period.11 

 

10 Wherever soil types or characteristics are referenced in this protocol, they shall be assumed to describe the upper 
20 cm soil layer, unless otherwise specified. 
11 Certain parameters required for project eligibility and quantification are contained in a separate document, 
Grassland Project Parameters, available at: http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/. 

http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/
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3.2 Project Start Date 
The project start date is defined as the date on which the project area is committed to the long- 
term management and protection of grassland and therefore avoids conversion to cropland. 

 
Commitment to long-term management and protection of grassland must be demonstrated by 
one of the following: 

 
1. Submitting the project to the Reserve.12 Note that the project must meet the tests for 

additionality as of the project start date. Thus, this option is not applicable if the project is 
submitted after the recordation of a conservation easement covering the project area. 

2. Recordation of a conservation easement on the project area, with a provision to maintain 
the project area as grassland for the protection of soil carbon. The project start date is 
the date the easement was recorded. If an easement is amended to meet the 
requirements of a Qualified Conservation Easement (Section 3.5.1), the recordation date 
of the unamended easement may be used for purposes of determining the project start 
date. If the Project Owner intends to use the date of recordation of the amended 
easement as the project start date, they must be able to show that, prior to amendment, 
the original conservation easement would not have violated any provisions of the legal 
requirement test (Section 3.3.2). If the project area is protected through multiple 
easements, the date of recordation of the earliest easement will establish the project 
start date under this option. 

3. Transferring of property ownership to a public or private entity. The project start date is 
the date of property transfer. Projects are still required to record a conservation 
easement, as described above, prior to the initial registration. 

 

To be eligible, the project must be submitted to the Reserve no more than 12 months after the 
project start date.12 

 
Projects that have previously been submitted to and accepted by another offset project registry 
(transfer projects) may be eligible with a historical start date. Start date requirements for those 
projects are described in the Reserve Offset Program Manual.13 Projects may always be 
submitted for listing by the Reserve prior to their start date. 

 

3.3 Additionality 
The Reserve strives to register only projects that yield surplus GHG reductions that are 
additional to what would have occurred in the absence of a carbon offset market. 

 
Projects must satisfy the following criteria to be considered additional: 

 
1. The performance standard test 
2. The legal requirement test 

3. Limits on payment and credit stacking 
 
 
 
 
 

12 Projects are considered submitted when the Project Developer has fully completed and filed the appropriate Project 
Submittal Form, available at: http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/documents/. 
13 Please refer to the most current version of the Reserve Offset Program Manual, available at: 
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/program-manual/. 

http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/documents/
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/program-manual/
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3.3.1 The Performance Standard Test 

Projects pass the performance standard test by meeting a performance threshold, i.e,. a 
standard of performance applicable to all grassland projects, established by this protocol. The 
performance standard test is applied at the time a project applies for registration with the 
Reserve. The performance standard test for a grassland project has two parts: 

 

1. Financial threshold 
2. Suitability threshold 

 

3.3.1.1 Financial Threshold 

The Reserve has determined that there is a financial barrier to project activities due to the 
economic incentives to convert grassland to cropland. Rather than have each project 
demonstrate the existence of this barrier individually, the Reserve has developed a 
standardized threshold for financial additionality, referred to as the cropland premium. The 
cropland premium is determined as the percentage difference in the value (represented by land 
rental rates in $/acre) of cropland over pastureland in the county where the project is located. 
Project eligibility is based on the cropland premium for the county where the project is located, 
based on the conditions below: 

 

1. Projects in counties with a cropland premium greater than 100% are eligible without 
any discount for uncertainty 

2. Projects in counties with a cropland premium greater than 40% but less than 100% 
are eligible, but must apply a discount to their baseline emissions (see Section 5.2.4 
for a description of DFconv), unless the county can meet the requirements of step 4 

3. Projects in counties with a cropland premium less than 40% are not eligible, unless 
the project meets the requirements of step 4 

4. Projects in counties that meet the description of step 2 or step 3, or which are 
identified in the tables as having ñNo Data,ò have the option to obtain a certified 
appraisal to determine a site-specific cropland premium, following the guidelines 
below for the appraisal process. 

 

If more than 10% of the project area is located in a particular county, then eligibility must be 
assessed separately for that county.14 If the county is not eligible, then that portion must be 
removed from the project area. If less than 10% of the project area is located in an ineligible 
county, that area may be included in the project area as long as it is physically contiguous with a 
portion of the project area which is located in an eligible county. A document and a spreadsheet 
with the eligibility status of each county are available from the Reserve website.15 A paper copy 
of this list will be provided upon request. The standardized financial threshold will be updated 
whenever new rental rate data are published by the NASS. The new table of county-specific 
parameters will be published prior to the date on which the new values become effective.16 
When new tables are published, guidance will be given regarding the effective date. Figure 3.1 
displays the county eligibility for projects submitted after December 31, 2019 (until such time as 
a new table and guidance are published by the Reserve). For counties that are identified as 

 

14 If this 10% threshold is exceeded only after an expansion of the project area per Section 2.2.1, the Project Owner 
must consult with the Reserve to determine whether the new project area is subject to an eligibility assessment 
separate from the existing project area. 
15 Certain parameters required for project eligibility and quantification are contained in a separate document, 
Grassland Project Parameters, available at: http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/. 
16 Typically, rental rate data are released in September, in which case the Reserve will publish a new table in October 
with an effective date of January 1 of the following year. However, this could change if the NASS adopts a different 
schedule for data release. 

http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/
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having no data, a Project Owner may request that the Reserve examine the data for 
surrounding counties and determine whether the county may be considered eligible (and the 
appropriate value for DFconv, if applicable). Additional information regarding the development of 
this threshold can be found in Appendix A. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.1. County Eligibility Map for Projects Submitted after December 31, 2019 

 
Appraisal Option 

If using step 4 above, a project may satisfy the financial threshold if the Project Owner provides 
an up-to-date17 real estate appraisal for the project area (as defined in Section 2.2.1) indicating 
the following: 

 

1. The project area is suitable for conversion to cropland. The appraisal must clearly 
indicate how the physical characteristics of the project area are suitable for crop 
cultivation, including the particular crops expected to be grown. 

2. The appraisal must conform with the following minimum standards18: 
a. Appraisal reports shall be prepared and signed by a third-party, Licensed or 

Certified Real Estate Appraiser in good standing. 

b. Appraisal reports shall include descriptive photographs and maps of sufficient 
quality and detail to depict the subject property and any market data relied upon, 
including the relationship between the location of the subject property and the 

 

17 An appraisal will be considered ñup-to-dateò if it is finalized no more than12 months before or after the project start 
date. 
18 Adapted from Sections 5096.501 and 5096.517, Public Resources Code, State of California. 
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market data. The appraisal must provide a map that displays specific portions of 
the project area that are suitable for crop production. (For example, an appraisal 
that identified corn production as an alternative land use must specify the 
approximate acres suitable for both the crops and any related roads, buildings, or 
other infrastructure.) 

c. Appraisal reports shall include a complete description of the subject property 
land, site characteristics and improvements. Valuations based on a propertyôs 
development potential shall include: 

i. Verifiable data on the conversion potential of the land (e.g., Certificates of 
Compliance, Tentative Map, Final Map, approval for crop insurance, new 
breakings request form). 

ii. A description of what would be required for a conversion to cropland to 
proceed (e.g., legal entitlements, infrastructure). 

iii. Presentation of evidence that sufficient demand exists, or is likely to exist 
in the future, to provide market support for the conversion to cropland. 

iv. The appraisal must demonstrate that the slope of project area land is 
compatible with crop production by identifying two areas with similar 
average slope conditions to the project area within the projectôs MLRA 
that are currently in crop cultivation. 

v. The appraisal must also provide: 
1. Evidence of soil suitability for the type of expected agricultural 

land use. 
2. Evidence of water availability for the type of expected agricultural 

land use. 

d. Appraisal reports shall include a statement by the appraiser indicating to what 
extent land title conditions were investigated and considered in the analysis and 
value conclusion. 

e. Appraisal reports shall include a discussion of implied dedication, prescriptive 
rights or other unrecorded rights that may affect value, indicating the extent of 
investigation, knowledge, or observation of conditions that might indicate 
evidence of public use. 

f. Appraisal reports shall include a separate valuation for ongoing grassland 
management prepared and signed by a certified or registered professional 
qualified in the field of specialty interest. This valuation shall be reviewed and 
approved by a second qualified, certified or registered professional, considered 
by the appraiser, and appended to the appraisal report. The valuation must 
identify and incorporate all legal constraints that could affect the valuation of the 
ongoing grassland management. 

g. The appraisal must be conducted in accordance with the Uniform Standards of 
Professional Appraisal Practice19 and the appraiser must meet the qualification 
standards outlined in the Internal Revenue Code, Section 170 (f)(11)(E)(ii).20 

 
 
 

19 The Uniform Standards of Professional Appraisal Practice may be accessed at: 
http://commerce.appraisalfoundation.org/html/2006%20USPAP/toc.htm 
20 Section 170 (f)(11)(E) of the Internal Revenue Code defines a qualified appraiser as ñan individual who: 
(I) has earned an appraisal designation from a recognized professional appraiser organization or has otherwise met 
minimum education and experience requirements set forth in regulations prescribed by the Secretary, 
(II) regularly performs appraisals for which the individual receives compensation, and 
(III) meets such other requirements as may be prescribed by the Secretary in regulations or other guidance.ò 

http://commerce.appraisalfoundation.org/html/2006%20USPAP/toc.htm
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3. The alternative land use for the project area has a higher market value than maintaining 
the project area for sustainable grassland management, such that it meets the financial 
additionality threshold. The appraisal for the property must provide an estimated fair 
market value for the rental rate (in US$ per acre per month) for the current grassland 
use condition of the project area (considering the land to be encumbered and thus 
unable to be converted to cropland) and an estimated fair market value of the rental rate 
for the anticipated use the project area as cropland. The appraisal must identify whether 
or not irrigation is considered in the valuation (or, alternatively, may provide estimations 
both with and without irrigation). The difference between the rental rate for cropland and 
the rental rate for grassland, divided by the rental rate for grassland, is the cropland 
premium for the project area. Eligibility is then determined according to the thresholds as 
outlined in the beginning of Section 3.3.1.1. 

 
If a project that has been registered using the appraisal option later applies to expand the 
project area, they must first consult with Reserve staff to determine if a new appraisal is needed 
for the expanded project area. 

 

3.3.1.2 Suitability Threshold 

The project area must be suitable for conversion to cropland. Suitability is demonstrated by 
determining the Land Capability Classification (LCC) for the soil map units that are contained 
within or intersect the project area. Soil map units and their corresponding characteristics, such 
as LCC, are defined in the Soil Survey Geographic Database (SSURGO).21 The LCC is divided 
into eight classes of decreasing value as cropland, with LCC I-IV being considered generally 
suitable for cultivation (3). SSURGO contains LCC for both irrigated and non-irrigated land uses. 
The Project Owner shall refer to the non-irrigated LCC (NICC) to determine eligibility for the 
project area. If a Project Owner would like to use the irrigated LCC (ICC) for a project, they must 
provide evidence that the project area would have access (both legal and physical) to irrigation 
in the baseline scenario. The entire project area must be assessed using a single version of the 
LCC and a single suitability threshold. This can be demonstrated by one or more of the following 
methods, subject to the verifierôs professional judgment: 

 
Á Comprehensive assessment of the existence of available groundwater,22 and the legal 

and economic feasibility of the Grassland Owner to access it from within the project area 
Á Documentation of the current availability of water rights and/or permits for the project 

area on or around the project start date 
Á Documentation of installation of new irrigation on lands within the project county within 

the 24 months prior to the project start date 
Á Evidence of ongoing irrigation practice on other parcels within the county 

 

Grassland projects are generally only eligible on LCC I-IV soils, with allowances for a limited 
amount of LCC V-VI soils. LCC VII-VIII soils are not eligible for crediting. This protocol offers 
two options for determining the allowable amount of LCC V-VI soils in the project area: a default 
MLRA-specific threshold or an assessment of the LCC of local cropland. Project Owners may 
select either of the two options below. 

 
 
 
 

21 Additional background and details regarding SSURGO may be found at: 
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/soils/survey/?cid=nrcs142p2_053627 (accessed 10/27/16). 
22 The groundwater assessment should be completed by an appropriately-trained professional, such as a 
Professional Geologist, Professional Engineer, or Certified Hydrogeologist. 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/soils/survey/?cid=nrcs142p2_053627
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If the project area is expanded at a later date, the suitability threshold is applied to the new, 
expanded project area as a whole. If the original suitability threshold was based on the ICC the 
project developer must demonstrate that the added land would have access to irrigation in the 
baseline scenario by either proving that the evidence for the initial project area applies to the 
expanded area or by providing additional evidence for the expanded area. 

 

Option 1: Default Land Capability Classification Threshold Based on Major Land 
Resource Area 

The Reserve has developed a table of default, MLRA-specific LCC thresholds. The specific 
default value for each MLRA is contained in the Grassland Project Parameters spreadsheet.23 
The percentage of cultivated land that is classified as NICC I-IV (rounded to the nearest whole 
number) represents the minimum allowable percentage of the project area for those land 
classes. For example, if the default value is 80%, the threshold for eligibility for that MLRA is 
80% NICC I-IV, allowing for up to 20% NICC V-VI. Please see Appendix A for a description of 
how these thresholds were derived. 

 
The default MLRA-specific thresholds are calculated using the NICC. Certain MLRAs with high 
levels of irrigation also have a default threshold provided based on the ICC. Project Owners 
have the option of applying the default NICC threshold, using the NICC values for their project 
area, or the default ICC threshold, using the ICC values for their project area. Use of the ICC 
values is subject to the requirements above to demonstrate access to irrigation in the baseline 
scenario. 

 

If the project area includes more than one MLRA, the appropriate threshold for Class I-IV soils 
shall be an area-weighted average of the MLRA-specific thresholds (e.g., if half of the project 
area is in a MLRA with a threshold of 80%, and the other half is in a MLRA with a threshold of 
70%, the overall threshold for the project area will be 75%). 

 
Option 2: Local Cropland Assessment 

In areas where the Project Owner believes that the option above does not accurately reflect the 
LCC of local cropland, a local assessment may be carried out. The assessment must include at 
least three actively-cultivated farms within 30 miles of the project area, with the total acreage of 
each farm being no less than the total acreage of the project area, and must include the entire 
area under cultivation for each property, excluding areas that are not used for crop cultivation. 
For each property the Project Owner shall identify the NICC of the soil map units, add up the 
acreage for each NICC across all properties in the assessment, and determine the percentage 
by area for NICC I-IV land. The fraction of cultivated land that is classified as NICC I-IV 
(rounded to the nearest whole number) represents the minimum allowable fraction of the project 
area for those land classes. This analysis may be conducted using the ICC values, in which 
case the Project Owner must follow the requirements above to demonstrate access to irrigation 
in the baseline scenario. Project Owners are strongly encouraged to consult with Reserve staff 
when conducting an assessment under this option. 

 

3.3.2 The Legal Requirement Test 

All projects are subject to a legal requirement test to ensure that the GHG reductions achieved 
by a project would not otherwise have occurred due to federal, state, or local regulations, or 

 

 

23 Certain parameters required for project eligibility and quantification are contained in a separate resource, 
Grassland Project Parameters, available at: http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/. 

http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/
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other legally binding mandates. The legal requirement test for grassland projects involves three 
parts to ensure the project activity is allowed but not compelled: 

 
1. There must be no federal, state, or local regulation for the project area to be maintained 

as grassland, either pre-existing or subsequent, or other pre-existing legally binding 
mandate, agreement, contract24, deed restriction or deeded encumbrance25 for the 
project area to be maintained as grassland (other than the easement that is enacted for 
the project); and, 

2. There must be no zoning, permitting, ownership, or other legal obstacle to the 
conversion of the project area to cropland; and, 

3. There must be no federal, state, or local regulation that would prohibit ongoing 
management of the project area as cropland. 

 

Parts 1 and 2 are assessed as of the project start date. Part 3 is assessed on an ongoing basis 
following the project start date. Voluntary agreements that can be rescinded, such as rental 
contracts, are not considered legal requirements. Temporary or emergency restrictions or 
regulations shall be assessed with regard to the legal requirement test so long as they 
constitute a legally binding mandate, as described in this section. If a temporary legal restriction 
would violate parts 1 and/or 2 above, the project may delay implementation until such time that 
the project may pass the legal requirement test. If a temporary legal restriction violates part 3 
above, the project is ineligible to receive CRTs for the period of time during which the regulation 
is effective. 

 
Habitat Conservation Plans (HCPs) and Safe Harbor Agreements (SHAs) are voluntary 
agreements that shield landowners from certain liabilities under the Endangered Species Act. 
Agreements of this nature that were approved more than 6 months prior to the projectôs start 
date are considered to be pre-existing legally binding agreements.26 Agreements of this nature 
that are approved no more than 6 months prior to the projectôs start date and that satisfy Section 
3.3.2.1 are not considered pre-existing legally binding agreements for the purpose of the legal 
requirement test.27 

 
Any agreement that serves to generate credits or payments for ecosystem services derived 
from the land is subject to the eligibility requirements in Section 3.3.3. 

 
 
 
 

24 An agreement that can be enforced specifically, that is, where a party to the agreement (who is not participating as 
a ñGrassland Ownerò) can prevent the physical breaking of the grassland, is considered a binding legal requirement. 
25 Unless all parties with a potential claim to soil carbon ownership participate in the project as Grassland Owners, 
per Section 3.2, any pre-existing encumbrance or restriction or any other recorded agreement, must expressly and 
unequivocally assign soil carbon ownership and control to the participating Grassland Owner(s) and/or expressly 
permit the participating Grassland Owner(s) and Project Developer(s) to undertake a soil carbon offset project on the 
project area. Any subsequent legally binding agreement must be made subordinate to the PIA (if applicable) and 
project-related conservation easement; the terms of a subsequent legally binding agreement must not be 
incompatible with an AGC project. See Sections 2.3.2 and 3.5.1 for more information on eligibility requirements 
regarding title recordings and encumbrances. 
26 While voluntary in nature, the penalties for terminating HCPs or SHAs are such that they are effectively legally- 
binding in the opinion of the Reserve. The allowance for agreements approved within 6 months of the project start 
date is based on the opinion that this represents a ñconcurrentò activity. 
27 While an agreement may not violate the legal requirement test, an easement or other deed restriction associated 
with the performance of that agreement may be a pre-existing legal requirement, and therefore disqualify certain 
portions, if not all, of the agreement area. See Section 3.3.2.1. 
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Deeded encumbrances, such as conservation easements, may effectively control soil carbon. 
Deeded encumbrances that are enacted prior to the project start date are considered legally 
binding mandates for the purposes of the legal requirement test. 

 
To satisfy the legal requirement test, the Project Owner must submit a signed Attestation of 
Voluntary Implementation form28 as part of the verification activities for the initial verification 
(see Section 8). In addition, the projectôs Monitoring Plan (Section 6) must include procedures 
that the Project Owner follows to ascertain and demonstrate that the project at all times passes 
the legal requirement test. 

 

3.3.2.1 Requirements for Concurrent Legally Binding Agreements 

A Grassland Owner may concurrently enter into a legally binding agreement related to 
ecosystem services or protection on the project area, subject to Sections 3.3.2 for liability 
shielding agreements and/or Section 3.3.3 for ecosystem services or protection credit and 
payment stacking, under the following conditions. For liability shielding programs, i.e., HCPs 
and SHAs, an agreement is considered concurrently entered into if the legal agreement is 
approved no more than 6 months prior to the project start date. For credit and payment stacking 
programs, the agreement is considered concurrently entered into if the easement required by 
the ecosystem program serves both the ecosystem services program and the start date 
requirement of the Grassland Protocol. 

 
The Grassland Owner must ensure that the agreement, and/or the program under which the 
agreement is authorized, provides sufficiently clear language to demonstrate the legal 
additionality of the grassland project. Specifically, the agreement must make explicit that the 
Grassland Owner has the right to use the land covered by the agreement for the purposes of 
participating in a carbon offset market. The Reserve maintains the right to determine whether 
this issue is clear. 

 
For agreements that require land to be put under perpetual conservation easement, the 
easement may also serve the requirements of a grassland project so long as the easement 
conforms to the requirements of Section 3.2. For agreements that require at least one perpetual 
conservation easement but allow for multiple subsequent easements, each easement should be 
evaluated individually. If any easement does not conform to Section 3.2, the portion of the land 
covered by that easement is ineligible as a project area. 

 

3.3.3 Ecosystem Services Credit and Payment Stacking 

When multiple ecosystem services credits or payments are sought for a single activity on a 
single piece of land, with some temporal overlap between the different credits or payments, it is 
referred to as ñcredit stackingò or ñpayment stacking,ò respectively (4). Under this protocol, credit 
stacking is defined as receiving both offset credits and other types of mitigation credits for the 
same activity on spatially overlapping areas (i.e., in the same acre). Mitigation credits are any 
instruments issued for the purpose of offsetting the environmental impacts of another entity, 
such as emissions of GHGs, removal of wetlands or discharge of pollutants into waterways, to 
name a few. Payment stacking is defined as issuing mitigation credits for a best management or 
conservation practice that is also funded by the government or other parties via grants, 
subsidies, payment, etc., on the same land. 

 
 
 
 

28 Attestation forms are available at http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/documents/. 

http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/documents/


Grassland Protocol Version 2.1, February 2020 

22 

 

 

 

Any type of conservation or ecosystem service payment or credit received for activities on the 
project area must be disclosed by the Project Owner to the verification body and the Reserve on 
an ongoing basis. 

 

3.3.3.1 Credit Stacking 

The Reserve identified two mitigation credit market opportunities that need to be assessed as 
part of the eligibility of a grassland project. These markets credit the same activity on the same 
acreage as a grassland project: permanently conserving grassland. 

 

Endangered Species Habitat Credits 

Endangered species habitat credits can be generated through habitat conservation banks. 
These conservation banks are authorized under Section 10 of the Endangered Species Act 
(ESA) to restore, create or otherwise protect endangered species habitat (5). Section 10 allows 
landowner-developers to perform certain actions that would otherwise result in an illegal taking 
of an endangered species or its habitat under Section 9 of the ESA, provided that they receive 
and comply with an incidental take permit from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Services (FWS)29. The 
permit requires the landowner-developer to mitigate the negative impacts of the activity on the 
habitat, and may allow the landowner-developer to achieve this mitigation by purchasing ï or 
generating ï endangered species habitat credits from habitat conservation banks. 

 
In order to establish a conservation bank and generate endangered species credits, FWS 
requires landowner-bankers to enter into a conservation bank agreement with the FWS and 
other relevant government agencies, and to record a perpetual conservation easement on the 
land covered by the conservation bank. A Grassland Owner can concurrently seek the 
establishment of a conservation bank on the project area, but the Grassland Owner must 
ensure that both the conservation bank agreement and the perpetual easement provide 
sufficiently clear language to demonstrate the additionality of the grassland project, i.e., that 
potential revenues from the grassland project were considered at the time of the negotiation of 
both of these agreements. 

 
The date of the easement recordation is subject to the start date requirements in Section 3.2 
and the easement itself is subject to the easement requirements in Section 3.2. The 
conservation bank agreement is not considered to be a pre-existing legal requirement for the 
purposes of the legal requirement test so long as it satisfies Section 3.3.2.1. 

 

Furthermore, FWS specifies that land used to establish conservation banks must not be 
previously designated for conservation purposes.30 It is thus reasonable to assume that FWS 
would not approve a conservation bank and issue endangered species habitat credits to lands 
already engaged in a grassland project. However, it is ultimately the decision of FWS if such 
subsequent credit stacking is allowed. 

 

Wetland Credits 

Under the guidelines established for Section 404 of the Clean Water Act, developers may 
impact a wetland if those impacts are offset through the restoration, creation, enhancement or 
preservation of another wetland elsewhere. The Army Corps of Engineers-led Interagency 

 

 

29 U.S. Code Title 16, Chapter 35, §1539 - Exceptions (2009). 
30 Ibid. 
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Review Team (IRT)31 may issue a Department of Army permit to authorize such actions subject 
to the creation of a wetland mitigation bank.32 In some cases, wetland mitigation banks may 
include and credit the preservation of upland habitat that could be eligible under this protocol. 

 
Similar to conservation banks, the acreage covered by mitigation banks is required to be 
protected in perpetuity.33 A Grassland Owner can concurrently seek the establishment of a 
mitigation bank on the project area, but the Grassland Owner must ensure that both the 
mitigation bank agreement and the perpetual easement provide sufficiently clear language to 
demonstrate the additionality of the grassland project, i.e., that potential revenues from the 
grassland project were considered at the time of the negotiation of both of these agreements. 

 

The date of the easement recordation is subject to the start date requirements in Section 3.2 
and the easement itself is subject to the easement requirements in Section 3.2. The mitigation 
bank agreement is not considered to be a pre-existing legal requirement for the purposes of the 
legal requirement test so long as it satisfies Section 3.3.2.1. 

 
Furthermore, federal law states that under no circumstances may the same credits be used to 
provide mitigation for more than one permitted activity but that, where appropriate, mitigation 
banks may be designed to holistically address requirements under multiple programs and 
authorities for the same activity.34 It is then reasonable to assume that the IRT would not 
approve a mitigation bank and issue wetland credits to lands already engaged in a grassland 
project. However, it is ultimately the decision of the IRT if such subsequent credit stacking is 
allowed. 

 

3.3.3.2 Payment Stacking 

The Reserve has identified two general types of payments that support the grassland activities 
being credited under this protocol: ñlandscape-scaleò payments and ñenhancementò payments. 
The majority of these payments are available via programs implemented by the USDA NRCS. 
NRCS expressly allows the sale of environmental credits from enrolled lands,35 but does not 
provide any further guidance on ensuring the additional environmental benefit of any payment 
for ecosystem service stacked with an NRCS payment. 

 
Landscape-Scale Payments 

Landscape-scale payments generally come from land conservation programs that prevent 
grazing and pasture land from being converted into cropland, used for urban development, or 
developed for other non-grazing uses. Participants in these programs voluntarily limit future 
development of their land through the use of long-term contracts or easements, and payments 
are generally made based on the value of the land being protected. Thus, these payments are 
incentivizing the same project activity as this protocol. Examples of landscape-scale payments 
include: 

 

Á NRCS Grasslands Reserve Program (2008 Farm Bill) 
Á NRCS Conservation Reserve Program (2008 Farm Bill) 
Á NRCS Farm and Ranch Lands Protection Program (2008 Farm Bill) 

 
31 The Army Corps of Engineers is the chair; other members can be EPA, FWs, NRCS, NOAA and other federal, 
state, tribal, and local agency representatives. 
32 Code of Federal Regulations, Title 33, Part 332 (33 CFR 332). 
33 33 CFR 332.3(h)(1)(v). 
34 33 CFR 332.3 (j)(1)(ii). 
35 Environmental Quality Incentives Program: 7 CFR §1466.36; CSP, 7 CFR §1470.37. 
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Á NRCS Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (2014 Farm Bill) 
Á Conservation easement support offered by non-governmental organizations such as 

Ducks Unlimited, The Nature Conservancy and the Trust for Public Land (which are 
often themselves funded by government programs) 

 
If a Grassland Owner concurrently seeks a landscape-scale payment on the project area, any 
easement or agreement on the project area is subject to the start date requirements in Section 
3.2 and the legal requirement test in Section 3.3.2. 

 
Furthermore, under the current rules of government funded programs the recordation of a new 
permanent conservation easement in order to initiate a grassland project would disqualify the 
lands from continued participation in any NRCS payment program.36 Therefore, the Reserve 
does not expect lands participating in such programs will have the opportunity to stack 
payments once the project easement has been recorded, or subsequently stack such payments. 

 

Because every available landscape-scale payment is not comprehensively addressed by the 
protocol at this time, the Project Owner must disclose any such payments to the verifier and the 
Reserve on an ongoing basis. The Reserve maintains the right to determine if payment stacking 
has occurred and whether or not it would impact project eligibility. 

 
Enhancement Payments 

Enhancement payments provide financial assistance to landowners in order to implement 
discrete conservation practices that address natural resource concerns and deliver 
environmental benefits. For government-funded enhancement payments, participants sign 
short-term contracts and receive annual cost-share payments specific to the conservation 
practice they have implemented. Examples of relevant enhancement payments include: 

 

Á NRCS Environmental Quality Incentives Program (2014 Farm Bill) 
Á NRCS Conservation Stewardship Program (2014 Farm Bill) 
Á NRCS Continuous Conservation Reserve Program (2008 Farm Bill) 
Á NRCS Wildlife Habitat Incentive Program (2008 Farm Bill) 

 
The practices that are compensated for by the programs above can only occur on land that is 
being maintained as grassland; however the payment contracts do not purport to pay for the 
preservation of the grassland, only its enhancement. Furthermore, the programs do not, in 
practice, sufficiently incentivize the preservation of grassland, much less compensate for the 
permanent conservation of grassland. Because of this, Grassland Owners may pursue 
enhancement payments without restriction. 

 
Because every available enhancement payment is not comprehensively addressed by the 
protocol at this time, the Project Owner must still disclose any such payments to the verifier and 
the Reserve on an ongoing basis. 

 

3.4 Project Crediting Period 
The baseline for any grassland project registered under this protocol is valid for up to 50 years. 
This means that a registered grassland project is eligible to receive CRTs for GHG reductions 

 

36 Guidance on eligibility criteria for the CRP program, for both new enrollments and re-enrollments can be found 
here, respectively: 
http://www.fsa.usda.gov/Internet/FSA_File/gs43factsheet.pdf 
http://www.fsa.usda.gov/programs-and-services/conservation-programs/current-participants-general-public/index 

http://www.fsa.usda.gov/Internet/FSA_File/gs43factsheet.pdf
http://www.fsa.usda.gov/programs-and-services/conservation-programs/current-participants-general-public/index
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quantified using this protocol, and verified by Reserve-approved verification bodies, for a period 
of up to 50 years following the projectôs start date. Certain strata may not generate baseline 
emissions for the full 50 years (as evidenced by a baseline emission factor for organic carbon 
loss equal to zero for a particular emission factor period), in which case the maximum crediting 
period is less than 50 years. 

 

In the case of project cooperatives, project crediting periods are tied to each individual 
grassland project within the cooperative and their respective start dates. Thus, unless all of the 
projects in the cooperative share the same start date, there is not a single crediting period 
applicable to the entire cooperative. 

 
In the case of project expansions, the entire project area will be bound to the existing project 
start date. However, the newly added project areas will only be eligible to receive credits 
beginning on the date the new portion of the project area became bound by the conservation 
easement or was transferred to the Grassland Owner, provided that this does not predate the 
reporting period during which the project area is expanded. In the latter case, the newly added 
project areas will be eligible to receive credits beginning with the reporting period start date 
during which the expansion took place. 

 
Projects may elect to end their crediting period at any time. Any CRTs that have been issued 
are subject to the permanence requirements described in Section 3.5. Any project that wishes to 
end its crediting period must notify the Reserve prior to the next monitoring or reporting 
deadline, as determined in Section 7.4. If a project chooses to end its crediting period, no future 
emission reductions may be reported. If a project would like to forgo credits for a period of time 
in order to delay verification, this is considered a zero-credit reporting period.37 

 

3.5 Requirements for Permanence 
To validly offset GHG emissions, the reversible emission reductions credited under this protocol 
must be permanent. An emission reduction is considered reversible if it is related to carbon 
which remains stored in a carbon pool, such as soil organic carbon. An example of a non- 
reversible emission reduction on a grassland project would be the avoided N2O emissions 
related to baseline fertilizer use. For the purposes of this protocol, an emission reduction is 
considered ñpermanentò if the quantity of carbon associated with that reduction is stored for at 
least 100 years following the issuance of a credit for that reduction. Once an emission reduction 
is considered permanent, it is no longer considered reversible. For example, if CRTs are issued 
to a grassland project in year 24 following its start date, soil carbon in the project area must be 
maintained through at least year 124. To meet this requirement, Project Owners must monitor 
and verify a grassland project for a minimum period of 100 years following the issuance of any 
CRT for GHG reductions achieved by the project, unless the project is terminated. Failure to 
maintain ongoing monitoring and verification may result in the automatic termination of the 
project. Note that this means that monitoring and verification for a project must continue even 
after the end of the projectôs crediting period. The period of time after the project crediting period 
has ended and before the minimum time commitment has been met is referred to as the 
ñpermanence periodò. 

 

If carbon is released before the end of the 100-year period after a CRT is issued, the release is 
termed a ñreversalò. A reversal occurs if stored carbon is actually released through a 
disturbance of the project area, or is deemed to be released through termination of the project 

 

37 See the Reserve Offset Program Manual, available at: http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/program- 
manual/. 

http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/program-manual/
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/program-manual/
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or a portion of the project. Reversals may impact only a portion of the project area or the entire 
project area. 

 
This protocol distinguishes between two categories of reversals, avoidable and unavoidable, 
and specifies separate remedies for each. Many biological and non-biological agents, both 
natural and human-induced, can cause reversals. Some of these agents cannot completely be 
controlled (and are therefore ñunavoidableò), such as natural agents like fire, insects, and wind. 
This protocol also takes into consideration the extent to which a Project Owner has contributed 
towards the reversal through negligence, gross negligence or willful intent. Thus reversals 
caused by biological agents, where the Project Owner has not contributed to the reversal 
through negligence, gross negligence or willful intent, are considered unavoidable. 

 
An avoidable reversal occurs if: 

 
1. The Project Owner voluntarily terminates the project prior to the end of the 100-year time 

commitment. A Project Owner may voluntarily terminate the entire project, or a portion of 
the project area. If only a portion is terminated, then the reversal is considered to affect 
only the terminated area. 

2. There is a breach of certain terms described within the Project Implementation 
Agreement (see Section 3.5.2, below). Such a breach results in the entire project being 
automatically terminated. 

3. The Project Owner prematurely ceases ongoing monitoring and verification activities. 
Monitoring, reporting, and verification requirements are described in Sections 6, 7, and 
8. Cessation of monitoring and verification results in the entire project being 
automatically terminated. 

4. Any activity occurs on the project area that leads to a significant disruption of soil 
carbon. Examples include, but are not limited to, cropping activities (conversion to 
cropland), eminent domain, mining or drilling activities, or installation of wind turbines. In 
most cases, such disturbances would not constitute a reversal on the entire project area. 

5. A natural disturbance occurs to the soil carbon in the project area, and the Reserve 
determines that the disturbance is attributable to the Grassland Ownerôs or Project 
Ownerôs negligence, gross negligence, or intentional mismanagement of the project area 
as grassland. 

 
Avoidable reversals must be communicated to the Reserve and compensated for by the Project 
Owner, as prescribed in Section 5.4. 

 

To ensure that the permanence obligations are guaranteed for the duration of the minimum time 
commitment, projects are required to employ a Qualified Conservation Easement (QCE) 
(Section 3.5.1) and a Project Implementation Agreement (Section 3.5.2). 

 
For the purposes of this protocol, both QCEs and the PIA must be effective for 100 years 
following the issuance of CRTs. However, it may be the case that state law for the project area 
places limitations on the term length for contracts of this sort. For example, in North Dakota, 
property easements and restrictions are subject to a maximum limit of 99 years.38 CRTs will only 
be issued for periods of time for which the required easement(s) are effective for at least 100 
years following the year in which the emission reduction was generated. For projects where 

 

38 North Dakota Century Code §47-05-02.1, Requirements of easements, servitudes, or nonappurtenant restrictions 
on the use of real property. Accessible at: http://www.legis.nd.gov/cencode/t47.html. 

http://www.legis.nd.gov/cencode/t47.html
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length of property restrictions is limited by state law, CRTs issued for any given reporting period 
shall be held by the Reserve for a period of time based on the contract length. These CRTs 
shall be released following a subsequent renewal of the property restrictions such that the 
restrictions are effective through a date that is at least 100 years after the end of the relevant 
reporting period. 

 

For example, if a verification period covers two 12-month reporting periods, and a 99-year 
easement is recorded at the end of the verification period, CRTs will only be issued for the first 
reporting period. CRTs for the second reporting period shall be withheld until such time as the 
easement is rerecorded, thus ensuring permanence for at least 100 years from the end of the 
second reporting period. 

 

3.5.1 Qualified Conservation Easements 

A conservation easement is required for all grassland projects. The area bound by the 
conservation easement does not need to match the project area. However, the entire project 
area must be included in the area of the conservation easement. A Qualified Conservation 
Easement (QCE) is one whose terms prevent the conversion of the project area from grassland 
to another land use, such that avoidable reversals are sufficiently precluded as long as the 
easement is enforced. For example, whereas a basic conservation easement may only restrict 
the subdivision and/or development of the project area, a QCE would also restrict activities such 
as plowing and farming, which could release carbon stored in the soil. The QCE may allow for 
other activities, such as road or building construction, on the land bound by the easement. 
However, insofar as these activities would result in a land use other than grassland, the areas 
where they are allowed should be specified in the QCE and subsequently excluded from the 
project area in order to avoid the occurrence of a reversal due to such activities. Additionally, 
the QCE may make reference to the carbon project and simply specify that any non-grassland 
land use must occur outside of the specified project area. The language of the QCE should be 
sufficiently clear to reasonably prevent cultivation on the entire project area. 

 
All QCEs must include a statement indicating that the easement is granted pursuant to the state 
enabling statute for conservation easements for the state in which the project is located (e.g., 
California Civil Code Section 815). There are additional provisions for project conservation 
easements that the Reserve strongly encourages, but does not require. For enhanced 
transparency and legal clarity, the conservation easement should explicitly 1) refer to, and 
incorporate by reference, the terms and conditions of the PIA and the GHG reduction rights 
agreement, thereby binding both the grantor and grantee ï as well as their subsequent 
assignees ï to the terms of the agreements for the full duration of the grassland projectôs 
minimum time commitment, as defined in Section 3.5 of this protocol; and 2) make all future 
encumbrances and deeds subject to the PIA.39 It is also recommended that the QCE 
incorporate and require environmental best management practices for rangeland management 
(Section 2.4). 

 

3.5.2 Project Implementation Agreement 

Permanence obligations must be guaranteed through a legal agreement that obligates the 
Project Owner to conduct monitoring activities on the project area for the required period of 100 
years following CRT issuance, and to compensate for avoidable reversals that occur during that 
period. For grassland projects this agreement is known as the Project Implementation 

 

39 The approach to subordination of the PIA will impact the projectôs contribution to the risk buffer pool, as described 
in Section 5.4.3. 
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Agreement.40 Requirements for monitoring and reporting activities during the permanence 
period are detailed in Section 7.5. 

 
The PIA is an agreement between the Reserve and a Project Owner setting forth: (i) the Project 
Ownerôs obligation (and the obligation of its successors and assigns) to comply with the 
Grassland Protocol, and (ii) the rights and remedies of the Reserve in the event of any failure of 
the Project Owner to comply with its obligations. The PIA must be signed by the Project Owner 
before a project can be registered with the Reserve. The PIA is executed and submitted after 
the Reserve has reviewed the verification documents and is otherwise ready to register the 
project. It is not possible to terminate the PIA for only a portion of the project area; however an 
amended PIA may be executed that reflects a change to the project area as provided for by the 
exceptions to the minimum time commitment at the beginning of this section. The PIA is also 
amended at each subsequent verification in order to extend the term of applicability. 

 
There are two types of PIAs available to a grassland Project Owner: 

 
Contract PIA 

A Contract PIA is a contract between the Project Owner and Reserve whereby the Project 
Owner agrees to the requirements of the protocol, including but not limited to monitoring, 
verification, and compensating for reversals. The PIA does not restrict the transferability of 
the specific CRTs issued, but does hold the Project Owner to the compensation 
requirements of Section 5.4. By the terms of the PIA, the contract is satisfied upon the 
Project Ownerôs full performance of the requirements of this protocol (i.e., monitoring and 
verifying permanence for 100 years following CRT issuance). The PIA is executed at the 
completion of the initial project verification, and then amended at the completion of each 
subsequent verification (prior to or at the time of CRT issuance). The Contract PIA is not a 
public document. 

 

Recorded PIA 

In the case where the Project Owner is the Grassland Owner, or where the Grassland 
Owner is willing to record the PIA on the deed to the property, the Project Owner may 
employ a Recorded PIA. This is a contract between the Project Owner and the Reserve 
that is recorded on the deed to the property and binds the Project Owner and Grassland 
Owner to the terms of the protocol. This version of the PIA does not grant the Reserve a 
security interest, but rather grants the Reserve the ability to enforce the protocol 
requirements on the project area. The Recorded PIA is publicly available from the records 
office of the county in which the project is located. 

 

3.6 Regulatory Compliance 
As a final eligibility requirement, Project Owners must attest that project activities do not cause 
material violations of applicable laws (e.g., air, water quality, safety, etc.). To satisfy this 
requirement, Project Owners must submit a signed Attestation of Regulatory Compliance form41 
prior to the commencement of verification activities each time the project is verified. Project 
Owners are also required to disclose in writing to the verifier any and all instances of legal 
violations ï material or otherwise ï caused by the project activities. Where a temporary or 

 

 

40 The template PIA is available on the Grassland Protocol webpage: 
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/. 
41 Attestation forms are available at http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/documents/. 

http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/program/documents/
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emergency restriction or regulation is in force during the reporting period, it shall be included in 
the assessment of the projectôs regulatory compliance. 

 
A violation should be considered to be ñcausedò by project activities if it can be reasonably 
argued that the violation would not have occurred in the absence of the project activities. If there 
is any question of causality, the Project Owner shall disclose the violation to the verifier. 

 
If a verifier finds that project activities have caused a material violation, then CRTs will not be 
issued for GHG reductions that occurred during the period(s) when the violation occurred. 
Individual violations due to administrative or reporting issues, or due to ñacts of nature,ò are not 
considered material and do not affect CRT crediting. However, recurrent administrative or 
reporting violations directly related to project activities may affect crediting, especially if related 
to negligence or intent on the part of the Project Owner or Grassland Owner. Verifiers must 
determine if recurrent violations rise to the level of materiality. If the verifier is unable to assess 
the materiality of the violation, then the verifier shall consult with the Reserve. 

 

3.7 Ecosystem Health 
Grassland project areas, regardless of location or management, are subject to forces that could 
degrade the grassland ecosystem and potentially cause the land to transition to a different 
landscape type, even in the absence of a single disturbance event. Such degradation or 
landscape transition not only has the potential to negatively impact the belowground carbon 
stocks (thus jeopardizing the integrity of the project quantification), but may also lead to 
eventual conversion of the project area to a land use other than grassland (e.g., dense 
shrubland, forest, bare soil, etc.). Project activities such as livestock grazing or recreation could 
also lead to impaired rangeland health, if not properly managed. Projects that are located 
adjacent to land that has already been converted to cropland or development may also be 
subject to a higher risk of rangeland health impairment due to encroachment of invasive species 
or increased grazing/foraging by wild animals whose habitat has been constrained by land 
conversion. The Reserve does not seek to prescribe specific land management activities. 
Rather, the intent of this section is to encourage thoughtful and proactive land management to 
maintain and/or improve rangeland health. 

 
In order to protect against long term degradation of the project area, periodic assessments of 
rangeland health42 must be conducted according to the guidance contained in Section 6.4. If a 
project area is expanded to include land with an Ecological Site Description that differs from the 
original project area, the rangeland health assessment must be updated to incorporate the initial 
health condition metrics of the new project area. For any metrics that are determined to display 
ñmoderateò departure from the reference condition, the Project Owner must document how the 
land management will be adapted to address these deficiencies. If the assessment determines 
that the project area exhibits greater than ñmoderateò departure from the defined reference 
condition for any metric, the Project Owner must not only show a plan for management 
adaptation, but must also show improvement in that metric at the subsequent rangeland health 
assessment. 

 
If projects that are required to improve rangeland health fail to do so at the subsequent 
assessment, the Reserve will determine whether the degradation was avoidable or unavoidable. 
Avoidable degradation could lead to ineligibility for the current reporting period, resulting in no 
CRTs being issued for that period. If the continued degradation is determined to be 

 

42 Additional details regarding the U.S. Federal Governmentôs multi-agency program for assessing Rangeland Health 
can be found at: http://jornada.nmsu.edu/monit-assess/manuals/assessment (accessed 10/14/16). 

http://jornada.nmsu.edu/monit-assess/manuals/assessment
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unavoidable, the project may still receive CRTs for the reporting period, but must abide by the 
requirements of the previous paragraph to implement new management approaches to improve 
rangeland health. 

 
In cases where there is a rangeland health assessment showing greater than moderate 
departure from the reference condition for one or more metrics, the Reserve will consult with 
rangeland health experts to determine whether the degradation is sufficiently significant to 
warrant the determination that a reversal has occurred. In cases where is the Reserve 
determines that a reversal has occurred, the requirements of Section 5.4 regarding avoidable 
and unavoidable reversals shall apply. 

 

The requirements of this section may be satisfied through alternative assessment methods with 
written approval from the Reserve (See section 6.4 for alternatives). 
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4 The GHG Assessment Boundary 
The GHG Assessment Boundary delineates the GHG sources, sinks, and reservoirs (SSRs) 
that must be assessed in order to determine the net change in emissions caused by an avoided 
conversion of grasslands project.43 The GHG Assessment Boundary encompasses all of the 
GHG SSRs that may be significantly affected by project activities, including biological CO2 

emissions and soil carbon sinks and sources of N2O. 
 

Figure 4.1 illustrates all relevant GHG SSRs associated with grassland project activities and 
delineates the GHG Assessment Boundary. 

 
Table 4.1 provides greater detail on each SSR and justification for the inclusion or exclusion of 
certain SSRs and gases from the GHG Assessment Boundary. The SSRs that are marked with 
ñ(R)ò represent those for which baseline emissions are reversible, and thus subject to the 
requirements for permanence in Section 3.5. 

 

Figure 4.1. General Illustration of the GHG Assessment Boundary 
 

 
43 The definition and assessment of sources, sinks, and reservoirs is consistent with ISO 14064-2 guidance. 
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Table 4.1. Description of All Sources, Sinks, and Reservoirs 

 

 
SSR 

 
Source Description 

 
Gas 

Included (I), 
Optional (O), or 

Excluded (E) 

 

Quantification 
Method 

 
Justification/Explanation 

 

 
1 

 

 
Soil organic carbon 

 

 
CO2 

 

 
I 

 
Default emission 
factor modeled 
using DAYCENT 

Emissions from the loss of 
soil organic carbon are a 
primary effect and major 
emission source in the 
baseline. Reversible. 

 

 
2 

 

 
Belowground biomass 

 

 
CO2 

 

 
I 

 
Default factor 
modeled using 
DAYCENT 

Emissions from the loss of 
below-ground biomass are a 
primary effect and major 
emission source in the 
baseline. Reversible. 

 
 
 

 
3 

 
 
 
 

Soil nitrogen dynamics and 
fertilization 

 
 
 

 
N2O 

 
 
 

 
I 

 
Baseline: 
Default emission 
factors modeled 
using DAYCENT 
Project: 
Calculated 
based on 
monitored data 

Direct and indirect N2O 
emissions from conversion 
activities, soil processes and 
fertilization can be significant 
in the baseline. 

 
Direct and indirect N2O 
emissions from fertilization 
can be significant in the 
project scenario, if applicable. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Agricultural equipment from 
site preparation and ongoing 
operations 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CO2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I* 

 
 
 
 

 
Baseline: 
Default emission 
factor 
Project: 
Calculated 
based on 
monitored data 

Fossil fuel emissions from 
equipment used for 
conversion site preparation 
and ongoing field operations 
(tillage, fertilization, etc.) may 
be significant in the baseline. 
* Associated emission 
reductions excluded in 
jurisdictions where these 
emissions are subject to a 
binding cap (e.g., California). 

 

Fossil fuel and electricity 
emissions from equipment 
used for grassland 
management may be 
significant in the project 
scenario. 

 
CH4 

 
E 

 
N/A 

Excluded, as this emission 
source is assumed to be very 
small. 

 
N2O 

 
E 

 
N/A 

Excluded, as this emission 
source is assumed to be very 
small. 

 

 
5 

 

 
Burning 

 

 
CO2 

 

 
E 

 

 
N/A 

CO2 emissions due to grass 
biomass burning are 
considered biogenic and thus 
are excluded from the project 
boundary. 
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SSR 

 
Source Description 

 
Gas 

Included (I), 
Optional (O), or 

Excluded (E) 

 

Quantification 
Method 

 
Justification/Explanation 

   
 
 

CH4 

 
 
 

I 

 

 
Calculated 
based on 
monitored data 

When grass biomass is 
burned, a portion of the 
carbon is released as CH4. 
Depending on the area 
burned, this could be a 
significant source of project 
emissions. 

 
 
 

N2O 

 
 
 

I 

 

 
Calculated 
based on 
monitored data 

When grass biomass is 
burned, a portion of the 
carbon is released as N2O. 
Depending on the area 
burned, this could be a 
significant source of project 
emissions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Grazing 

 

 
CO2 

 
 

E 

 
 

N/A 

Excluded, as this is not a 
significant source of 
emissions. Additionally, any 
CO2 emissions from grazing 
would be considered 
biogenic. 

 

 
CH4 

 
 

I 

 

Calculated 
based on 
monitored data 

Grazing livestock in the 
project scenario produces 
potentially significant 
quantities of CH4 through the 
decomposition of manure, as 
well as enteric fermentation. 

 

 
N2O 

 

 
I 

 
Calculated 
based on 
monitored data 

Grazing livestock in the 
project scenario produces 
potentially significant 
quantities of N2O through the 
decomposition of manure. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
7 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Irrigation 

 

 
CO2 

 

 
I 

 
Calculated 
based on 
monitored data 

Emissions from equipment 
used for grassland 
management may be 
significant in the project 
scenario. 

 
CH4 

 
E 

 
N/A 

No significant CH4 emissions 
related to irrigation of the 
project area are expected. 

 

 
N2O 

 

 
I 

 
Calculated 
based on 
monitored data 

Indirect N2O emissions from 
irrigation can be significant in 
the project scenario, where 
livestock grazing and/or 
fertilizer application occurs. 

 
 

8 

 
 

Aboveground shrub biomass 

 

 
CO2 

 
 

E 

 
 

N/A 

Emissions from the loss of 
above-ground shrub biomass 
can be a significant emission 
source in the baseline for 
certain projects. Exclusion is 
conservative. 
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SSR 

 
Source Description 

 
Gas 

Included (I), 
Optional (O), or 

Excluded (E) 

 

Quantification 
Method 

 
Justification/Explanation 

 
 
 
 

9 

 
 
 
 

Aboveground tree biomass 

 
 
 
 

CO2 

 
 
 
 

E 

 
 
 
 

N/A 

Trees may hold a significant 
amount of biomass, but the 
fate of that carbon after 
conversion is uncertain, 
depending upon the volume 
of wood, the species, and the 
accessibility of mills. This 
protocol conservatively 
excludes tree biomass from 
the baseline emissions 
calculations. 

 

 
10 

 

Aboveground non-woody 
biomass 

 

 
CO2 

 

 
E 

 

 
N/A 

Excluded, as the permanent 
pool is assumed to be very 
small, despite seasonal 
fluxes. The exclusion is 
conservative. 

 

11 

 

Soil inorganic carbon 

 

CO2 

 

E 

 

N/A 

Excluded, as this source is 
not included in the baseline 
modeling. The exclusion is 
conservative. 

 

12 

 

Dead wood 

 

CO2 

 

E 

 

N/A 

Excluded, as this emission 
source is assumed to be very 
small. The exclusion is 
conservative. 

 

13 

 

Wood products 

 

CO2 

 

E 

 

N/A 

Excluded, as this emission 
source is assumed to be very 
small. The exclusion is 
conservative. 

 

14 

 

Litter 

 

CO2 

 

E 

 

N/A 

Excluded, as this emission 
source is assumed to be very 
small. The exclusion is 
conservative. 

 
 
 
 

15 

 
 
 
 

Liming 

 
 
 
 

CO2 

 
 
 
 

E 

 
 
 
 

N/A 

Excluded, as the direction 
and magnitude of this 
emission source is uncertain. 
Current IPCC emission 
factors treat liming as an 
emission source, whereas 
current USDA quantification 
methodologies treat it as a 
net sink (6) (7). 



Grassland Protocol Version 2.1, February 2020 

35 

 

 

 
 

5 Quantifying GHG Emission Reductions 
GHG emission reductions from an avoided grassland conversion project are quantified by 
comparing actual project emissions to the calculated baseline emissions. Baseline emissions 
are an estimate of the GHG emissions from sources within the GHG Assessment Boundary 
(see Section 4) that would have occurred in the absence of the project. In the case of grassland 
projects, the baseline emissions include the loss of belowground organic carbon through 
conversion to cropland, as well as the GHG emissions from crop production. Project emissions 
are actual GHG emissions that occur at sources within the GHG Assessment Boundary. Project 
emissions include GHG emissions from grassland maintenance and grazing, as well as any 
leakage of baseline conversion activities. Project emissions must be subtracted from the 
baseline emissions to quantify the projectôs total net GHG emission reductions (Equation 5.1). 

 
Quantification of baseline emissions is done through the use of default emission factors 
developed through a probabilistic composite modeling approach. This approach greatly 
simplifies the quantification and monitoring of grassland projects, as compared to an approach 
based on site-specific sampling and modeling. Additional discussion of this approach can be 
found in Appendix B. 

 
Timelines for quantifying and reporting GHG emission reductions are detailed in Section 7.4. 
Project Owners may choose to quantify and verify GHG emission reductions on a more frequent 
basis if they desire. The length of time over which GHG emission reductions are periodically 
quantified is called the ñreporting period.ò The length of time over which GHG emission 
reductions are verified is called the ñverification period.ò Under this protocol, a verification period 
may cover multiple reporting periods (see Section 7.4). 

 

As of this writing, the Reserve relies on values for global warming potential (GWP) of non-CO2 

GHGs published in the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (2007).44 The values relevant for this protocol are provided in Table 5.1, below. These 
values are to be used for all grassland projects unless and until the Reserve issues written 
guidance to the contrary. 

 
Table 5.1. 100-year Global Warming Potential for Non-CO2 GHGs 

Non-CO2 GHG 100-Year GWP (CO2e) 

Methane (CH4) 25 

Nitrous Oxide (N2O) 298 

 

For project cooperatives, the quantification of emission reductions is carried out separately for 
each individual project. The cooperative structure does not change the quantification 
methodology contained within this section. To report the total results for the cooperative, the 
Cooperative Developer shall sum the results of Equation 5.1 for each project in the cooperative. 
However, it should be noted that CRTs are serialized and issued to individual projects, rather 
than the cooperative. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

44 Available here: https://www.ipcc.ch/publications_and_data/publications_and_data_reports.shtml. 

https://www.ipcc.ch/publications_and_data/publications_and_data_reports.shtml
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Figure 5.1. Organization of Quantification for Grassland Projects 

 
Equation 5.1. GHG Emission Reductions 

 

╔╡ =  ║╔  ╟╔ 

Where,   Units 

ER = Total emission reductions for the reporting period tCO2e 

BE = Total baseline emissions for the reporting period, from all SSRs in the GHG 
Assessment Boundary (as calculated in Section 5.1) 

tCO2e 

PE = Total project emissions for the reporting period, from all SSRs in the GHG 
Assessment Boundary (as calculated in Section 5.3) 

tCO2e 

 

5.1 Stratification 
For the purposes of this protocol, the U.S. has been stratified in order to enable the 
development of baseline and project emissions estimates that correspond to local soil 
conditions, climatic conditions, starting condition, and agricultural practices. A stratum 
represents a unique combination of these variables. All baseline and project modeling has been 
performed at the stratum level, enabling the resulting emissions estimates to represent relatively 
fine distinctions in the primary drivers of variation in emissions. In total, this protocol establishes 
emissions estimates for 1,002 total strata within the U.S. By stratifying the country in this 
manner, the emissions estimates used in this protocol provide greater local accuracy and 
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representation than would emission estimates generated at a national scale or with fewer 
variables. These variables act as filters that bring greater specificity to the emissions estimates 
by more precisely estimating the conditions of the project. Land is first broken down by climate 
and geography, then further delineated by the major soil type and texture, and finally evaluated 
based on the previous land use. 

 

For large projects, the project area may cover more than one stratum. In these instances, the 
project itself shall be divided up on an acreage basis into all appropriate strata. Instructions for 
identifying and calculating acreage in each stratum are provided in Section 5.1.4. All 
calculations shall be performed at the stratum level and summed to the project level where 
indicated. 

 
The following variables are used to stratify the U.S., and shall be used to determine the 
appropriate stratum for a project or project area: 

 

Á Geography and associated climate 
Á Soil texture 
Á Previous land use 

 
Each project shall be evaluated on the basis of each of these variables to determine its 
appropriate stratum, or strata, should its area contain multiple strata. The following sections 
provide guidance on determining the appropriate stratum for any parcel or portion of the project 
area. 

 

5.1.1 Geography and Associated Climate 

The first level of stratification used in this protocol delineates land based on its geography and 
associated climate, due to these factorsô important influence over carbon pools and sources in 
both natural and managed ecosystems (6). Regional climate and geographic conditions are 
determined through the use of Major Land Resource Area designations, as defined by the 
USDA NRCS (9). These designations are used for a variety of policy and planning decisions, as 
they represent information about land suitability for farming and other purposes. As such, they 
constitute a land area that has similar physical and climatic characteristics. In total, there are 
approximately 280 MLRAs in the U.S. However, some of these MLRAs contain very little 
cropland or grassland feasible for conversion. Appendix B provides an overview of the 
methodology used to screen out certain MLRAs based on the absence of significant areas of 
grassland or cropland, and constraints on data availability and modeling confidence. 

 
The USDA NRCS makes available tools for the geographic identification of MLRAs.45 

 

5.1.2 Soil Texture 

Soil texture has a significant impact on land productivity and carbon dynamics through 
influences on soil fertility and water balance and on soil organic matter stabilization processes 
(8). Accordingly, the second level of stratification requires differentiating by soil texture. While 
successively finer delineations of soil type and texture would yield greater precision, this 
protocol limits the stratification of soils into three major classes of surface soil texture as defined 
by USDA. These are: 

 
 
 

45 MLRA geographic data are available at: 
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/soils/survey/geo/?cid=nrcs142p2_053624. 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/soils/survey/geo/?cid=nrcs142p2_053624
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Á Coarse 
Á Medium 

Á Fine 
 

Table 5.2 explains how these three categories can be mapped to the various soil surface 
textures as they are listed in the soil database. 

 

5.1.3 Previous Land Use 

Initial carbon pools at project commencement are significantly influenced by previous land uses. 
Additionally, soil quality at project initiation influences nutrient inputs and farming practices in 
the baseline scenario. Because this protocol allows for the avoided conversion of grasslands 
with somewhat varied histories, the third level of stratification requires grasslands to be 
delimited by the duration of time the project area has been in a grassland state. This protocol 
defines the following two categories for grasslands: 

 
Á Greater than 10, but less than 30 years continuous grassland 
Á Greater than 30 years continuous, long-term permanent grassland 

 
Per Section 3.1, all lands enrolled under this protocol must have been in a documented 
grassland or pastureland state for at least 10 years prior to project commencement. This 
requirement is necessary to ensure the validity of the baseline soil carbon emission factors. 
Areas that have exceeded 30 years of pre-project grassland cover are classified in a different 
stratum. 

 

The Project Owner must document that the project site meets the definition of grassland as of 
the project start date. This may be done through a site visit by the verifier, or through other 
sources of evidence. Project Owners can use a wide variety of types of evidence, subject to 
review by the verifier. Evidence must cover every year that the land is asserted to have been 
grassland. It is easier for a verifier to confirm that the project area was in grasslands when the 
Project Owner provides evidence that is as specific and objective as possible. The list below 
contains examples of evidence that may be employed to document land use of the project area 
for a given period of time. 

 
Each piece of evidence must be corroborated by another piece of evidence of a different type. 
For example, if a Project Owner provides satellite data indicating grassland as the land cover on 
the project area for a given year, at least one additional form of documentation (such as a 
contract or an affidavit) is required for corroboration. Evidence cannot be corroborated by other 
evidence of the same type (e.g., satellite evidence cannot be corroborated by other satellite 
evidence). All land use evidence shall be subject to review and approval by the verifier. 

 

Examples of evidence demonstrating land use history: 
 

Á Site visit by the verifier (applies only to the relevant reporting period) 
Á Time-referenced photos of the project area taken during the relevant year(s) (applies to the 

areas that can reasonably be assessed with these photos) 
Á Time-referenced aerial photos taken during the relevant year(s) 
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Á Satellite data products, such as the Cropland Data Layer (CDL)46, National Land Cover 
Database,47 or MODIS Enhanced Vegetative Index48 

Á Continuous Vegetation Cover Report developed by the Rangeland Analysis Platform 
demonstrating the permanence of annual and perennial forb & grass cover49 

Á Contract(s) covering the relevant year(s) whose terms would require that the project 
area be grassland, but that would not cause the project to fail the legal requirement test 
(e.g., grazing leases or haying contracts) 

Á Tax records that indicate the land use during the relevant year(s) 
Á Notarized affidavit(s) from unrelated and unaffiliated parties attesting to the land use in 

the relevant year(s) 
Á Notarized affidavit from the Grassland Owner(s) attesting to the land use in the relevant 

year(s) 
Á Other official records submitted to or generated by a government agency that would 

indicate the land use or management during the relevant year(s) 
Á Easement monitoring reports applicable to the totality of the relevant reporting 

period(s)50 and developed by the Grantee 
 

This list is not meant to be comprehensive. The Project Owner may employ alternative 
approaches to monitoring land use on the project area, subject to review by the verifier. The 
evidence provided to satisfy this requirement must be sufficient to provide reasonable 
assurance as to the nature of the land use during the relevant time period. The Reserve has 
developed a companion document to this protocol, the Grassland Project Handbook, that 
provides further detail and discussion of the various options for satisfying the requirements of 
this section.51 

 

5.1.4 Stratum Identification and Measurement 

In total, this protocol stratifies the U.S. into 1,674 unique strata based on the three variables 
previously discussed (although emission factors were only able to be generated for 1,002 strata; 
see Appendix B for further details). Box 5.1 describes the method for naming each individual 
stratum. These names are then used in the companion tables for default parameters provided 
for each stratum.52 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

46 The Cropland Data Layer is a free remote sensing product developed and provided by the USDA National 
Agricultural Statistics Service. The data are available online at: http://nassgeodata.gmu.edu/CropScape/. 
47 The NLCD is a free remote sensing product provided by the Multi-Resolution Land Characteristics Consortium. The 
data are released every 5 years and is available online at: http://www.mrlc.gov/. 
48 MODIS data are provided by NASA and the USGS. Information regarding MOD13Q1 (the 16-day 250m global 
vegetation indices) is online at: https://lpdaac.usgs.gov/products/modis_products_table/mod13q1. 
49 The Continuous Vegetation Cover report can be generated by accessing https://rangelands.app and uploading a 
zip file of the project area to the service. These reports are only available for the Western United States. 
50 See this example for clarification: if a reporting period covers from January 1 to December 31 of one year and the 
easement monitoring report was issued on March of that year, the monitoring report cannot justify grassland 
permanence after March. 
51 The Grassland Project Handbook is available for download from the Reserve website at: 
http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/. This handbook will be updated periodically. 
52 Certain parameters required for project eligibility and quantification are contained in a separate document, 
Grassland Project Parameters, available at: http://www.climateactionreserve.org/how/protocols/grassland/. 










































































































































