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SUMMARY

Put simply, verification is the practice of confirming whether an assertion is true, in that it conforms to
set expectations under an agreed level of scrutiny. Verification plays a central role in substantiating the
validity of credits in environmental markets. Verification of credit-generating projects includes
administrative and technical review, as well as confirmation that the project has been implemented as
promised. Verification systems are used to support programs in the regulatory and voluntary crediting
context, and to support robust internal tracking systems. Verification systems should seek to provide
trusted confirmation that credits represent real environmental benefit. Those designing a verification

system will need to make decisions about who conducts verification review and what qualifications
they need, what information is reviewed, and the frequency with which verification should occur.
Options and examples are used to explore tradeoffs inherent in making these decisions such that the
resulting system supports transparency and accountability, ensures costs do not detract from the
ability to provide greater environmental benefits, and builds opportunities to learn and improve
programs quickly.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Put simply, verification is the practice of confirming
whether an assertion is true, in that it conforms to
set expectations under an agreed level of scrutiny.
It is a fundamental and logical process that can be
applied to individuals, organizations, projects, or
processes in a wide range of contexts. Parents verify
whether rooms are clean and beds are made,
nations investigate the validity of other nations’
promises, auditors evaluate financial practices
relative to legal standards — each confirming the
reality of a claim and seeking a balance between
trusting that participants claims are true and
confirming them independently.

Verification plays a central role in substantiating the
validity of credits in environmental markets. Credits
are tradable units representing the benefits of
specific actions that improve environmental quality
or the provision of ecosystem services, often
through conservation or restoration (Willamette
Partnership, 2013). Credits can be bought, sold, or

used to account for environmental gains or losses.
Credits are often used to meet regulatory
obligations that mitigate environmental impacts,
such as the loss of habitat or release of a pollutant
into the air or water. Water quality and carbon
trading programs use verification procedures to
ensure that credits represent actual pollution
reductions. More broadly within the environmental
markets context, verification systems are applied to
products and projects by ecolabeling organizations
(e.g., USDA Organic, Salmon-Safe, Oregon Tilth),
conservation incentive programs (e.g., USDA Farm
Bill payments, New York State Department of
Environmental Conservation’s Landowner Incentive
Program), and internal corporate sustainability
tracking (e.g., REl's aspiration to become an
organization with zero waste-to-landfill by 2020 (RElI,
2014)).

The duty of conducting verification review is
assigned amongst the participating parties, either
by allowing the party undergoing verification to
corroborate its own claims (self-verification); having
the regulatory agency, or other controlling party,


http://www.willamettepartnership.org/

confirm the assertions (agency-led verification); or
through review by an independent entity (third party
verification).

The following discussion explores key concepts and
considerations for verifying the environmental
benefits of conservation and restoration actions
toward the generation of water quality and habitat
credits in US markets, but will pull widely from
carbon emissions trading, ecolabel standards, and
voluntary incentive programs to explain and
illustrate shared components and concepts within
verification.

1.1 VALUE OF VERIFICATION IN CREDITING
SYSTEMS

Currently in the United States, there are active
markets for credits including wetland habitat,
endangered species habitat, reductions in emission
of air pollutants, water quantity, and pollutant
reductions that improve water quality.

Unlike many agricultural or other products, it can be
difficult for credit buyers to confirm first-hand the
quantity or quality of their credits because the
underlying actions tend to be implemented in
dispersed locations across dynamic landscapes.
Furthermore, environmental benefits underlying
credits may stem from complex biological or
ecological processes that are difficult or impossible
to see (e.g., changes in soil infiltration or erosion
rates, carbon sequestration, etc.). In order for the
buyer to have confidence that they are purchasing
real environmental benefits, and in order for
regulators to have confidence that obligations are
truly being met, systems must be in place to confirm
that the conservation practices used are eligible,
credits were calculated accurately, and the practices
used to generate credits are indeed installed and
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being maintained. Verification plays a central role in
filling this gap and substantiating the validity of a
credit.

1.2 COMPONENTS OF CREDIT VERIFICATION
Credit-generating projects are typically reviewed in
the first year of project implementation, a process
referred to hereafter as “initial verification,” and in
subsequent years of the project life, referred to
hereafter as “ongoing verification.” The following
components of review are frequently included in the
initial and ongoing verification of credit-generating
projects to confirm that credits were created
according to approved protocols and meet program
standards:

1. Administrative review — Review of
documentation for the credit-generating
project to confirm conformance with program
protocols and standards. Administrative
review typically covers completeness — that all
necessary documentation has been provided
- and consistency with program standards —
confirmation that documentation
demonstrates conformance with the programs
protocols and standards.

2. Technical review — Evaluation of the accuracy
and documentation of the modeling,
measurement, or other method applied to
determine credit quantity. For modeling
approaches to credit quantification, this may
include review of modeling inputs and
assumptions or a full independent
recalculation of credit quantity. For
measurement-based approaches, this may
include review of monitoring plans and
datasets, the data collection quality assurance
and quality control plan, and/or device
calibration procedures.

3. Confirmation of project implementation
and/or performance - Confirmation, often
visual, that conservation or restoration actions
have been installed in accordance with
relevant guidelines or quality standards and
are functioning in accordance with any
performance criteria. This may occur through
an onsite inspection, self-reporting, or use of
remote sensing (e.g., photographic, video,
aerial, and/or LIDAR images).

The term “verification” has been used to refer to
systems that cover some or all components of
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review. For example, trading programs in many
Chesapeake Bay states (Virginia, West Virginia,
Pennsylvania) use the term “verification” to refer
only to the confirmation of project implementation
and/or performance (Virginia DEQ, 2008; West
Virginia DEP, 2009; 25 Pa. Code § 96.8(a)). In
contrast, the Ohio River Basin Interstate Trading
Project and Willamette Partnership’s Ecosystem
Credit Accounting System (ECAS) each use the term
to encapsulate all components of review (EPRI,
2012; Willamette Partnership, 2013).

The latter usage — that verification encompasses
administrative review, technical review, and
confirmation of project implementation — is how the
term will be used here.
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