
Organizations across all sectors talk about carbon credits, carbon off sets and 
carbon footprints. What does it all mean, how does it work, and is off setting our 
carbon footprint through buying carbon credits really the best way to address 
climate change? The basic idea behind carbon credits is that a party creating 
greenhouse gas emissions pays for another party to engage in activities that 
mitigate the equivalent amount of emissions. Carbon credits and their markets 
are an attempt to mitigate the growth of greenhouse gases which scientists 
overwhelmingly agree is causing climate change.

Carbon credits have long been a controversial component of government policy 
and international climate agreements. Development organizations are now 
getting into the carbon credit game to work on climate change with their farmer 
groups by selling credits to investment fi rms, allowing them to generate funds 
for projects related to agriculture, renewable energy, energy effi  ciency and forest 
management. There are two main goals: to decrease overall carbon emissions and 
to help agricultural communities increase their resilience to the impacts of climate 
change.

Below are some of the arguments in favor of and against carbon credits, gathered 
from the public dialogue:

THE PROS
• Individuals that participate in a carbon credit program become 

more conscious of their CO2 outputs, leading them to educate 
themselves and take additional actions to reduce their own 
carbon footprints. In addition, policymakers and practitioners 
may be pushed to create better and more lasting solutions.

• Farmers in the Global South need support in dealing with the 
problem of climate change, a problem they did not create. Carbon 
credits generate necessary funding to mitigate the worst eff ects 
of climate change, so at least they do not lose their lands.

• Until better solutions are adopted, carbon credits in the meantime 
off set some carbon emissions and fund necessary projects such 
as reforestation. Even if it is not a perfect mechanism, it is better 
than doing nothing.

• The entry of development organizations and NGOs into the 
carbon credit market will lead to a focus on the most marginalized 
farmers, rather than a focus on plantations that support the 
problematic paradigm.

• Carbon credits push the global economy closer to full-cost 
accounting for CO2 emissions, allowing companies to internalize 
rather than externalize their pollution costs.

THE CONS
• The carbon credit market is poorly regulated with little oversight. 

Because of this, pricing is inconsistent and vague, there is 
no assurance that mitigation happens in a timely or effi  cient 
manner after payment (or at all), funded projects may create new 
problems (for example, reforestation with non-native species), 
and the entire system is ripe for corruption.

• Rather than compelling us to look for ways to change our habits 
and make the necessary deep cuts in greenhouse gas emissions, 
and especially to change the dirty business practices of the 
largest polluters, carbon credit programs can instead create a 
sense that we can buy a clean conscience. They help companies 
avoid dealing with the real problem: the damage that we are 
causing in the fi rst place.

• The carbon credit market has led to the accelerated displacement 
of indigenous and agricultural communities from their lands in 
so-called “carbon grabs,” as investors and governments look to 
cash in on agricultural and forested lands.

• The burden of solving the problem of climate change is placed 
upon those who are least responsible for it. Instead of a guarantee of 
clean air, water and soil, farmers are paid by those who created the 
problem with the expectation that they now devise the solution.

UNDERSTANDING CARBON CREDIT PROGRAMS

Let us know what you think about carbon credits. 
Send us an email at info@fairworldproject.org. Your comments may be 

published in a “Readers Speak” section of an upcoming issue of For A Better 
World.  Please put “Carbon Credits” in the subject line and include your 

fi rst name, city, state and country.  We look forward to hearing from you.
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