
California’s Low Carbon Fuel Standard (LCFS)
Using third party verification to build trust and real impact, 2009

California’s 2009 transportation fuel regulation program introduced novel standards for verifying 
company claims concerning their fuel’s carbon intensity. Although the program offered adoptable 
practices for ensuring and communicating low-carbon attainment, it could be improved through 
publishing third-party reviews and creating enabling conditions for communities to oversee the 
review process.

The California Low Carbon Fuel Standard (LCFS) was established in 2009 by the California Air 

Resources Board (CARB). It is a performance-based regulation that aims to reduce the carbon 

intensity of transportation fuels. The LCFS assigns carbon intensities to fuels based on a full 

lifecycle analysis and allows regulated entities to purchase credits based on how their fuel compares 

to annual CI benchmarks.
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KEY PRACTICE

Independently Verified

Definition: Independent 

verification means that 

critical aspects of a carbon 

removal intervention are 

reviewed, audited, or 

validated by third parties 

who are organizationally and 

financially separate from the 

entity making the claims. 

These reviewers must be 

qualified in relevant technical 

and regulatory expertise, 

free from conflicts of 

interest, and trusted by and 

accountable to impacted 

parties. Verification findings 

must be made public in 

accessible formats and must 

include full methodologies, 

documentation of 

uncertainty, and corrective 

actions taken where 

discrepancies or reversals are 

identified. 
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Since 2018, all carbon intensity calculations and fuel volumes reported under LCFS must be verified 

by independent third-party reviewers. In 2020, CARB began maintaining a list of certified verifiers. 

CARB verifiers must be approved and trained by CARB, and must meet education and experience 

standards, disclose any conflicts of interest, and remain financially independent of the regulated 

party. 

Although fuel producers pay for verification, CARB sets the terms of the verifier’s contracts to 

ensure independence. Verification includes a review of the lifecycle emissions calculations, data 

inputs, energy use, feedstock origin, and co-product treatment. Reports must be filed both at the 

fuel pathway application stage and annually for ongoing compliance. CARB publishes verifier names, 

status, and findings publicly, alongside detailed program guidance and audit records. However, it 

does not make the reviews themselves public. Nor do impacted communities have a role in selecting 

or overseeing reviewers. 

California’s adoption of third-party verification led the way for other clean fuel standards in Oregon 

and British Columbia to follow. Publicly reported data from the LCFS program shows a successful 

10% reduction over the program’s first ten years. California’s share of alternative fuels in the 

regulated transportation fuels pool increased by 30% from 2011 to 2015, and the reported average 

lifecycle fuel intensity of all alternative fuels declined 21%.
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