An Introduction to
the HCS Approach
A guide to ensuring your products are
deforestation free

Why are tropical
forests important?
Our forests, which cover one-third of the Earth’s land surface, play the crucial role of
sustaining life.
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Forest ecosystems are home to a rich biodiversity of plants and animals; its trees and
plants help stabilise the climate by capturing and storing carbon and provide other critical
ecosystem services such as cleaning water and air; and billions of people rely on them for
their basic needs including providing cultural and spiritual values.
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How can you help support
responsible development?

What is deforestation
and its impacts?
The large-scale clearing of trees to make space for
plantations or agricultural crops is commonly called
deforestation and it can severely threaten the many
functions and values of a forest.

STEP

01

Establish an NDPE
commitment

While deforestation has decreased in some parts of the
world, the practice continues globally at an alarming rate
of 10 million hectares per year (UNEP, 2020).1
Among the main drivers causing deforestation are
changes in land use due to logging,
agriculture, plantations, and urban
settlements. In peat tropical forests, oil palm,
timber, and other large-scale plantations are
the cause of more than half of deforestation.

STEP

02

Build capacity for
NDPE&HCS Approach
implementation

The large-scale removal of trees means less carbon
dioxide (CO2) is stored and more is released into the
atmosphere, worsening climate change. This also results
in a severe loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services,
such as healthy soils and freshwater supply, as well as an
increased vulnerability to fire, pests, drought, and floods.
It can also negatively impact community rights and
livelihoods.

STEP

03

Deforestation is one of the major contributors to climate
change in the world and consequently will also bring
negative impacts on agriculture such as disrupting
agricultural ecosystems and subsequently triggering
changes in harvest times, the quality of crop yields,
alterations in agricultural areas suitable for crops, and
irrigation.

Sell your
deforestation-free
products

Possible drawbacks of climate change on agriculture

STEP

04

Consider
becoming an
HCSA member
More frequent
droughts
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Pests and diseases,
heat stress

Slower growing
periods

Increased
flooding and
salinization
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Step 1: Establish an NPDE
commitment
What are NDPE commitments?

NDPE stands for No Deforestation, No Peat, No Exploitation. This commitment is an
important step towards producing crops that are sustainable and contribute to forest
conservation, climate change mitigation and respecting the rights of local communities
and workers.

Why are NDPE commitments important?

These commitments are important for ensuring the responsible development and
management of agricultural and forestry crops which includes the protection of:
ll Forest ecosystem services, biodiversity and social values called High Conservation
Value (HCVs) and include peatlands.
ll Natural forests called High Carbon Stock (HCS) forests.
ll Local communities and worker Rights.
These efforts are meant to set high standards for action to stop deforestation, peatland
burning and combating exploitation of communities and workers.

No Deforestation is designed to prevent deforestation being carried out to clear space
for crop growing.
No Peat means no new development on peatland for agricultural purposes.
No Exploitation means that local communities and workers are treated fairly.
Commitments to stop deforestation, peat, and exploitation are commonly seen in
reference to agricultural commodity production used by downstream buyers like traders,
mills, and consumer goods manufacturers.

No Deforestation

No Peat

No Exploitation

Stopping the clearing of natural
rainforest ecosystems by
protecting High Conservation
Value (HCV) and High Carbon
Stock (HCS) forests.

No new planting on peatlands
for growing agricultural crops.

Protecting human rights, the
rights of local communities and
indigenous people, workers’
rights, smallholders’ rights.

How can you benefit from
an NDPE commitment?
Access to broader markets : There a large number of
commitments in the global market to sourcing deforestation
free & responsibly produced commodities such as palm-oil.
Capacity building: Operational improvements and better
management practices.
Long-term contracts: Buyers are more confident to engage
a long-term contract with suppliers who practices responsible
development.
Premium prices: Some buyers are willing to pay premium
prices for deforestation free produce.
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What are HCS forests and why are they important?
High Carbon Stock (HCS) forests are natural forests that need to be protected and not
cleared for new farm/plantation development.

Launched in 2014, the High Carbon Stock Approach (HCSA) is a global methodology
for implementing No-Deforestation commitments. The HCS Approach is a practical
methodology for distinguishing natural forest areas that are worth protecting from
degraded areas that that can be developed. There are four main classes of HCS forests
which range from high to low density forests and young regenerating forests and two main
classes of degraded areas or former forest areas which are scrub and open land.

HIGH CARBON STOCK (HCS) FOREST

DEGRADED LANDS (FORMER FOREST)

HCS THRESHOLD

High Density
Forest (HDF)

Medium Density
Forest (MDF)

Low Density
Forest (LDF)

Young Regenerating
Forest (YRF)

POTENTIAL HCS AREAS
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Cleared/Open
Land (OL)

Scrub (s)

MAY BE DEVELOPED

High Density
Forest (HDF)

Medium Density
Forest (MDF)

Low Density
Forest (LDF)

Young Regenarating
Forest (YRF)

Remnant forest
or advanced
secondary forest
close to primary
condition

Remnant forest but
more disturbed
than HDF

Appears to be
remnant forest but
highly disturbed
and recovering

Mostly young regrowth forest, but
with occasional
patches of older
forest within the
stratum

Scrub (s)

Cleared/Open
Land (OL)

Recently cleared
areas, some
woody regrowth
and grass-like
ground cover

Very recently
cleared land with
mostly grass or
crops, few woody
plants
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What are HCVs and why
are they important?

How the HCS and HCV
Approaches work together?

High Conservation Values are important environmental and social values for conservation
in agricultural and forestry production landscapes – across any ecosystem or habitat type
(including peatlands and other non-forest ecosystems). There are six categories of HCVs
covering biodiversity, rare ecosystems, ecosystem services, landscapes, and livelihoods
and cultural values.

The two approaches work together to help
companies and other stakeholders to agree
where agricultural/forestry commodity
production, conservation and community
lands should be most appropriately located
and managed.

HCV 1 Species diversity

HCV 1 Concentrations of biological diversity including endemic
species, and rare, threatened or endangered species, that are
significant at global, regional or national levels.

HCV 2 Landscape-level ecosystems and mosaics
Large landscape-level ecosystems and ecosystem mosaics that
are significant at global, regional or national levels, and that contain
viable populations of the great majority of the naturally occurring
species in natural patterns of distribution and abundance.

HCV 3 Ecosystems and habitats
Rare, threatened, or endangered
ecosystems, habitats or refugia.

HCV 4 Ecosystem services
Basic ecosystem services in critical situations, including
protection of water catchments and control of erosion
of vulnerable soils and slopes.

HCV 5 Community needs

The HCS Approach includes use of the HCV
approach as an important part of its land
use conservation planning decision making
guide. This guide is based on conservation
science and is used to develop an
Integrated Conservation Land Use Plan
(ICLUP) that incorporate High Carbon Stock
forests, High Conservation Value areas,
peatlands, community use and livelihood
areas, areas for plantation development,

as well as achieving Free Prior Informed
Consent from communities in the area.
Once the values are identified an Integrated
Conservation Land Use Plan for long-term
management and monitoring to maintain
HCS forests and HCVs must be developed
and agreed.

What is FPIC and its importance?
Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) is principle that local communities have the
right to give or withhold their free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) to farm/plantation
development planned on their lands. Therefore, before an HCV-HCSA assessments can
start local communities must have given their Free, Prior and Informed Consent to conduct
the assessments by farm/plantation developers and hired assessors and consider whether
they want to cooperate with having agricultural development on their lands. This process
accommodates and asserts the livelihoods and aspirations of local communities and
respects their rights to their own land.

Free, Prior and Informed Consent

Sites and resources fundamental for satisfying the basic
necessities of local communities or indigenous peoples (for
livelihoods, health, nutrition, water, etc), identified through
engagement with these communities or indigenous peoples.

HCV 6 Cultural values
Sites, resources, habitats and landscapes of global or national cultural,
archaeological or historical significance, and/or of critical cultural, ecological,
economic or religious/sacred importance for the traditional cultures of local
communities or indigenous peoples, identified through engagement with these
local communities or indigenous peoples.

Source: https://hcvnetwork.org/how-it-works
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FREE

The consent is free, given
voluntarily and without coercion,
intimidation and manipulation.
A process that is self-directed
by the community from whom
consent is being sought,
unencumbered by coercion,
expectations or timeline that are
externally imposed.

PRIOR

The consent is
sought sufficiently
in advance of any
authorization or
commencement of
activities.

INFORMED

The engagement
and type of
information that
should be provided
prior to seeking
consent and also as
part of the ongoing
consent process.

CONSENT

A collective decision
made by the right
holders and reached
through customary
decision-making
processes of the
community.
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Step 2: Build capacity for NDPE &
HCS Approach implementation
1.

Build capacity by training team members on what your organisation’s NDPE
commitment means and how it relates to implementing HCS Approach. You may want
to consider having a team member become a registered HCSA practitioner to better
help your organisation conduct and manage the implementation of the HCV-HCSA
Approach. See HCSA’s website for training opportunities.

2. Get to know the HCSA Toolkit & HCV-HCSA Assessment Manual.
Document ID

ALS_02_N

Date

08/11/2017

This table outlines how you can communicate to supply chain buyers what they can do to
contribute to stop deforestation, peat, and exploitation.

Detail in HCSA Toolkit:
The HCS Approach
Toolkit | High Carbon
Stock Approach

For more details see this link: The HCS Approach Toolkit | High Carbon Stock Approach
The HCSA Toolkit contains 7 modules that provide practical, scientifically robust and costeffective guidance for distinguishing and then protecting HCSA forest and HCV areas
through a producing proposed Integrated Conservation Land Use Plan.
3. Conduct HCV-HCSA assessment(s) for new development areas.

Company
registers an HCSA
assessment.

Company hires an
HCSA assessment
team to conduct
an HCV-HCSA
assessment.

Step3

Inform supply buyers and end consumers that you are implementing an NDPE commitment
and the High Conservation Value and High Carbon Stock Approach and your products are
deforestation free.

Spread the Word to Other Supply chain Actors

For use during integrated
HCV-HCSA assessments

Step 2

Once you establish your NDPE commitment and implement it through the HCS Approach
for any new crop development you can communicate to buyers that you have responsibly
produced products which have not contributed to deforestation, peat destruction and
exploitation of communities and work rights.

ENGLISH

HCV-HCSA
ASSESSMENT MANUAL

Step 1

Step 3: Sell your
deforestation free product

Assessment
with proposed
ICLUP and forest
conservation areas
is sent for peer
review.

Traders/Collection Centres

Small and Medium Mill Groups

•• Inform suppliers your are implementing an
NDPE commitment and the High Carbon
Stock Approach.
•• Explain that they should require their
suppliers to also adopt an NDPE and HCSA
commitments.
•• They should publish their list of suppliers.

•• Tell them to get to know their suppliers.
•• They need to raise awareness of their NDPE
& HCSA policy/commitment and that their
suppliers are required to have an NDPE
commitment & adopt the HCSA.
•• Work together to identify gaps in the
implementation of the NPDE policy/
commitment between their own operations &
their supply chain.

RAW MATERIAL

Step4

Company
implements an
ICLUP. HCSA
members send
map to HCSA for
forest conservation
monitoring.

CONSUMER

SUPPLIER

SUPPLY
CHAIN
The HCSA Toolkit requires registration of planned HCV-HCSA assessments and for
companies to work with Registered HCS Approach Practitioners and Licensed Assessors
to undertake the assessments.2 The Licenced Assessors then need to submit HCV-HCSA
assessments the High Conservation Value Network ALS system for independent review are
in place to ensure quality of assessments are in line with the HCSA Toolkit and HCV-HCSA
Assessment Manual. The outcomes of the review published in public summary reports on
the HCSA and/or HCV Network websites. Any claims referring to the use of the HCSA Toolkit
and HCV-HCSA assessments need to follow the HCSA Communication and Claims Guide.
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MANUFACTURER

RETAILER

DISTRIBUTOR
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Step 4: Consider becoming
an HCSA member
Widen your No-Deforestation commitment efforts by considering joining the
HCSA as a member.
The HCSA is a membership-based, multi-stakeholder initiative that
is governed by its Steering Group, which is made up of all its
members.
The mission of the HCSA Steering Group (SG) is to ‘End
commodity-driven tropical deforestation by providing land
managers with practical, credible, and inclusive tools for land
use planning.’ and the SG provides technical oversight and
governance of the HCS Approach and contributes to continuous
learning and technical improvement of the Toolkit.
All SG members are either implementing the HCS Approach
in their operations and supply chains or supporting/promoting
the HCS Approach with commodity producers, end users and public and
private sector stakeholders
Speak up for the forest and highlight the impact of our work together on our channels below:

info@highcarbonstock.org

1

www.highcarbonstock.org

@Highcarbonstock

https://www.unep.org/resources/factsheet/investing-forests-build-back-better-greener

2. The HCSA Quality Review Process is a quality assurance process to be followed for all stand-alone HCSA assessments completed by members of the Steering Group (pre-November 2017), as well as any other non-members who request review by the HCSA Steering Group. After
November 2017, companies are required to conduct/commission HCV-HCSA Assessments which are evaluated by the HCVN ALS. HCV-HCSA assessments are evaluated by a Quality Panel through the HCVN’s Assessor Licensing Scheme. HCSA stand-alone assessments are
registered on HCSA’s website here. HCSA assessments are registered on HCSA’s website here. HCSA members are required to register both
HCSA stand-alone and HCV-HCSA assessments with the HCSA secretariat. Non-members are required to register HCSA stand-alone assessments but also encouraged register HCV-HCSA assessments with the HCSA secretariat.
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