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The European Green Deal and land-based net carbon absorption

The overall aim of the European Green Deal (EGD) is to reach so-called cli-
mate neutrality by 2050, i.e., the remaining balance of greenhouse gas emissions 
(GHGs) shall be offset by an equal amount of negative GHG emissions (sinks) 
to arrive at net-zero emissions by the target year 2050. The intermediate goal 
of reducing net GHG emissions has been set to be at least 55% by 2030 com-
pared to 1990 levels. For the first time, the EU plans to systematically use GHG 
sinks as part of its overall strategy to reach net-zero climate emission goals. While 
the European Commission also foresees the use of new technological solutions 
such as carbon dioxide removal, land-based carbon sinks are proven at scale and 
will have to shoulder the major sink function for carbon neutrality (European 
Commission, 2020b, p. 7). Within land-based carbon sinks, forests are the sin-
gle largest contributor. In this chapter, we focus on the proposed EU-internal 
land-based strategies and especially on forest-related strategies in the pursuit of 
enhancing carbon sinks within the EU as proposed by the European Commission. 
We outline the European Commission’s specific position in detail as proposed in 
the EGD of 2019. We argue that Commission proposals are of a high political rel-
evance to understand how the objectives of the EGD can be achieved. Focusing on 
the European Commission as the key actor, we are not discussing the long-stand-
ing conflict and diverging positions among EU institutions, member states, and 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) regarding carbon sinks to fulfil the EU’s 
mitigation goals (e.g., Savaresi et al., 2020; Sotirov et al., 2021; see also Gheuens 
in this volume). Instead, this chapter focuses on key initiatives of the European 
Commission in the pursuit of forest-related carbon sinks to accomplish the 2030 
GHG goals and the 2050 goal of net-zero GHG emissions during the Presidency 
of Ursula von der Leyen. While these proposals may differ from the final negoti-
ated outcomes, the principal directions they are taking are likely to remain in place 
for the time being and will help guide our readers. To analyse how the European 
Commission proposes to induce change regarding carbon sinks, we employ the 
analytical framework of this edited volume, focusing on the logic of consequences 
and the logic of appropriateness (see Dyrhauge and Kurze’s introduction to this 
volume). Accordingly, we interpret which aspects of land-based policies proposed 
by the Commission better reflect each of these logics and the mechanisms at work 
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(or, potentially, neither). Thus, we contribute to the research question of how 
the single most important key actor (i.e., the European Commission) pursues the 
objective of the EGD.

In the following section, we review the EGD as relevant to land-based sinks 
and the overall EU goal to become climate neutral by 2050. The section thereaf-
ter outlines the analytical framework and how we will apply it in the domain of 
land-based carbon sinks. The two subsequent sections provide a review of the key 
Commission proposals, respectively, the EU Forest Strategy for 2030 and the Land 
Use, Land Use Change and Forestry (LULUCF) Regulation. Finally, we outline 
policy recommendations on how land-based carbon sinks could effectively contrib-
ute to meeting the EU’s goal of becoming climate neutral.

The European Green Deal and forest carbon sinks

Without any ambiguity, the Commission declared in 2020 that “[t]he President 
of the Commission has made the EGD the top political priority. … A balanced, 
realistic, and prudent pathway to climate neutrality by 2050 requires an emissions 
reduction target of 55% by 2030” (European Commission, 2020d, pp. 1–2). This 
communication was backed by the EU Climate Law passed in July 2021 (European 
Commission, 2020b, Article 2). In the European Commission’s envisioned trajec-
tory, Europe’s GDP is allowed to more than double between 1990 and 2050; green-
house gas emissions have to be reduced by 90% by 2050 compared to 1990 levels, 
and remaining emissions are to be offset by yearly net carbon sink enhancement by 
2050 (Figure 4.1). Compared to current levels, land use and forests are expected 
to make increasing contributions from 2030 onwards, given enhanced policies (see 
Sections 4 and 5 below for details).

Since building up net negative emissions is a long-term policy challenge (Sprinz, 
2009a, 2009b), prudent planning is required now to deliver sink capacity in the 
future. Until recently, the EU largely eschewed permitting forest carbon, the major 
net sink component of LULUCF in the EU (see Figure 4.2), to make a contribution 
to its own climate strategy, despite allowing it within the international architecture 
of the United Nations Framework on Climate Change (UNFCCC) Kyoto Protocol 
(European Commission, 2008). In particular, the EU was hesitant in the global 
context about a lack of ambition, the additionality of policies, a lack of moni-
toring, reporting, and verification, as well as liability for permanence (European 
Commission, 2008, p. 12).

Forests serve as the major land-based carbon sink over time, yet the net absorp-
tion of carbon fluctuates, as Figure 4.2 demonstrates. Against this background, 
the 2050 climate goal of net-zero GHG emissions (or climate neutrality) requires 
substantial intra-EU policy change: The 2050 long-term climate neutrality goal 
requires the inclusion of LULUCF by design. While relatively small at present 
in comparison to GHG emissions, LULUCF will be a crucial policy lever in the 
run-up to 2050 as well as throughout the second half of the 21st century when 
remaining yearly emissions have to be offset by yearly carbon sinks. The European 
Commission now acknowledges that:
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Figure 4.1  The EU’s proposed route to net-zero GHG emissions Source: European 
Commission (2020d, 7). Produced by DG CLIMA, used according to the EUR-
Lex copyright notice.
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(2020a, p. 93). Produced by DG CLIMA, used according to the EUR-Lex 
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the EU land use sector is of particular importance, given that it presently 
provides for the largest source of net removals of CO2 from the atmosphere 
that humans can impact. Restoring and growing our land carbon sink – the 
ability to absorb CO2 by our natural environment such as trees – is crucial to 
our climate goals. … We need a growing sink in order for the EU to achieve 
climate neutrality by 2050. Reversing the current trend requires significant 
short-term action due to long lead times, especially in forestry. This includes 
improved and enforced forest protection and more sustainable forest manage-
ment as well as sustainable re- and afforestation and improved soil manage-
ment including through the restoration of wetlands, peatlands and degraded 
land in line with the Biodiversity Strategy and contributing to its aims

(European Commission, 2020d, pp. 7–8 & 11–12).

Put differently, in the absence of technological breakthroughs, without a solid 
LULUCF-based build-up of net negative emissions, especially forest carbon, the 
prudence of the EU 2050 climate goals may be questioned, the internal and exter-
nal credibility of the EU could evaporate, and the mandate of the EU for climate 
policy as a union-wide policy could be in jeopardy when member state citizens 
respond to potential failure. Conversely, LULUCF is a policy option for the EU to 
demonstrate the feasibility of internal, long-term policies, the build-up of political 
constituents, and an increasing role for EU institutions vis-a-vis its member states. 
Thus, the European Commission opted for the full integration of LULUCF into 
economy-wide GHG reduction targets and accounting (European Commission, 
2020c).

Despite the crucial role attached to the land-based sector in the European Green 
Deal, comparatively little specificity was added beyond aiming for a land carbon 
sink of –310 mt CO2eq/year by 2030, since only policy intentions were aired, sup-
ported by modelling, and a perspective that the combined agriculture, forestry, 
and land use sector could become the first net carbon-neutral sector (European 
Commission, 2020a, p. 61; 2020d, p. 17; 2021b, p. 10).

While current net emissions of the LULUCF sector average about –300 mt 
CO2 equivalent, their envisioned role by 2050 aims at about –500 mt CO2 eq/
year (European Commission, 2020a, p. 97). With a view of the long-term role 
that LULUCF plays in offsetting remaining high abatement cost emissions by 
2050, the EU Commission acknowledges: “The long-term transition needs to be 
planned urgently and implementation started with a sense of urgency” (European 
Commission, 2020a, p. 149).

Subsequent efforts of the European Commission under the “Fit for 55” policy 
package specified how the 2030 goal of reducing GHG emissions by 55% compared 
to 1990 levels can be reached. In particular, the EGD was put into the context of 
the recovery plans from the COVID-19 pandemic and the social cushioning of the 
transformation. A range of adjustments of pricing and regulatory instruments were 
employed, and the introduction of new pricing mechanisms such as a new carbon 
border adjustment mechanism were considered (European Commission, 2021b). 
All these regulatory interconnections add to the complexity of the undertaking of 
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a climate-related transition. Most important in the context of enhancing the carbon 
net sink are the forest-related changes to regulations on LULUCF and, more gener-
ally, forests to which we turn in the subsequent sections following an overview of 
our theoretical focus in the next section.

Analytical framework

The common analytical framework builds on the logic of consequences and the 
logic of appropriateness (March & Olsen, 1998) as guiding ideal-types to inves-
tigate how the EU may induce change in view of achieving the objectives of the 
EGD at home and abroad (see Dyrhauge and Kurze’s introduction to this volume). 
Here, we briefly point out how we apply the analytical framework to our particu-
lar research question regarding the European Commission and its proposals in the 
domain of forest-related land-based carbon sinks. More precisely, we focus on the 
governance mechanisms and respective policy instruments and actions proposed 
by the European Commission. To identify the preferred policies and hence the 
underlying logics of action in the Commission’s approach, we conduct a document 
analysis (i.e., proposals by the Commission as outlined in the following two sec-
tions) and draw on background expert interviews.

In line with the logic of consequences, the European Commission is assumed 
to espouse clear targets pointing in particular to the costs of not taking action 
on climate change. More importantly, the prime governance mechanism suit-
able to change the behaviour of rational actors (i.e., utility maximisers) is to 
manipulate their utility calculations. Hence, following an instrumental ration-
ality, the European Commission is expected to create positive and negative 
incentives (Börzel & Risse, 2012, pp. 6–7; see also Dyrhauge and Kurze’s intro-
duction to this volume). Accordingly, we consider the following policy instru-
ments as reflecting the logic of consequences in the field of land-based carbon 
sinks: subsidies, tax breaks, support, and payment schemes, as well as clear 
sanctions in case of breaking sector-specific goals, e.g., a penalty for violating 
a country’s contribution to enhancing forest sinks, as, e.g., legislated for sectors 
outside the EU Emissions Trading System (e.g., Agora Verkehrwende – Agora 
Energiewende, 2018).

By contrast, following the logic of appropriateness, the European Commission 
would rather appeal to the normative obligation of the EU and its member states to 
reach climate neutrality regardless of pecuniary costs and benefits. In other words, 
protecting the climate is the right thing to do, especially considering the EU’s 
aspired climate leadership role in implementing the Paris Agreement (Kurze, 2020). 
To change norms and the beliefs of policy recipients, the European Commission 
will most likely rely on so-called soft governance mechanisms, namely persuasion 
and socialisation (Börzel & Risse, 2012, pp. 7–8; see also Dyrhauge and Kurze’s 
introduction to this volume). Translated to the level of policy instruments and con-
crete action, which we investigate empirically in the domain of forest carbon sinks, 
the European Commission is assumed to pursue, for instance, policy dialogues, 
stakeholder consultations, and educational programmes.
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Clearly, both logics of action are likely to play a role in the European Commission 
proposals in the domain of forest-based carbon sinks. However, as pointed out by 
March and Olsen (1998, p. 949), we seek to identify if one of the logics is more 
strongly observable in the actual behaviour of actors, in our case the European 
Commission. In the following section, we review proposed changes to the EU 
Forest Strategy and the EU LULUCF regulation on land-based carbon sinks, out-
line the policy instruments, how they are linked to the governance mechanisms, 
and reveal the underlying logic of action.

The 2021 EU Forest Strategy

In 2021, the Commission released its EU Forest Strategy for 2030 which has a 
strong emphasis on “the quantity and the quality of EU forests and strengthening 
their protection, restoration and resilience” (European Commission, 2021a). This 
new strategy replaces the EU Forest Strategy from 2013 (European Commission, 
2013). It acknowledges the vital and multifunctional role of EU forests and forest-
related sectors in tackling climate change and biodiversity loss.

Achieving the 2030 climate target and the climate neutrality goal requires sub-
stantial effort to monitor the EU’s emission reductions as well as to effectively 
enhance removal by natural sinks. Forests as a natural resource1 capture and store 
large quantities of carbon; they will, therefore, play a key role in reaching the ambi-
tious net removal target for the Union of –310 million tonnes of carbon dioxide-
equivalents p.a. by 2030 as set out in the 2021 proposal for a revised Regulation on 
LULUCF (European Commission, 2021a) (see below for details).

Specifically, the EU Forest Strategy for 2030 outlines three main objectives 
with regards to forests, namely to

• protect and restore EU forests,
• ensure sustainable forest management (SFM), and
• ensure a better understanding of forest ecosystems that includes effective moni-

toring and planning on EU forests (European Commission, 2021a, p. 3).

For each objective, a set of actions is identified. Some of these actions are clearly 
quantified, e.g., planting 3 billion additional trees by 2030; others remain general 
and are not easy to implement effectively, e.g., to encourage the bioeconomy sector 
so as to embrace sustainable principles (European Commission, 2021d). The EU’s 
pledge to plant 3 billion additional trees will require tremendous knowledge about 
which tree species are appropriate and to ensure a natural cycle of forest growth and 
adaptation (Rogal, 2021). It will also take strong commitments by the EU member 
states to implement this tangible target. If this specific action is implemented fully, 
it will positively contribute to achieve climate neutrality by 2050 – but less to the 
EU’s intermediate climate pledges for 2030 – since trees need several decades 
to grow and adapt to the local conditions, depending on the species, density, and 
other endogenous factors (Magalhães et al., 2021). Although the 2021 EU Forest 
Strategy does propose payment schemes for forest owners and managers for the 
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provision of ecosystem services – thus creating incentives in line with the logic of 
consequences – overall the Commission’s approach relies primarily on the logic of 
appropriateness (see Table 4.1 for details).

In the same vein, forest management practices in the EU member states and 
regions are diverse and crucial to maintain biodiversity and address climate change 
in forests. Although the EU’s Forest Strategy for 2030 outlines activities (e.g., 
promoting the uptake of sustainably harvested wood in the construction sector) to 
ensure sustainable forest management, best practices and show cases have been 
hampered by lack of knowledge and communication. Therefore, the EU’s sustaina-
ble forest management framework – under the EU’s Forest Strategy for 2030 – out-
lines “a more detailed screening tool for ecosystem health, climate & biodiversity” 
(European Commission, 2021a, p. 13), aiming to enhance the understanding of 
forest management approaches and their impact. It includes additional indicators 
and determines concrete thresholds or ranges such as respecting the subsidiary 
principle, initiation on a voluntary basis, and the acknowledgement of regional 
varieties of forests. The EU’s policy instruments are based on the logic of con-
sequences when it comes to specific measures and indicators (e.g., the increased 
supply of long-lived wood products or incentives for member states to change 
their regulations on long-lived wood products and to provide an innovation fund 
in the construction sector), aiming at enhancing forest ecosystem management. 
This framework, if adopted by the EU member states and the forest stakeholders, 
will substantially improve the knowledge, the management, and the monitoring 
of EU forests. This means that the Commission’s role to explain and assess these 
rules, as well as to create “an inclusive space for all forests stakeholders to dis-
cuss” (European Commission, 2021d, p. 3) is central, yet also remains unspecific. 
Here, the logic of appropriateness is more apparent since the EU clearly empha-
sises the crucial role of dialogue (as a policy instrument) across forest stakeholders 
and preserving the diversified and rich know-how of forest best practices across 
member states. Similarly, the European Commission’s target to increase the skill 
set of forest stakeholders and to promote forestry training can also be considered 
through the logic of appropriateness. To summarise, the European Commission 
relies on the Forest Strategy for 2030 mainly on persuasion and socialisation as 
policy mechanisms to induce change in view of the overall goals of the European 
Green Deal.

Thus, seen through the conceptual lenses of the logic of consequences and the 
logic of appropriateness, the revised forest strategy of the EU is inspired by the need 
for forest carbon to contribute to the net sinks to be built up by 2050 and beyond, 
yet the more immediate policy levers appear to be disproportionately inspired by 
the logic of appropriateness (see Table 4.1). Given that land-based policies take a 
long lead time to generate effects, and given the EU’s goal to become climate neu-
tral by 2050, the logic of consequences appears to be written in small letters while 
the logic of appropriateness is written in capital letters in the context of forest strat-
egy. Perhaps this should not be surprising since the EU lacks authority in directing 
the forest policies of member states (Pirlot et al., 2018). If agriculture offers any 
guidance, substantial amounts of financial incentives and political efforts have to 
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Table 4.1  EU Forest Strategy objectives and logic of action

Objectives Actions/measures outlined in 
the EU Forest Strategy

Logic of the Commission’s actions

Protect and restore 
EU forests

 • protecting remaining EU 
primary and old-growth 
forests (LoA)

 • establishing legally binding 
nature restoration targets for 
forests such as restoration 
measures to enhance 
biodiversity for forest 
ecosystems* (LoC)

 • planting 3 billion additional 
trees by 2030 across the EU; 
creating payment schemes 
for forest owners and 
managers for the provision 
of ecosystem services (LoC)

 • LoA: The Commission relies 
on voluntary cooperation with 
member states and stakeholders 
to agree on a common definition 
for primary and old-growth 
forests and on a common 
understanding of sustainable 
forest management

 • LoC: The Commission sets out 
(binding) quantitative targets 
and creates positive incentives.

Ensure sustainable 
forest 
management 
(SFM)

 • encourage the bioeconomy 
sector to embrace 
sustainable principles 
(LoA)

 • promoting the uptake of 
sustainably harvested wood 
in the construction sector 
(both logics)

 • LoA: The Commission 
promotes dialogue and 
programmes on the sustainable 
production of non-wood forest 
products (regional, national, 
subnational); an increased skill 
set for enhanced sustainable 
forest management practices 
and educational programmes for 
the public on forest biodiversity

 • LoC: The Commission sets out 
tangible pledges to increase 
the supply of long-lived wood 
products, sets incentives for 
member states to change 
regulations on long-lived 
wood products and to provide 
an innovation fund in the 
construction sector.

Ensure a better 
understanding 
of forest 
ecosystems that 
includes effective 
monitoring and 
planning on EU 
forests.

 • improving the monitoring 
of the state of EU forests 
including improved remote 
sensing (both logics)

 • ensuring member states 
develop Strategic Plans for 
their forests (LoA)

 • LoA: The Commission 
highlights the crucial role 
of dialogue across forest 
stakeholders and to preserve the 
diversified and rich know-how 
of forest best practices across 
member states.

(Continued)
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be undertaken to make the forestry sector fit for climate neutrality by 2050. EU 
policies appear, at the time of writing, too timid to deliver scalable forest carbon 
sinks, and substantial financial incentives or penalties will be needed to deliver the 
forestry component of long-lasting climate neutrality.

LULUCF Regulation (2018 and Revisions)

EU LULUCF Regulation 2018 and forest carbon

The EU Regulation for the Land Use, Land Use Change and Forestry (LULUCF) 
sector adopted in 2018 (European Commission, 2018) covers CO2 emissions and 
removal and greenhouse gas emissions of CH4 and N2O resulting from the man-
agement of land, forests, and biomass during the period 2021–2030 (European 
Commission, 2021c). The 2018 LULUCF Regulation aims at a “no debit” tar-
get in LULUCF emissions, i.e., emissions from land use must be entirely com-
pensated by equivalent removals of CO2 from land use in each member state 
(which also includes managed cropland, grasslands, and wetlands besides for-
ests) for the period 2020–2030. This regulation was designed to complement 
the EU Emissions Trading System (ETS) and the EU Effort Sharing Regulation 
Directives (ESR) – both of which excluded the LULUCF sector. In combina-
tion, all three regulations together were charged to reduce EU emissions from 
1990–2030 by 40% as envisioned a decade before the proposal for the more 
recent EGD.

 • encourage citizen 
involvement through 
Map-My-Tree, to keep 
track of the 3 billion trees 
roadmap (LoA)

 • creating an inclusive space 
for all stakeholders to 
interact (LoA)

 • LoC: The Commission 
proposes change in the realm of 
monitoring and reporting, the 
need to establish an “integrated 
forest monitoring framework” 
for the EU at large; the need 
to create new parameters and 
indicators and consider digitally 
innovative tools (Copernicus 
programmes, Galileo).

Source: Elaborated by the authors based on the analytical framework and European Commission 
(2021d)
* Detailed indicators are available in the Annex VI – Annexes to the proposal for a Regulation on 
nature restoration, European Commission, 2022: https://environment .ec .europa .eu /publications /nature 
-restoration -law _en
Note: LoA, logic of appropriateness; LoC, logic of consequences; both, both logics.

Table 4.1  Continued

Objectives Actions/measures outlined in 
the EU Forest Strategy

Logic of the Commission’s actions

https://environment.ec.europa.eu
https://environment.ec.europa.eu
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EU LULUCF Revision (2021) and forest carbon

The proposal to amend the LULUCF Regulation released on 14 July 2021 is a 
cornerstone to ensure achieving the EU’s 2030 and 2050 GHG emissions targets. 
In this proposal (European Commission, 2021c), the Commission has adopted a 
comprehensive approach describing the substantial changes in the system and the 
functioning of the regulation starting in 2026 (Schlacke et al., 2022). While some 
scholars suggest that “the rules do not set incentives for long-term planning of miti-
gation measures” (Böttcher et al., 2019, p. 6) and “[f]or achieving a higher ambition 
level in the LULUCF sector that is becoming relevant after 2030[,] the account-
ing rules need to be accompanied with an overall mitigation target as described in 
the EU long-term strategy that reflects the sector’s expected role” (Böttcher et al., 
p. 31). Others maintain that the revision of the 2018 LULUCF Regulation repre-
sents “work in progress, a dynamic legislative instrument with commitments that 
are to be tightened sooner rather than later” (Leijten, 2019, 6).

In the 2021 LULUCF proposal (European Commission, 2021c), the Commission 
suggests strengthening the contribution from the LULUCF sector in line with the 
revised 2030 climate goals to be set at –310m t CO2 equivalents. This reinforces 
the obligation for member states to submit integrated mitigation plans for the land 
sector and enhances monitoring requirements by way of digital technologies. This 
reflects policy instruments typically associated with the logic of consequence as 
member states will have to calculate their total emissions and removals and have to 
ensure compliance with the rules (European Commission, 2021c, Articles 4.1 and 
4.2). The proposal also sets the EU target of climate neutrality for 2035 in the land 
sector and commits the Commission to make proposals for national contributions 
to the 2035 target by 2025 (European Commission, 2021c, p. 3) and, more gener-
ally, outlines a set of comprehensive goals aligned with the EGD objectives with 
respect to different policy areas (i.e., climate, biodiversity, renewable energy) and 
other sectors (e.g., the non-CO2 agricultural sector).

The revised LULUCF Regulation as a part of the “Fit for 55” package is con-
nected to all ecosystems and economic activities that rely on land and the services 
it provides (European Commission, 2021c, p. 9). Therefore, it presents synergies 
and conflicts with other EU land-related policies, i.e., the Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP), environmental policies, energy policy, and the Renewable Energy 
Directive (RED) (Savaresi & Perugini, 2021). The use of forest biomass is an 
important source of renewable energy in the EU (European Commission, 2021f). 
Compared to the previous 2018 LULUCF Regulation, minor, non-substantive 
changes in the LULUCF regulatory framework for the first compliance period 
2021–2025 are proposed, yet significant changes are suggested for the second com-
pliance period in 2026–2030 (European Commission, 2021c). The most substantial 
changes in the Commission’s proposed amendments concern forests. The envi-
sioned increase in pan-EU LULUCF removals from –300 to –310 million tonnes 
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CO2 (i.e., enhancement of carbon sinks) by 2030 is a minor component of the “Fit 
for 55” package and does not provide guidance until 2050. Long-term guidance 
is needed for land-based policies due to policy inertia. The EU will have to play 
a persuasive and discursive role (Torney et al., 2018) to facilitate the adoption of 
these changes and thereby the ‘green transformation’.

Potentially transformative change through the recognition of “new catego-
ries of carbon storage products (including harvested wood products)” (European 
Commission, 2021c, Art. 9) is proposed. New provisions will ensure additionality 
and permanence of land-based carbon removal and will require enhanced monitor-
ing of land, thereby helping to protect and enhance the resilience of nature-based 
carbon removal throughout the European Union. This change can be understood 
best through the logic of appropriateness: Carbon storage products as well as the 
related improvement in the accounting, certification, and reporting system reflect 
adaptation to the increased overall target in the “Fit for 55” package; however, 
there are no penalties included for non-compliance so far.

Another major change related to the flexibility mechanism (European 
Commission, 2021c, Art. 13) aims at restructuring member states’ compensation 
for emissions. Member states will have to adopt the EU’s new rules to calculate 
and compensate their removals in line with Forest Reference Levels (FRLs) with 
an ultimate objective to simplify the accounting rules often judged too complex to 
implement (European Commission, 2018). Member states will also have to provide 
evidence for their compensation of emissions that have exceeded removals and 
thereby of any unexpected decrease in net removals to the European Commission. 
Overall, this aspect is best understood by the logic of consequences due to the bal-
ancing requirement for GHG accounting.

The Commission’s proposal to amend the 2018 LULUCF Regulation allows 
forest carbon to emerge as a key lever across various policies and strategies to 
achieve the EU’s climate targets. Despite the proposed revisions, some key ele-
ments still need to be addressed. The use of forest biomass as a source of renew-
able energy should be revised in both the EU LULUCF and the Renewable Energy 
Directives (European Commission, 2021e). More rigorous sustainability criteria to 
evaluate consistently the use of woody biomass in the EU may help address these 
concerns and ensure transparency (Savaresi & Perugini, 2021). The revised target 
of a net reduction of 55% by 2030 has led to the LULUCF ambition to increase 
from –300 to –310 m t CO2 equivalents, which is insufficient to achieve the 2050 
climate neutrality goal. In addition, the EU should clearly specify how it scales up 
LULUCF to be a carbon sink from –310 mt CO2 eq per year to –500 mt CO2 eq per 
year by 2050.

In sum, LULUCF provides challenges. The ambitions for these land-based 
emissions are mostly modest. Up to 2030, they contribute little to emissions reduc-
tions and are mostly in line with the avoidance of emissions increases. Governance 
mechanisms and instruments associated with the logic of consequences are poten-
tially relevant in the LULUCF Regulation, as exemplified by the Commission’s 
insistence on monitoring and the quest for transparency. Yet, powerful sticks and 
carrots are missing in the Commission’s proposal so far. By contrast, the logic of 
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appropriateness builds on norms-guided behaviour. Given that land-based emis-
sions and/or enhancement of sinks ought to make a sizeable contribution to a 55% 
reduction of 1990 GHG emissions, one may be struck that the “logic of inappropri-
ateness” (i.e., it is appropriate to be unambitious) may be at work – especially with 
a view towards the climate neutrality goal of 2050.

Conclusion and policy recommendations

In this chapter, we have focused on the European Commission’s proposals on the 
forest land-based carbon sinks to analyse how the European Commission aims to 
induce increased carbon sinks within the EGD framework. We have applied the 
analytical framework of this edited volume, focusing on the logic of consequences 
and the logic of appropriateness (see Dyrhauge and Kurze’s introduction to this 
volume) and related policy instruments and actions. Our findings show that while 
both logics of action play a role in the European Commission’s proposals, the logic 
of appropriateness dominates the logic of consequences. Overall, we see the logic 
of appropriateness at work which is – perhaps – a reflection of the modest financial 
resources available to the EU and the lack of clear European-level authority on 
land-based sinks, especially forests. In the end, the net-zero goal of 2050 will hinge 
on the success to create carbon sinks on a yearly basis – which may necessitate 
powerful incentives, long lead times, and higher political priority by the European 
Commission as well as its member states.

We also offer a few concluding remarks on land-based policies to increase for-
est carbon sinks as part of the European Green Deal. Firstly, the EGD with its 
2050 goal of reaching climate neutrality on a continental scale clearly does not 
lack ambition. The 2030 policy proposals for the land-based sectors with respect 
to LULUCF and forest (carbon) are not ambitious. In order to meet the 2050 car-
bon neutrality goal, the LULUCF carbon sinks need substantially higher priority 
and may need to be supported by other policy measures such as carbon capture 
and storage (CCS). To enhance the current net sink of LULUCF from currently 
ca. –300 mt CO2 eq/year to –500 mt CO2 eq/year constitutes a 2/3 increase and 
will necessitate decades of lead time. Forest carbon provides the major carbon 
sink within LULUCF, thereby highlighting the strategic importance of a hitherto 
largely neglected aspect of EU climate policy. Given the limited time horizon 
for the revision of the Forest Strategy for 2030 and the LULUCF Regulation, it 
appears doubtful based on the analysis of the Commission proposals that the EU 
has a clear and timely strategy to create sinks in order to fulfil the climate neutrality 
goal it set itself.

Secondly, rather than creating a strong incentive mechanism to reduce emis-
sions and create sinks – such as a remuneration system of guaranteed minimum 
prices per tonne of carbon permanently sequestered – the EU has opted for a larger 
set of complex policies in conjunction with the European Green Deal. The limited 
financial clout of the EU, amounting to about a percentage point of GDP across 
the member states, is in stark contrast with the multiple double digits of GDP the 
member states routinely control. The basic challenge of such policy complexity is 
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consistency and positive interaction among the various levers (e.g., the LULUCF 
Regulation and the revised Forest Strategy) – as well as the ability to politically 
steer such complexity. If the EU does not upgrade its sink policies, yet the member 
states wish to fulfil their net-zero GHG emission goals for domestic political rea-
sons, the EU will have to “muddle through” and might lose substantial legitimacy 
on one of this century’s major challenges.

Thirdly, the member states are in the lead on forests. As the EU does not have much 
of a mandate on forests and is, hitherto, unable to use incentive-based mechanisms to 
let the logic of consequences flourish, it has resorted disproportionally to the logic of 
appropriateness to design its land-based forest-related sink policies. It is doubtful that 
continent-wide sink enhancement can mostly rely on appropriateness as a substan-
tial deviation from business-as-usual. The proposed revised EU LULUCF Regulation 
foresees an 8% non-compliance penalty for the unabated amounts to be applied to 
the period post-2030. This does not signal strong enforcement, even if activated. For 
comparison, the Kyoto Protocol foresaw a 30% non-compliance penalty to be applied 
to subsequent compliance periods, and negotiating future obligations allowed member 
states to adjust future ambitions, thereby relieving the penalty of its stick function. 
Functionally, the LULUCF non-compliance procedure is a repetition of a design error 
of the Kyoto Protocol’s sanctioning mechanism – and this was very well known to 
negotiators of the Kyoto Protocol as one of the authors observed in situ.

How a two-third increase in net carbon sink capacity can materialise in the 
presence of ageing (and thereby less carbon-absorbing) forests in several member 
countries remains an issue to be resolved by the European Commission and the EU 
governance system. Resolving this issue will be key to achieving the objectives of 
the European Green Deal.
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Note
1 Most of the literature, including the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 

reports, recognises trees as a nature-based solution for the efficient and cost-effective 
absorption of CO2. Moreover, afforestation and reforestation are considered as promi-
nent negative emission technologies to be deployed on a large scale.
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