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Can carbon offsets promote wetland restoration in the Delta? 
 
Carbon is the central currency of the biological world and its utilization for food, fuel, and fiber is a 
cornerstone of human civilization. Wetland ecosystems store large quantities of carbon compared to other 
landscape components and in the central Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta (200,000 acres), it is estimated 
that 4.5 billion cubic meters of organic soils (peat) has accumulated over the last 6,700 years. 
Reclamation of this area for agriculture began in the late 1800s by draining wetlands and constructing 
levees to form islands. These practices led to considerable land subsidence as soil organic matter was 
oxidized emitting CO2 to the atmosphere. Since the late 1980s, interest in stopping and/or reversing 
subsidence through altered land use led to research focusing on the creation of impounded marshes and 
rice production as mechanisms to increase carbon storage.   
 
California Assembly Bill 32 (2006) specified a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions and created the 
potential to trade carbon offset credits (Cap-and-Trade program). The use of subsided Delta islands has 
considerable potential to sequester carbon and generate offset credits, preserve land, and restore wetland 
habitat. Efforts to develop and certify carbon offset methodologies to provide a mechanism to generate 
carbon credits eligible for sale in the state’s Cap-and-Trade program are moving forward. 
 
This seminar will provide a broad overview of global efforts to quantify wetland carbon offsets and 
demonstrate why offsets credits and a robust Cap-and-Trade system can be important drivers of land 
preservation and wetland restoration. The second half of the talk will cover the recent history of carbon 
cycling research in the Delta and provide a roadmap to establishing offset protocols for different Delta 
regions that are regulated by different dominant ecosystem types and regulating processes.  

Contact: Garrett Liles at (916) 445 – 5694 or garrett.liles@deltacouncil.ca.gov 
for WebEx access information or other questions.  
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